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Arthur

Sweat dripped from Arthur Cain’s forehead and splashed onto the dingy gym mats. The Fire Department’s training room reeked like generations of old socks, damp towels, and testosterone—which no amount of legally enforced gender parity would ever be able to erase.

Arthur’s muscles burned, his pecs and triceps twitching as they fatigued, but he was determined to break his unit’s record of 103 push-ups.

“Ninety-nine…,” he grunted through gritted teeth as his fellow firefighters cheered and jeered from the sidelines. “…one-hundred…”

He cursed himself for falling into Mark’s trap, letting his competitive nature override his sense of self-preservation. No one had even seen Mark do the 103 push-ups he claimed to have done last weekend. There was no need for Arthur to one up a record that might be little more than hot air from his best-friend and co-worker.

“One-hundred-and-two…” he continued.

Of course, Mark knew him well—knew he could never resist a good-natured bet. He was going to be sore for days after this, all because he couldn’t laugh off Mark’s ribbing about Mr. September being voted the hottest hunk in the Fire Department’s annual Hotshot Heroes swimsuit calendar last year.

Mark McGuiness had defeated Arthur’s Mr. May by a single vote. Arthur was pretty sure Mark had cheated by voting for himself, but he couldn’t resist the opportunity to put his bragging buddy in his place once and for all.

“One-hundred-and-four!”

The station alarm blared just as he pressed out the final rep. Arthur was panting when he pushed himself to his feet, ready to receive the praise of his co-workers and see the look of defeat on Mark’s smug mug.

But they were gone, scrambling to get suited up for the call. No one had witnessed his victorious finish.

“That’s a hundred and four, Mark!” he shouted as he ran for his own dress station. “That record belongs to me!”

An operator began describing the call situation over the intercom system—a sudden blaze tearing through the north end of New Justice City. Arthur found himself listening and preparing himself for the work ahead, even while the banter continued.

“I only saw a hundred and two,” Mark shot back, earning a chorus of laughter from the other firefighters. “You’ll have to show me again when we get back.”

“No can do, buddy,” Arthur said as he pulled on the first layer of required personal protective equipment. “Gotta save myself for extra-curricular activities with the wife. You know what Megan’s like if she doesn’t get enough of my—”

“No one wants to hear about your boner, Cain.” Stacy Alison, the department’s only female firefighter interrupted, sounding annoyed. But as she shimmied into her overalls, she glanced over her shoulder at Arthur with a look in her eyes that was more lustful than irritated. She added, “Unless you’re gonna show us, it’s just teasing.”

Mark whooped. “Shit, Stacy. Have you met Megan? Or do you have a death drive that is no longer being satisfied by our line of work?”

Arthur laughed despite himself. Mark wasn’t exactly lying. Megan Cain was a gorgeous woman who loved Arthur intensely and passionately—if perhaps a little jealously. She’d been over-the-moon when Arthur landed her birthday month in the calendar, for example. But when she found out that one of her female co-workers had bought a copy from the Fire Department fundraiser and hung it in her office, Megan had attempted to have the girl fired for sexual harassment.

“I’d pay to see that fight,” one of the other guys muttered. Then he ducked as Stacy threw an extra helmet at him, and it clanged against the metal locker as the rest of the team burst into laughter.

Despite being the last to arrive, Arthur was the first one dressed. He ran for the pole, sliding down to the apparatus bay where they kept the trucks. The rest of the crew followed shortly after, shouting instructions to one another as they added equipment to the basic toolkit based on the operator’s description of the fire.

But before they got the truck out of the bay, Chief Barbos came in from the front office, yelling over the clamor. The Chief was a big, barrel chested man with salt-and-pepper hair, a lantern jaw, and heavy, scowling brows. No one liked to cross Barbos, and he looked like he’d been crossed.

“Hang on, boys,” his deep voice bellowed through the bay. He’d always called them ‘boys,’ and refused to change with the addition of their first female crew member. He said it now with a glower at Stacy as if daring her to object. She stared stonily back at him waiting for whatever it was he wanted to say, not giving away any hint of how she felt about the man. Arthur admired her for that. The Chief continued, “We’re gonna let this one simmer a minute before we burn rubber. Or weren’t you listening to the dispatch call?”

Torn from his thoughts about Stacy, Arthur tensed at Barbos’s words. “Simmer, sir?”

“Yes, Cain. Simmer. You did hear where the call out is to, did you not?”

“The north end of town,” Arthur said, feeling his mouth go dry. He knew where the Chief was going with this line of questioning, and he didn’t like it.

“That’s right,” Chief Barbos said, a sneer curdling his perpetually scowling face. “The north end. And who lives in the north end of our beautiful city, Cain? Is it a nice neighborhood like the one your lovely daughter goes to school in, with human families and legitimate businesses living peacefully together? Is it the kind of place that pays the taxes that pay your salaries?”

Arthur gritted his teeth. The north end of town was home to a growing encampment of monsterkin refugees. At first, the migration from the Extra-Dimensional Portals had been a trickle. When human scientists managed to open doorways into resource rich worlds with small, scattered populations of humanoid ‘monster’ races–orcs, elves, goblins, lamia, kitsune, and more–the military offered safe passage to peaceful monsterkin into the human world before full-scale resource extraction could begin.

Fighting broke out in some worlds, but none of the monster races could compete with human technology and experience with warfare. Lately, as the fighting became more desperate, more and more refugees were flooding to human city centers, seeking the peace and freedom they had been promised.

Unfortunately, what they found was not the life of opportunity they had been promised. Human prejudice against monsterkin made it difficult for the new races to integrate with society. Many of them lived in poverty, requiring government assistance to keep them going.

Arthur knew there were a lot of people who resented the newcomers, and the monsterkin people hadn’t exactly meshed smoothly with the rest of New Justice City. Many preferred to keep to themselves, avoiding the open hostility and discrimination of their human neighbors by eschewing them completely. Tensions had been growing, but Arthur hadn’t realized it was so bad that the Chief of the Fire Department would refuse to help them.

“No, sir,” Darrel Williams, the youngest recruit on their team answered when Arthur didn’t. “It’s in Half-Breed Heights. The monster ghetto.”

“That’s right, Williams,” Chief Barbos said, still pinning his beady black eyes on Arthur. “The monster ghetto. They like to keep to themselves, don’t they? Well, word from the mayor is, if they don’t want to pay their fair share of taxes they don’t benefit from the amenities those taxes pay for. Let Half-Breed Heights burn to the ground. We’ll come sweep up the ashes.”

“No,” Arthur said, the word escaping his throat before his brain had a chance to warn him he was getting into dangerous territory.

“Did you say ‘no’ to me, Cain?” Chief Barbos growled.

“There’s people in those neighborhoods,” Arthur said, already moving toward the smaller of the two fire-trucks while the rest of his team stayed frozen in place. “Kids. The city’s accountants can worry about taxes. Our job is to save lives. Last I checked that applied to human and monsterkin.”

“Cain!” Barbos barked as Arthur began to climb into the firetruck. “I gave you an order!”

Arthur glared at the Chief from the driver’s seat. “Unless that order is in writing, signed off by you and the mayor, our duty is to do what we were hired to do, sir. You can’t change our job description without due process or we’re all on the hook if something goes wrong. I’d say an entire neighborhood burning to the ground is going to raise some questions, don’t you? I want to be able to tell the press we did everything we could.”

The rest of the crew was muttering, and Arthur could see that even those who held the same prejudices against the monsterkin as the Chief did were questioning the wisdom of following ‘unofficial’ orders. They all knew who would be pinned with the blame if the mayor decided it was inconvenient to follow through on his threats and promises.

“Fuck this. I’m going with Cain,” Mark said, running to his position on the truck.

Stacy shot Chief Barbos a disparaging look. “Me too,” she said. “And if you want to fire me for that, I’ll be happy to take you to court, Boy.”

Others moved to join Arthur as Chief Barbos’s sallow complexion shifted from liver-failure yellow to apoplectic red. His beady eyes bugged as he fought with the realization that he couldn’t possibly win this argument without getting himself in a political mess.

In a sudden panic, he switched tactics. “What are you lollygaggers hangin’ around here for?” he shouted, pointing at the clock ticking above the truck bays. “It’s been four minutes and thirty-two seconds. This is disgraceful! I’ll have every one of you written up if you don’t make it to this call in double time, you hear me?”

Shooting dark looks at one another, the rest of the crew hurried to man the second, bigger truck. Arthur felt his pulse racing through his veins as he hit the siren and pulled out into the street. The truck’s GPS said it would take five minutes to get to Havenseed Heights—the actual name of the neighborhood which bigots twisted to Half-Breed.

Arthur figured it could be done in three.

“Hang onto your dicks,” he shouted as he peeled around the corner.

From the passenger seat Mark laughed without humor. “While we still can, you mean? Fucking Barbos is going to have ours served up on a silver platter for this, you know that, right?”

“Hope he chokes on mine.” Stacy reached up front from the crew cab and punched Arthur in the shoulder. “Nice move, Cain. Think you nearly gave that fat, racist, piece of shit a stroke back there.”

There were some nervous chuckles from the rest of the crew as they realized how much shit they might be in once the day was done. Then, they fell into silence as Arthur sped through the city like a madman.

They whipped through traffic lights, the siren blaring. Arthur cranked on the wheel, switching lanes at a break-neck pace.

***

By the time they reached Havenseed Heights, the air was already tinged with black smoke. Arthur slowed as he navigated the unfamiliar streets lined with shabby wooden houses and the occasional tent. monsterkin people filled the streets, clustered together with worried looks on their faces. As the firetrucks drove by, some looked up with hope in their expressions and others became grim.

Arthur could only imagine what these people must think about the human responders coming to their rescue. Would they be grateful? Or would they suspect something like what the Chief had tried to pull—that they’d only showed up once the damage was done?

Arthur hadn’t become a firefighter because he expected gratitude or accolades, which was probably a good thing, because fire victims fell into two distinct camps, in his experience. There were those who thanked you for helping them, for putting yourself in danger in order to save their family, pets, and property, even when there were substantial injuries or damages. And then there were those who, no matter how successful the call-out is, will focus on what they lost—even when that loss is minimal—and blame the first responders for not responding quickly or effectively enough.

The only way to deal with it was to not think about the victim’s opinions at all and to just do the job they’d come to do—fight fires, save lives, minimize damage. That was all any of them could do.

When Arthur pulled up in front of the blazing building, this was what he was doing, preparing his mind for the job ahead. But his heart sank when he saw the state of the small wooden house, knowing there would be very little to save. Even if Chief Barbos hadn’t succeeded in stopping their response completely, the wait had done enough damage. They would have to hurry if they wanted to stop the spread of the fire to the next houses in the tightly packed row.

“Mark, ready the hoses,” Arthur shouted as he opened the door and hopped out. “When the second truck gets here, I want them spraying down the closest houses to prevent the fire from spreading, you got it?”

“I know the drill, man,” Mark said, slightly sarcastic. “Just because I’m pretty doesn’t mean I’m dumb.”

“Where are the cops? I guess I’ve got crowd control,” Stacy said, scrambling out of the crew cab. “Those kids are way too close.”

The other crew members began hauling out equipment and verifying who was doing what—while responding to a fire had a set of structured steps to follow, confirming each step as it was being handled was part of the process, especially when the cops didn’t show.

Arthur analyzed what he could see from the truck and was about to call in his assessment to dispatch, when there was a crash from the house and a high-pitched scream from inside.

“Cain, they say there’s someone still inside,” Stacy shouted from where she was herding a group of onlookers back to a safe distance. “An older lamia woman. We’ve got to sweep the site.”

There was a beat of silence as the firefighters who usually jumped to do their jobs without question all paused. The fire was bad. Going in would be dangerous. Nothing they couldn’t handle, probably, but it was different running into an inferno to save a human child. An old lamia woman? Was that worth the risk? Apparently, Arthur was the only one who thought so.

As the prejudices of his coworkers became crystal clear, Arthur cursed, knowing it would have to be him to go inside.

“Change of plans,” he shouted. “Mark, take command. Make the call to dispatch. I want Jerry and Sam on hoses. I’m going in.”

Arthur grabbed an axe and an extraction kit from the back of the truck and ran for the building. Mark protested, even as he jumped to follow Arthur’s orders. Arthur ignored him, doing what he had come there to do. His instincts and training took over as he made his way toward the blazing building.

Arthur kicked the front door in with a single impact, the charred wood splintering under the force of his boot. Inside was a maze of burning timber, which Arthur began to scan methodically, looking for the woman who was trapped inside.

His eyes landed upon a painted portrait hanging in the entryway, barely visible through the black smoke. A stately-looking lamia woman with fair hair and golden scales on her monstrous tail, sat with a young girl upon her snake-like lap. The girl grinned up at the woman with childlike adoration that made Arthur’s chest hurt.

He knew that look from when his own daughter, Tanya, was about that age. Back in those days she looked up to her parents with unquestioning devotion rather than teenaged cynicism. Chief Barbos and the mayor could try to drum up whatever hate they wanted to, but as far as Arthur was concerned there was no difference between him and his daughter and this lamia woman and her child, not besides the obvious physical ones.

Arthur pressed on through the house, scanning the living room before heading toward the rooms at the back of the house. As he moved out, he shouted for the woman, hoping she would hear him and come out of hiding. It still amazed Arthur how strangely people behaved during a fire once the panic took them. They would run into the basement, trapping themselves. Or shut themselves in a closet like they were hiding from a home invader.

Once, he’d found a man crawling on his hands and knees with his eyes squeezed shut tight and his head wedged in a corner. The lamia woman could be anywhere. But at least, given how large lamia were with their huge lower-halves, there weren’t nearly as many places that she could hide.

If the woman was screaming for help, however, the roar of the flames drowned out any more sounds. At least, Arthur fervently hoped that was all it was as he pushed into the hallway. He knocked down a burning support beam that sagged across the corridor using his axe, proceeding toward what he imagined to be the bedrooms.

A sound from the room to his left made him check that one first. He shouted a warning, then kicked open the door. An elderly lamia woman was huddled in the corner, ash and soot streaking her skin. Her hair was whiter, but she had the same stately look as the woman in the portrait out front. Her gold-scaled tail was pinned beneath a fallen beam, the skin black and singed in places where the smoldering wood had burned her. As Arthur stepped into the room, the woman looked up, terror painted across her features. She clutched a small bag against her chest.

“Help me,” she gasped as Arthur stepped into the bedroom. “The ceiling collapsed. I can’t move. It… it hurts so much!”

“Is there anyone else in the house?” Arthur asked, thinking of the young girl in the painting.

“No,” the woman said. “My daughter is working, thank goodness. It’s only me here.”

Arthur eyed the ceiling, hoping it would hold while he worked. A second beam looked ready to collapse at any moment.

“Don’t worry,” he said, keeping his voice calm. “I’m going to get you out of here. Just give me a minute to get this debris off of you, okay?”

The woman grimaced in pain as he removed the burning beam from her tail. She sighed in relief as the weight was lifted, contracting her muscles and pulling the injured limb toward her to assess the damage. “Thank you,” she gasped. “I don’t think anything is broken. How are we going to get out of here?”

Arthur checked the bedroom window, which would have been an ideal exit if it weren’t for the massive lower body of the lamia woman, which no amount of push-ups would ever help him to lift. Even if he could get her up there, there was no way she’d fit.

The woman wiped at tears streaming down her cheeks. “This is all my fault,” she whimpered, still clutching her bag. “I should have gotten out as soon as the fire started. But I couldn’t leave my things… it’s all I have left from my home, the only things I have to give my daughter to remind her of where we come from.”

Arthur was only half listening. If the house had been built to the same standard as any average human dwelling, there would be windows or doors in every room that could double as escape routes during a fire. Clearly whoever built this house hadn’t accounted for the fact that lamia bodies were much larger than human ones.

“Don’t your builders have safety standards to meet?” he snapped, glaring in frustration at the undersized window. He wasn’t upset with the woman but at the lack of foresight that put her in danger. When he saw the panicked look on the woman’s face, he regretted his words. “It’s okay. It’s not your fault, I know. Look, I’ve cleared the front of the house. We’ll leave that way. Stay as low as you can to avoid breathing the smoke, okay?”

The woman nodded, still looking frightened. She slithered out of the corner and headed for the door. But as she attempted to cross the threshold, another beam fell, scattering her with burning embers. She shrieked and reeled back, slapping at her arms and chest.

Immediately, Arthur removed his jacket, draping it over her shoulders. His other layers would protect him well enough, and the lamia woman was only in a sleeveless dress. He couldn’t send her through the burning house without protection. With the jacket, the woman looked at him gratefully and started through the doorway again.

Arthur followed, keeping an eye on the woman as she swept down the hallway toward the front door. He was right behind her, but he needed to keep enough distance between them so that he wouldn’t accidentally step on her tail. The lamia woman was at the front door as Arthur stepped out of the hallway.

The flames roared all around him, and the heat seared his flesh, even through his protective clothing. He kept his eyes fixed on the exit, and the billowing smoke that followed the woman out into the gloriously fresh air. He was almost there. One more life saved, despite Chief Barbos’ best efforts.

But as he approached the doorway, a beam above him popped and crackled. Instinctively, Arthur put up his arms to shield himself from the falling debris. Something cracked the back of his helmet, knocking him sideways. Arthur tried to move forward, to get himself out of the dangerous area, but his legs wouldn’t respond. An intense pressure bore down on his body in every direction, and Arthur glanced around in confusion.

He was on the ground. He didn’t remember falling, but he was laying on his side with half the ceiling pinning him to the floor.

Arthur tried to shout, but his lungs burned with the acrid black smoke that plumed from the debris that trapped him. He could hear Mark’s voice, shouting for him from outside.

Again, Arthur tried to respond, but every breath he took seemed to make him weaker. Blackness encroached on his vision, like the smoke was leaking into his brain and blocking his eyes from the inside.

Mark’s voice faded as the roar of the flames grew louder in Arthur’s head, drowning out all other sound, all other thoughts… Until there was nothing left but heat, pressure, and burning pain for Arthur to focus on, and he decided to sleep instead.


Chapter 2
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Arthur, 6 Months Later

The glaring blue-white light of his laptop’s screen burned into the back of Arthur’s retinas like the fire that had nearly killed him six months ago. His brain ached. His body ached. And the spreadsheets seemed to get longer and longer, like a nightmare hallway when you’re running from a monster, stretching to infinity.

It’s not that Arthur wasn’t grateful for the job. Since that fateful fire in Half-Breed Heights, when the collapsing building had destroyed his legs, there wasn’t much he could do for work. He sure as hell couldn’t work at the Fire Department. Though Chief Barbos had been more than willing to sign off on a healthy severance package just to get rid of him, and he was likely going to one day get a big payout either from his insurance or the city itself, there had been an unspoken warning in his final words.

“The sacrifice of the individual is often necessary for the betterment of society, Mr. Cain,” the sallow-faced man had said, with a cruel twist to his thin lips. “There will be changes made around here to ensure such a tragedy never happens again. Enjoy your early retirement.”

Arthur knew the chief was referring to new bylaws the mayor was attempting to pass, which would make it legal for first responders to refuse calls in city jurisdictions which were behind on their civic dues. If the law passed, Arthur knew it wouldn’t be long before the half-breeds in the Heights would struggle to get police, fire, and rescue crews to cross their borders at all.

He hated himself for thinking of them that way… using the same language in his head as he’d defied the chief for using. But ever since the accident, there had been a bitterness growing in Arthur Cain which he fought to keep under control.

Had the incident occurred in a human neighborhood, he would have been hailed as a hero, interviewed by news reporters and asked to speak at graduation ceremonies. But he’d been injured saving a monsterkin woman, something half his old crew considered a foolish and unnecessary risk. As far as they seemed to think, it was his own damned fault he’d gotten hurt.

And the worst part was, he wasn’t sure they were wrong.

He wasn’t upset about the lack of accolades, not really. If he’d had the support of his co-workers and peers, his lot would have been easier to bear. But to be crippled in the line of duty, and then forgotten by those he’d fought beside… that hurt worse than seeing his twisted legs in the mirror each morning, or the pity and anxiety on his daughter’s face when she saw him struggle with simple tasks, or the thinly-veiled disgust in his wife’s eyes when she turned away from the kisses she’d once begged him for.

Not everyone had abandoned him, though. The data-entry gig that kept him from going completely insane was thanks to Mark McGuinness calling in a favor with his sister downtown. Arthur had rebelled against the idea of being a pity hire, but in the end, he knew that boredom and lack of purpose would kill him if he didn’t do something. So, he’d accepted the job.

And entered a world of pain he’d never dreamed of.

All the hours that Arthur Cain had tested and tortured his body to meet the physical demands of his job as a firefighter, nothing had prepared him for the agony of life as a desk-jockey. It was like being burned beneath the rubble in that fire all over again, except half the pain was in his eyeballs and his brain.

Actually, no. This was worse.

At least when he’d thought he was burning to death he’d felt like he was doing something worthwhile. The only thing he was doing now was earning a meaningless paycheck and postponing the inevitable breakdown that hovered always at the edge of his consciousness. At least the job had room for advancement to supervisory positions…but the slog to get there? Oof.

Arthur saved the file he was working on and rubbed his eyes with the palms of his hands, pressing hard enough to see stars. His hips and knees felt like they’d seized in place, the joints swelling from the lack of movement. Slowly, he rolled himself back from the desk in the walk-in closet they’d repurposed for his office. The wheels of his wheelchair caught on a fallen garment and Arthur cursed, wincing as he bent to retrieve the fabric foiling his escape.

When Arthur had first returned from the hospital and told his wife that he’d be working from home for the near future, Megan had selflessly offered up her second closet for his office space. But as the weeks had turned into months, and it seemed increasingly likely that Arthur would never be able to walk again, let alone rejoin the Fire Department, his wife’s magnanimity had worn thin. She’d been adding items back into the closet when he wasn’t working in there, perhaps thinking he wouldn’t notice when he began to suffocate on designer dresses and handbags, as if his injury had affected his brain as well as his legs.

Megan walked into the room just as Arthur wrenched free the red satin culprit that had trapped him in the closet. The tear of fabric accompanied her horrified shriek like an enthusiastic back-up singer.

“OH my GAWD, Arthur,” she wailed, rushing toward him. For a second, he thought she might be worried about him and the fact that her clothing was making it difficult for him to move. But when she snatched the dress from his hands, he recognized that fantasy for the fever foolish dream it was. “This is a Versace, honey. Do you know how many spreadsheets you’d have to punch through to earn enough money to pay for this dress?”

Arthur gritted his teeth at his wife’s dig at his reduced income. “The whole idea of repurposing the closet as an office, Megan, is that we are no longer using it as a closet. Remember?”

“You don’t get it, do you?” she asked, tears brimming in her bright blue eyes as she clutched the dress to her chest. Behind the dress, Arthur could see a large envelope. His heart stopped, then stubbornly started again. Megan was crying fervently. “It’s not about the closet. It’s not about any of this—it’s about the fact that…I tried my hardest, baby, I really did. I’m sick of being talked down to by you, like I’m an idiot child. I’m sick of doing everything for you! After the surgery, I wiped your ass for a week!”

“Megan,” he said, wondering where all of this was coming from. “I’ve never been anything but patient and loving toward you. All I’m saying is I don’t have room to move in here when you keep your clothes in my office. I’m not trying to start an argument.”

“Your ‘office’ used to be my closet,” she shouted. “This was my space, and I gave it to you so you could work while you got better. But sooner or later we have to face the truth—you’re not getting better, are you? Are you even trying? Don’t answer that.” She held up her hand to preemptively silence him. “I already know the truth. I don’t need to hear it. It’s like you don’t care about our vows anymore.”

Arthur wrinkled his forehead. “I don’t remember any stipulations in our marriage agreement about closet space, Megan. It’s not like you don’t have space for all your clothes. The closet you still have is bigger than my first apartment.”

Megan’s pretty face twisted into a scowl. “So now I don’t deserve my own space? Forget the closet, Arthur! The closet isn’t the problem! I can’t believe you. I can’t believe you would treat me this way after everything I’ve been through! That you’d take me for granted like this!”

Arthur bit his tongue, recognizing the slightly manic glint in his wife’s eyes as she sought to twist every word out of his mouth into something she could be angry about. It used to be that she only did this when she was worried about Arthur’s eyes straying to some other woman. Ever since his accident, though, Megan had seemed ready to fight about just about anything.

She took a deep, shuddering breath and closed her eyes, performing some relaxation breathing techniques from her weekly yoga classes. “Okay, Arthur,” she said, exhaling slowly and opening her eyes again. “This is why it’s time to have this conversation.”

Arthur’s heart sank at the change in tone. “What conversation?”

Megan delicately draped the injured dress over her forearm and thrust the envelope into Arthur’s chest. He took it with fingers that barely felt what they were holding.

“I want a divorce,” she said, her voice shaking.

“What? Meg, baby, I’ve been doing my best to—”

“I can’t do this anymore, Arthur,” she said. “Lord knows I love you, that I know that you’re my soulmate, but you’ve made yourself unfit for this marriage. You are no longer the man that I fell in love with, and I can’t pretend anymore that you are.”

“Megan,” he said, his voice ing in his throat. “I’m still me. I still love you and Tanya with everything I have. Nothing has changed except for—”

“Everything has changed!” Megan shrieked, her lip quivering. “Everything… has changed. I married a man who could sweep me off my feet and toss me on the bed and ravage me into a stupor if I so much as fluttered my eyelashes at him. I married a man who made all my friends green with envy—fuck my friends! The whole city envied me. I married Hotshot Heroes, Mr. May. My Superman, Arthur. Because I need—I deserve—someone to take care of me for the rest of my life.”

Numbness settled over Arthur like a blanket as he absorbed his wife’s words. “We’re supposed to take care of each other, Megan. To have and to hold, for better or worse, in sickness and in health… Those vows go both ways.”

Megan shook her head. “You violated our marriage first,” she said, tears streaming down her face. “I can’t be your nurse, Arthur. That’s not what I signed up for. I only wanted to be your wife.”

“You are my wife.”

“No,” she whispered, her voice shaking. “Not anymore. Not in my heart.”

Despite the numbness, Arthur felt his mouth go dry. “Is there somebody else?”

Megan reeled back as if she’d been slapped. “What? No, God, Arthur. Nothing like that. Why do you have to make it seem so ugly? I just… I’m not happy. I’m going home to stay with my mother for a while until I figure things out. I’m taking Tanya with me. Please…sign those papers before I go.”

“You’re not taking Tanya,” Arthur growled, anger bubbling to the surface through the haze of dulled emotions. “She’s my daughter, too, Megan. You can’t take her from me.”

“Of course not,” Megan sighed, running a hand through her long blonde hair. She did another series of performative breathing exercises and added, “If you sign those papers without a fuss, there won’t be any reason for us to argue about this. You can see Tanya on weekends, and we’ll split holidays fifty-fifty. I’m not asking for anything from you except separation—until you recover and are ready for me. Please, Arthur. Don’t make this any more difficult than it already is. I’ve been through enough already.”

Ready for her? As if he’d ever forgive this betrayal. In a daze, Arthur pulled the papers from the envelope, reading the documents as Megan paced in the bedroom. As he read, his mind whirled with alternative options…

But what was he going to do? Megan made far more money than he did now, and newly disabled as he was, there was no way he’d win a custody battle for Tanya. If she was telling the truth and there had been no infidelity, he couldn’t make a case against her character—truthfully, he didn’t want to. As much as he hated to admit it, he understood where Megan was coming from.

When they’d been married, he’d been in his prime and Megan was the perfect trophy wife to hang on the wall next to all his other notable achievements. She was hot, dynamite in bed, and knew how to cater dinner parties that impressed their friends. But she wasn’t exactly known for her empathy or compassion.

No, when he thought about it, Arthur couldn’t even say he was surprised by this turn of events. In a way, he had this coming, just for the sin of loving her.

Megan had married a hero, not a wheelchair-bound cripple, and she was the kind of woman to always demand what she felt she was owed. Arthur wasn’t her picture of marital bliss anymore. He understood her point of view perfectly.

That didn’t stop him from feeling the pangs of regret as he signed the divorce papers.

***

They sold the house, split their assets down the middle. Megan was surprisingly rational about the whole thing, and Arthur suspected that even in her shallow mind, tremors of guilt were rippling. She didn’t ask for child support. She let him keep all the furniture he wanted, since she had no place to store it. She got the car, since he couldn’t drive it anyway. His rights to see his daughter were right there on paper, signed and notarized, the most valuable asset of them all.

All in all, it was a very civil way to tear a man’s heart in two and destroy everything he had spent his life building. And it had only taken a year to do it.

With his share of the money from the house, Arthur bought another, much smaller one.In fact, the only one he liked within his modest budget was in Havenseed Heights, in the exact monsterkin neighborhood where he’d fought the fire that had hit back. He supposed he’d have to get used to calling it by its proper name, if he wanted to get along with his monstrous neighbors. He doubted any of them much liked the moniker Half-breed Heights.

The bitter irony of his situation was not lost on Arthur Cain.

When he’d put the offer on the house, the purchase had initially been protested by a monsterkin special interest group—despite the city’s hostility toward them, monsterkin were a protected group and Havenseed Heights a dedicated monsterkin territory. This gave them the right to deny the purchase of property to non-monsterkin individuals or developers in the hopes of avoiding a gentrification process that would put additional financial pressure on the already disadvantaged group.

But after a few tense days, the protest was revoked, and Arthur had been able to buy the house. It seemed someone on Havenseed Heights’ council knew who he was and had allowed the sale to go through.

Arthur supposed he should be thankful for small mercies. Instead, he felt even more isolated in his new home, suspecting that nobody wanted him there and they were just too polite to say so.

In the end, he moved into the new house almost a year to the day from when Megan had dropped the divorce bombshell on him, and a year and half since his accident. It didn’t feel like anything to celebrate. It felt more like another step closer to defeat, to accepting that his life would never be the same again.

Mark had come by shortly after he’d moved in with a six-pack of craft beer that Arthur used to like. Even that hadn’t been able to drag him from his funk.

They’d sat at the kitchen table, which seemed too large in the undersized kitchen, and his friend had regaled him with humorous anecdotes from all the guys at the station.

Arthur knew Mark was trying to make him feel better, but he couldn’t hear the names of his coworkers without remembering how few of them had come to see him once he’d gotten out of the hospital. He guessed physiotherapy wasn’t quite as sympathetic as having to have his legs put back together—Humpty Dumpty style—by the city’s top surgeons.

“You should come to the pub with us on Friday night,” Mark was saying as Arthur drained the last of his beer. “I’ll come pick you up. The guys would love to see you. Stacy’s been asking about you, you know.”

He waggled his eyebrows suggestively, and Arthur scoffed. “Appreciate the offer man, but I don’t think so. You don’t want to babysit me all night and I don’t want to be a downer. I’m like a walking advertisement for the worst possible outcome for your line of work.”

“It’s your line of work too,” Mark insisted. “Once a firefighter, always a firefighter, man. Besides, you’re still here, aren’t you? Definitely not the worst outcome there is.”

Arthur wedged the bottle between his knees, wincing as his damaged nerves sent him panicked pain signals that weren’t actually connected to anything. He started picking at the label, not wanting to look Mark in the eye. “If I had died, at least I’d have a plaque or monument or something in my honor,” he said. “Something my family could look up to and be proud of, you know?”

Mark leaned back in his chair and frowned, watching Arthur silently. “What I know,” he said, drawing the words out slowly, “is that picking at labels is supposed to be a sign of sexual frustration. I also happen to know you and ‘Megan the Martyr’ had a very active sex life before your accident. You can’t just go cold turkey from that shit. When’s the last time you got laid, man?”

“I can’t even get into bed without suffering,” Arthur said with a snort. “Sex is the last thing on my mind. And I don’t know if you’ve seen my legs lately, but I’d give Frankenstein’s monster a run for its money. Not exactly Mr. May material anymore.”

Mark shrugged, giving his friend a careful look. “Maybe not,” he said. “But I bet you could still kick my ass at push-ups.”

“What do you mean, still?” Arthur ripped the last of the label off his bottle, crumpled it up and tossed it into the garbage can across the room. “You never acknowledged my record that day, the damn siren went off right when I was finishing.”

Mark stood, picking up the remaining four bottles in their cardboard carrying, and stuffing them in Arthur’s sadly empty fridge. “Yeah, well,” he said, kicking the fridge door closed behind him before picking up his jacket from the back of the kitchen chair. “Yours is the record to beat right now. I wrote it up there myself. Arthur Cain, one-hundred-and-four. Pissed Chief Barbos off like you wouldn’t believe, but I told him if he wanted us to take it down, he’d have to break the record himself because none of the rest of us can.”

“You’re not far behind,” Arthur said, though he felt a modicum of pride that Mark had stood up for him like that.

Mark laughed and slung his jacket over his shoulder. “Sure, sure. Or I would be if there had been anyone to see me do one-oh-three. Which no one has, because my PR is actually eighty-nine.”

He winked as he headed for the door.

Arthur rolled after him, laughing. “You fucking bastard,” he said. “I knew you were cheating.”

“I’ll never admit to it to anyone but you.”

Mark opened the door and turned to look back at Arthur, a more serious look on his face. “Listen, Arthur, I know this sucks. I can’t imagine what it’s like to go through all this—the injury, Megan packing up, having to move to Half—I mean, Havenseed Heights. But you don’t have to do this alone. You’ve got friends for a reason, man.”

Arthur had nothing to say to that, because other than Mark, he wasn’t sure it was true. He put his hand on the door, and nodded, suddenly wanting to be alone. “Thanks man,” he said. “And thanks for coming by. I know I’m not the most fun guy to be around these days.”

Mark lifted his hands in a posture of defeat. “And God knows you’ve earned the right to feel however it is you feel,” he said. “Just don’t spend so long in the darkness that you forget how to climb out again, though, huh? I’m worried about you.”

Arthur gritted his teeth and nodded as Mark stepped onto the sagging wooden stoop outside his front door. He gave Mark a final wave and closed the door on his friend’s concerned face.

He sat there—staring at his useless legs and feeling a storm of emotions welling inside him—until he finally heard Mark’s footsteps crunch on the gravel path, his car engine start, and his wheels peel away.

“You should be worried, buddy,” he whispered as the sound of the car faded in the distance. “Because I don’t know how the hell I’m going to learn to live like this.”

***

Sansara

Sansara could hear her mother’s labored breathing as soon as she entered Ogrim’s house. The cheap oxygen tank made a high-pitched ringing sound, like one of the seals was leaking, but Sansara hadn’t been able to afford a better one.

The doctors said Mama would make a full recovery eventually, but because she was older it was taking longer than expected. Once Sansara was making some money they would be able to afford the more expensive elven medicines that would speed up the process, but for now, all they could do was be patient.

She slithered through the entryway, feeling that failure like a stone in her belly, weighted down by the additional disappointment of today’s bad news.

“Mama?” she called as she used her tail to pull the door closed behind her. “Ogrim? I’m back from the city.”

An old orc with a chipped tusk stepped out of the kitchen, a frilly pink apron tied around his muscular waist and a dusting of flour spattering his deep-green complexion. “Sansara, you’re early!” he said, raising a wooden spoon in the air as if to threaten her. “The cake isn’t ready yet! Your mother is sleeping in the front room.”

Sansara groaned internally. She’d known Ogrim and Mama would go overboard after her first day at the downtown hospice. She hadn’t even wanted to tell them about the position, knowing it would likely end badly. And it had, of course. It always went bad for monsterkin trying to find work in the New Justice City.

She tried to keep her smile from fading as she said, “Keeping the plants company again?”

“She says she sleeps better in there,” Ogrim said, shrugging his big shoulders. “Reminds her of home, I guess. I wouldn’t even bother to keep the damned things if she didn’t like them so much. Too much work. And you can’t even eat them!”

“Thank you for everything you do for her, Ogrim,” Sansara said, struck suddenly with how far the old orc had gone out of his way to help them after her mother had been injured in the fire that had nearly claimed her life.

“Pah,” Ogrim said, waving the spoon at her dismissively. “What else am I going to do? Now, quit bothering me, and go talk to your mother. I need another fifteen minutes in here before we can have a proper celebration.”

Ogrim was a baker by trade—though there were whispers that he had been a political agitator in his youth, and he certainly had the physique of someone more used to pummeling faces than kneading bread.

While he did some work for the monsterkin in their neighborhood, Ogrim hadn’t been able to get the necessary permits to open his own shop in Havenseed Heights. He was also one of the only neighbors strong enough to help Mama get around the house when she was having an off day, and Sansara had been extremely grateful of his offer for her and Mama to live with him while Sansara worked to buy them a new home.

It would have been the perfect setup if Sansara could keep a job. Guilt plucked at her heartstrings as she saw the orc’s hopeful look. She sighed, unable to lie to the man who had helped them so much.

“I hope your cake will be just as good in consolation as celebration, Ogrim,” she said, her heart aching as she watched the orc’s shoulder’s droop. “I was fired today.”

“On your first day?” he snarled, his expression leaping from sympathy to anger and settling on a disgruntled scowl. “Those racist assholes. The discrimination in that city is getting out of control.”

“Maybe it wasn’t racism,” Sansara said, pessimism coloring her usually bright demeanor. “Maybe I’m just… not a good fit? It’s very awkward trying to move around buildings designed for humans, you know. I bump into everything and make people nervous. Maybe this is for the best.”

This time, Ogrim did swing his spoon, whipping it from the kitchen doorway, and across the room, where it landed in the sink with a clatter. “Bullshit, as the humans like to say. It’s not as if they didn’t know you were a lamia when you applied. Those pricks are just toying with us. It’s the same thing with the permit for my business. No reason it should take this long to be approved, if someone wasn’t actively suppressing it. That city is corrupt through and through, and I’m beginning to think every human in it is as bad as their two-faced slime-ball Mayor Grimwad.”

Then, as if noticing the pained look on Sansara’s face, Ogrim softened his tone. “Never mind, Sansa,” he said, waving her toward the front room. “Go and break the news to your mother. The consolation cake will be finished shortly and we can drown our rage in sugar and pink buttercream frosting.”

Sansara swished her tail, sliding easily along the polished wooden floors favored by the monsterkin builders, until she came to a lush, brimming indoor garden. Pulling aside the mesh curtain that separated the garden from the rest of the house, Sansara slithered inside, letting the curtain fall closed behind her.

Despite Ogrim’s protests about the plants, it was obvious that he had a green-thumb in more ways than one. The ‘front room’ was a paradise of tropical plants, with exotic butterflies and a few songbirds fluttering around the flowers and leaves. The old orc had imported his specimens from the far away lands many of the monsterkin hailed from before the resource wars had forced them to take refuge in human cities.

Mama was coiled in the center of the room, her chin nodding against her chest. Her oxygen mask was twisted sideways and the hose from the tank was making that high-pitched sound that drove Sansara to madness. She hurried over to her mother and put a hand on her shoulder. “Mama, wake up,” she whispered. “We’ve got to fix your mask, okay?”

Mama opened her golden, slit-pupiled eyes one at a time, focusing slowly on her daughter. Her long white hair was piled on top of her head in an aristocratic bun—or what had been an aristocratic bun a few days ago and was now a mess of curling tendrils spilling around her aging, but still beautiful face. “Sansa?” she whispered, the familiar sibilant hiss of her accent bringing Sansara a warm feeling in her chest. “Baby, is that you? I was dreaming of home… do you remember?...”

She shook her head, as if trying to chase the dreams away. No matter how pleasant they were, there was no going back to the home they had left behind. As melancholy as this made her mother, Sansara was hopeful that they had a promising future in this new world.

“Here,” she said, adjusting her mother’s mask and attempting to reattach the hose that was making so much noise. “You need to be more careful, Mama. Ogrim can’t be watching you every minute of every day, you know. You have to look after yourself, too.”

“Oh, stop fussing, child,” Mama hissed, rising up to her full and considerable height as she shifted her massive, gold-scaled tail beneath her. Her eyes sparkled, love pouring from her expression as she gazed at her daughter. “Tell me about your first day at the hospice center!”

Mama’s posture sank a bit as Sansara reiterated what she’d told Ogrim about being fired. But unlike the old orc, the lamia matriarch recovered much faster.

“Never mind that,” she said, pulling a flier out from inside her embroidered robe. “You can apply to Maid for You. I picked this up, just in case you ran into more trouble in that awful city.”

Clearing her throat officially, Mama read. “’Maid for You is a monsterkin-friendly agency for nannies, maids, caregivers, and similar jobs.’ Your training will certainly be appreciated, Sansara. It might not pay as well, and the hours will be unstable. You may even have to live in the house of whomever you’re assigned to… kind of like how we live with Ogrim, I suppose.”

“I don’t know, Mama. It’s not exactly what I was hoping for…”

“Nonsense,” her mother snapped. “You need the experience and the money, and Maid for You isn’t going to fire you for being who you are. Please, Sansa, give it a try.”

There was a rustle as Ogrim stepped through the mesh curtain with three plates of candy-pink layered cake balanced on one thick forearm. A bright yellow butterfly fluttered about the desserts as he cursed at the curtain, trying to get it closed behind him. Sansara hurried over to help. “Here, Ogrim. Let me.”

He grunted as she took the plates, and he managed to close the curtain before any of his butterflies escaped. “For what it’s worth, I agree with your mother. Maid for You has an excellent reputation.”

They chatted about it for a few minutes, and while Sansara was intrigued by the possibility, she was disappointed that being a maid was possibly the only work she would be able to find, despite her years of training. It was a shame that humans and monsterkin couldn’t seem to get along. It would be better for everyone if people could put aside their differences and learn to appreciate all the ways that they were the same instead.

This line of thought reminded her of something else she’d wanted to talk to her mother about.

“Mama,” she said, almost shyly. “Did you know that Arthur Cain, the firefighter who saved your life, has moved to Havenseed Heights? I heard today that he’s living on the same street our old house was on… isn’t that strange?”

“Oh,” her mother exclaimed, clasping her hands to her breasts. “I heard he was horribly injured in that fire, Sansara. I feel it is all my fault. Will you see him for me? Will you tell him how much it means to me, what he did?”

Sansara nodded, all the thoughts of her day’s failures floating away as she imagined the opportunity to speak with the man who had saved her mother. “I was thinking I would bring him some flowers, if you can spare some from your garden, Ogrim.”

“Of course,” the old orc said through a mouthful of pink frosting. “But eat your cake before you go.”

Dutifully, Sansara picked up the plate and took a bite of the delicately sweet dessert. “It’s delicious, Ogrim. I feel better already. Will you come with me to see him?”

“I would love to meet the man who saved my friend, of course,” Ogrim said, patting Mama’s golden scales with a gentle caress. “But someone should stay here with your mother.”

Sansara nodded her understanding, and finished her cake as quickly as she could without appearing to be rude. Then she snipped a bouquet of Ogrim’s loveliest flowers and headed out the door.

She double-checked the address she had written down earlier, her heart lodged awkwardly in her throat as she neared the house. Sansara had heard her mother speaking of how handsome the man who’d saved her had been—and for the most part, she’d chalked this up to Mama’s flair for the dramatic—but she couldn’t deny she’d built Arthur Cain up in her mind as something of a comic-book hero with rippling muscles and a perfectly square jaw and a cleft chin.

Like Superman in a firefighter’s uniform.

Like most lamia women her age, Sansara hoped to soon find a mate, and there was a romantic notion in her head that perhaps she and Arthur Cain were destined for one another, like Romeo and Juliet… only hopefully less tragically.

When she arrived at the address written on the slip of paper, Sansara was disappointed to see the windows were dark. There was no car in the driveway. It looked as if no one was home.

She glanced at the bouquet of exotic flowers in her arms, feeling a pang of regret that she’d cut their lives short for no reason, if they were only to be left wilting on the man’s doorstep rather than delivered to his muscular firefighter’s arms.

Sighing, Sansara swept up the steps, wincing as she heard the old wood groan under her weight. Knowing it was probably futile, she pressed the doorbell, hearing it sing its song inside the house. No stir of motion came from inside.

Feeling defeated, Sansara started to slither back off the porch, thinking she’d put the flowers in a vase overnight and try again in the morning. But as she turned to go, she felt a tingle run down her spine. Sansara recognized the sensation at once, though it had only happened to her once or twice before.

Lamia were said to have an aptitude for premonitions, and Sansara had the sudden, urgent feeling that something was wrong inside Arthur Cain’s house.

Her heart hammered in her chest as she spun around and tested the doorknob. The knob turned. Sansara hesitated, biting the inside of her cheek, waiting for the tingling sensation to abate. Instead, it grew stronger.

Fighting down a rising sense of panic, Sansara pushed the door open. “Hello?” she called out. “Mr. Cain? Are you home? Are you all right?”

The faint sound of music wafted from the back of the house, where the bedrooms were in most Havenseed Heights homes. Sansara slithered along the hallway, following the sound to one of the back rooms.

She recognized the song, a tearjerker about love and heartbreak that always made her switch the radio station because she hated to cry for no reason.

“Mr. Cain?” she called again, fear making her voice shake. “Arthur, are you in there?”

The tingling sensation grew so intense that she began to feel sick to her stomach. Panic twisted in her guts, but Sansara forced herself to remain calm.

She tried the door, and finding it locked, Sansara didn’t hesitate to throw her full weight against it, cracking the frame and pushing the door inward.

What she saw confirmed the worst of her fears.

“No,” she gasped, taking in the scene.

A man lay face up on the bed, apparently unconscious. Arthur Cain held his phone clutched in one hand, which seemed to be playing the melancholy song on repeat.

Sansara’s stomach dropped, and tears sprang to her eyes as she realized what the man had done.

On the bedside table was a pill bottle, laying on its side, as if mocking her with its gaping wide mouth open in a scream.

Open and horribly, undeniably empty.


Chapter 3
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Arthur

As far as dreams went, this one wasn’t too bad. Arthur was sitting at a patio restaurant, gazing out at a sea of blond bikini goddesses, eating the most incredible burger of his life and enjoying the view. He was pretty sure he was on vacation, though there was something nagging at the back of his mind… something important… was it a task he’d forgotten? Was he supposed to be at work? What was it?

The nagging feeling put a damper on his enjoyment, but he continued eating and gazing. He took another big bite of the burger, just as the woman nearest him turned around, and he felt his throat seize. It was Megan, glaring at him like he’d ruined her Versace dress all over again. He tried to swallow the mouthful of food, wanting to defend himself from her accusatory look, but the bite of burger seemed to swell, blocking his windpipe.

He slammed his knees on the underside of the table, knocking over his water glass, and causing pain to shoot through his damaged legs. His hands shot to his throat, his eyes bulging, his stomach twisting like it could reverse the blockage by expelling everything he’d eaten.

The rest of the bikini babes turned to see what the commotion was about, and it was Megan’s face repeated across the beach, scowling with crossed arms, sneering with contempt, crying false tears. Arthur’s stomach lurched, but the pressure in his esophagus only increased, and panic shook his limbs. His eyes watered, feeling like they were going to pop out of his head.

He clawed at his throat and felt hands there, squeezing tightly…

Or…

No, the hands were in his mouth. He was choking on the hands.

The sea of Megans swam together until they merged into one face… not scowling with anger but furrowed with concern. It was a beautiful face.

But why was this beautiful woman trying to kill him?

Arthur jolted awake, expecting the horrific sensation from his dream to fade. Instead, he found himself gagging on a stranger’s fingers as she attempted to shove her entire hand down his throat. He grabbed her by the wrist and heaved her off of him, gasping as he finally sucked in a lungful of air, his heart hammering like a drum inside his skull, begging for the oxygen that it had been denied.

The woman fell back, relief replacing the look of fear he’d seen before. “Arthur, you’re alive—!”

“No thanks to you, you fucking psycho!” Arthur shouted, his throat feeling raw and bruised from the attack. She moved toward him again, but this time he was ready. Arthur lifted his fists in a striking stance. “Stay back! Better yet, get the fuck out of my house.”

“I’m sorry,” the woman said, looking genuinely distressed by his words. “I hope I didn’t hurt you. I never meant—”

“For me to wake up?” he said, cutting her off with a snarl. “What were you trying to do? Gag me to death? That’s a weird fucking way to kill someone, you know. Is this some kind of sex-cult shit?”

“Arthur, listen, I—”

“How do you know my name?” he interrupted again. Finally, his heartbeat slowing slightly now that he realized he wasn’t about to die, he was able to focus on his attacker.

She was beautiful. That flash observation had certainly been true. She was stunning, actually. Pale skin, flowing blonde waves, and startling golden irises. He was so taken with her face—more concerned than ever—her slender neck and ample, heaving chest, that he didn’t notice at first that she wasn’t human. The woman was a lamia—just like the woman he’d traded his legs for—and Arthur’s initial impulse was anger.

But the accident wasn’t her fault. He knew that. The accident hadn’t even been the old lamia woman’s fault… the post-incident report had identified a faulty gas line for the flare up that had sparked in the kitchen and ignited the pot of fat she had been rendering for a soap-making project.

His anger faded as he saw the look of fear on the young woman’s face, and he felt guilty for the way he’d acted. A little. She had been trying to kill him, after all, hadn’t she?

The woman took a deep breath, watching him carefully, as if she wasn’t certain he wouldn’t try to attack her. She shifted her tail muscles until she was pressed against the wall of his bedroom, as far from the bed as she could get.

“I’m sorry,” she said. “I knocked at the front door, and there was no answer. I was going to leave when I had a sudden feeling that something was wrong… my kind often have premonitions, you see, and I… Well, I thought I was doing the right thing, Mr. Cain. When I found you, unconscious, with that empty pill bottle I thought… I thought you’d overdosed. I thought you’d attempted to kill yourself. I was trying to make you vomit.”

Arthur glanced at the nightstand and the empty bottle of painkillers. He imagined how it must have looked when she’d come into his room, and found he couldn’t exactly blame her for her response.

“I wasn’t trying to kill myself,” he assured her. “I just took my last dose and fell asleep listening to music. I appreciate your concern…”

“Sansara,” she provided shyly. “My name is Sansara Aspidis.”

“Well, Sansara,” he said. “None of this explains how you know my name, or why you were at my house to begin with.”

Sansara blushed deeply and fidgeted with the skirt of her dress, drawing Arthur’s attention to the long black tail streaked with golden stripes.

“I came to thank you, Mr. Cain,” she said. “When I heard you had moved to Havenseed Heights, I knew I had to come and see you. They wouldn’t let me visit you in the hospital, you know, though I tried a number of times.”

Arthur blinked in confusion, staring at the beautiful lamia girl. There was something familiar about her coloring and the stately cut of her cheekbones. “You’re the daughter,” he said, finally putting it together. “The daughter of the woman in that fire.”

“Yes,” she said. “I wanted to—”

She glanced down at her hands in surprise, as if she expected something to be there that wasn’t. Blushing even more deeply, she slithered toward the door, bending to gather something from the floor. When she stood, she held a bundle of crushed, wilted flowers in her arms.

“I wanted to bring you flowers as a thank you gift, and to welcome you to the neighborhood. I owe you my mother’s life, which is not something I can ever repay. But if… if you’re lonely here, while you’re settling in, I would love to visit you sometimes. If that’s all right with you?”

Warring emotions battled in Arthur’s chest as he took in the picture of the beautiful lamia girl with her broken bouquet, trying desperately to offer him something in exchange for the life he’d saved. All Arthur really wanted was to be able to go back in time, to undo the decision that had ended his career, his marriage, and his life. But the young woman, who was growing more and more nervous the longer he took to respond, radiated sincerity and gratitude that seemed to wash over his body like a salve.

This was what he’d wished for, wasn’t it? Some recognition that his sacrifice had meant something?

In his heart, Arthur knew that if he was given the opportunity to trade his legs for the old lamia woman’s life that he wouldn’t take it. He’d make the same stupid decision all over again, driven by his moral compass rather than his head, as he always was.

It was the same instinct that had drawn him to Megan when they’d first met, and she was struggling to overcome a lifetime of bad decisions that had started when she was a teenager. Arthur had helped her rebuild, calling in a favor with a friend on the police force to have her juvenile criminal record quietly expunged. She’d seen him as her savior. Her Superman. He’d thought he could show her that love conquered all, even her painful past.

And, like saving the old lamia woman, Arthur knew he’d do the whole thing over again with Megan, even though it seemed she hadn’t taken that lesson to heart. Without Megan, he’d never have had Tanya, who had been the truest love of his life from the moment she was born.

Maybe something good would come of his accident after all. Maybe he just had to be open to it.

“Sansara…” he began, feeling suddenly unsure of himself.

“I’ll go,” she hurriedly said, interpreting his long pause as an attempt to let her down gently. “I’m sorry to have bothered you, Mr. Cain. And for the… for choking you like that.”

She blushed again, and made for the door.

“Actually, I was going to ask if you wanted to stay for a cup of coffee,” Arthur said, shifting himself closer to the edge of the bed so he could lower himself into his wheelchair. “I have tea, too, if you prefer. And beer.”

“Oh!” Sansara turned so abruptly that she dropped the flowers again. “I would love to, thank you!”

She glanced at the spilled bouquet once more and muttered something unladylike under her breath as she lowered herself closer to the floor so she could gather them again.

Arthur swallowed a lump in his throat as he caught a glimpse of her full breasts heaving forward, nearly falling out the top of her dress. He attempted to focus on getting into the chair, but the way the lamia woman swayed on her muscular tail was startlingly sensual, and his eyes were drawn back to her breasts despite his best efforts.

He’d left his wheelchair at an awkward angle, and Arthur was still trying to maneuver his ass into the seat when Sansara stood, looking flushed and flustered. When she saw him attempting to get into the chair, she hurried to the side of the bed. “Let me hold that for you,” she said. “The brakes on these things are never as good as having a solid weight behind you.”

“Know a lot about wheelchairs, do you?” he said, a bit sharper than he intended to.

Unperturbed by his tone, Sansara tucked the flowers under one arm and bent to support his knees while he shifted his hips into the chair. “That’s my job,” she said. “I’m a Certified Nursing Assistant and Home Care Aide. Or, at least, that’s what I’m trained to do.”

Arthur had wanted to protest when she moved to help him, rejecting the need for help had become second nature for him lately. But the quickness and sureness of her movements, and the surprising strength behind him, made her assistance feel gentle and unobtrusive, as if she were merely facilitating his independence rather than attempting to take over and do everything for him. He felt the protest die on his lips as she waited for him to settle, then moved back to allow him room to move the chair.

“I’ll let you go first,” she said with a small smile. “I take up a lot of room otherwise.”

Arthur nodded his thanks and rolled toward the doorway. “One of the things I liked about this house compared to the ones in the city was that the hallways and doors in monsterkin designed buildings are much larger than in human ones. The disability access in human cities isn’t something I ever considered before, but the options are pretty pathetic when you need them—at least at my budget.”

“Is that why you chose to move to Havenseed?” Sansara asked, following him as he rolled toward the kitchen.

Arthur reached up to flip the lights on in the kitchen, revealing the too-big table, a lowered counter-top he’d had installed before moving in so that he could prepare his own meals without having to stand, and a small refrigerator and stove.

“It was a contributing factor,” Arthur replied guardedly. He wasn’t sure he wanted to get into his family troubles with a woman he’d just met. Even if she had brought him flowers. He spun his chair around to face her and made a grand gesture toward the empty counter. “So, what will it be? Coffee, tea, or a Pissed Cricket lager?”

“Pissed Cricket?” Sansara snorted, lifting a hand to cover her face as she laughed. “You humans have some funny names for things. Umm, I’ll have a tea, please.”

Arthur put the kettle on and rummaged through the cupboard for Tanya’s collection of tea. His daughter was always on the hunt for a new flavor. Arthur suspected she liked the search more than the tea itself. He preferred a plain black tea. Maybe Earl Gray if he was feeling fancy. But he set the selection out on the counter, grateful that Sansara hadn’t insisted on helping him.

“Oh, wow,” she said. “This is… a lot of tea. Do you have anything plain?”

“A woman after my own heart,” Arthur said with a chuckle, putting the fruity and herbal teas back into the cupboard and leaving out a tin of English Breakfast and one of Earl Gray. “These ones are mine.”

Sansara chose the English Breakfast, and Arthur scooped the loose leaves into a stainless-steel basket that fitted into the top of his teapot and poured the boiling water over top.

“Who do the rest of your teas belong to?” the lamia woman asked, her head cocked prettily to the side as she regarded him with a curious look.

“My daughter,” Arthur said, realizing he wasn’t going to get away with not talking about his family situation at all. It would be odd if he didn’t mention the fact that he had a daughter and an ex-wife. “She comes to stay with me on weekends. Collecting teas is her latest teenage obsession. Last year it was stuffed animals with repulsively large bug-eyes. I don’t pretend to understand it.”

Sansara giggled. “That’s right, I read about your family in the newspaper after the accident.”

She looked as if she wanted to ask something, but then busied herself with looking around the kitchen instead, a blush rising in her cheeks. Finding a glass in the sink, she filled it with water and put the broken bouquet in it before setting the sad-looking centerpiece on the table.

“There wasn’t much news coverage of the fire.” Arthur frowned and shook his head. “Nobody seemed to want to talk about it at all. Despite the fact that I registered a complaint about the way your mother’s house was built.”

Sansara’s eyebrows shot up. “You did? Why?”

“My accident was at least partially due to lack of proper building codes in Havenseed Heights,” he explained. “The already few windows in your mother’s house were far too small to double as escape routes, which are necessary for the city’s fire code. I would have loved for a newspaper to interview me when I was in the hospital. I would have torn Mayor Grimwad a new one.”

Sansara looked even more surprised. “Several of our local papers requested such an interview,” she said. “They were all refused by the hospital, the same way I was when I tried to visit you. That didn’t stop our reporters from writing their articles, though. You’re quite the hero around here.”

Arthur wasn’t sure what to say to that. He hadn’t exactly been welcomed like a hero. In fact, Sansara was the first of his monsterkin neighbors to introduce herself at all. And Arthur couldn’t help but remember the protest that had temporarily halted the sale of his home. But he let Sansara talk as they drank their tea, not wanting to poison their discussion with more of his bitter feelings, not when—for the first time in a long time—he was beginning to think of something else.

“Do you mind if I look around?” Sansara asked, cupping her mug in her hands. “Your home is much nicer than most you see in this neighborhood.”

“I had to have some renovations done in the kitchen and bathroom,” Arthur said, gesturing for her to go ahead. “So, I figured I might as well spruce up the rest of the house, too. It’s always harder to do that kind of thing once you move in.”

He finished his tea and left the mug on the table, following the lamia woman as she swept through to his living room on her long black and gold-flecked tail.

“It’s lovely,” she said, her eyes wide. “I’ve never seen furniture like this.”

“My wife picked it out,” Arthur said. Sansara’s shoulders stiffened and he added, “Ex-wife, I should say. I’m still not used to calling her that.”

“You’re divorced?”

Arthur frowned, rolling over to the window where he looked through the glass as the dark front yard. He could see Sansara’s face in the reflection, but he avoided her eyes. “Megan wasn’t cut out to play nursemaid to a crippled husband,” he said with a wry twist of his lips that didn’t quite become a smile. “I neglected to consider her needs when I decided to get myself half-killed and permanently maimed.”

Great. He’d decided not to talk to her about his family and now he was oozing bitterness out like a leaky faucet. Drip. Drip. Drip.

“I’m sorry,” she said.

Arthur released a sigh that seemed to come from his very soul. “No, I’m sorry. That was too much information. And it’s been a year now, so…”

“You’re alone here, then?” the lamia woman asked, swishing her hips as she moved a little closer. “Other than when your daughter visits?”

Arthur nodded.

“Isn’t it difficult?” she asked. “You must still be in a lot of pain, Arthur.”

Something in Arthur’s heart spasmed at the way she said his name. He turned from the window, letting his eyes wander over her beautiful face and body—the human half of her was as stunning as any model or actress he’d ever seen, though the snake half was… unconventional.

“Arthur?” she asked, worry entering her voice.

He realized he’d been quiet for too long as he gazed at her, conflicting emotions rising up in his chest once more.

“I don’t mind that so much,” he said, smiling thinly. “You can get used to pain. But there are some things that I struggle with more than others. Tanya keeps bugging me to get some help around here, but I guess I’m too stubborn.”

Sansara opened her mouth, then blushed deeply and closed it again. Arthur found himself staring at her full, red lips. She opened them again, and said, “That’s what I do. I mentioned my training earlier. I actually just finished and am looking for a job.”

Arthur swallowed, his heart suddenly leaping in his chest. He’d just been enjoying this woman’s company, finding himself interested in something other than his failing body for the first time since the divorce. And here was an opening to have her around every day.

As much as Arthur knew he’d benefit from Sansara’s company though, he didn’t want her to visit as his employee.

“That’s great,” he said. “Good for you. Education is… very important. That’s what I always tell Tanya.”

Sansara pulled back slightly, her blush deepening.

“It is,” she said with a terse nod. “Well… it was nice meeting you, Arthur Cain. I should probably go now. I’m sorry for disturbing your peaceful evening.”

Arthur felt a lump rise in his throat as the beautiful lamia woman turned to leave.

***

Sansara

Why was she being such an idiot? Sansara cursed herself a thousand ways as she moved toward the door. First, she ruined his night by shoving her fingers down his throat. Then, she crushed the bouquet that was meant as a thank you for the man who saved her mother’s life. If that wasn’t enough, she foolishly brought up painful memories of his ex-wife—who sounded like a complete and utter C-U-Next-Tuesday if she was honest, but that was none of her business. And, as icing on this shameful cake, she’d dropped an awkward hint about wanting a job, only to be turned down flat.

Why had she done it? Was she going insane? Sansara was never this flighty or stupid. She was practical. She was a hard-working woman with a good heart. She was not a silly-willy schoolgirl with butterflies for brains, for goodness sake.

And yet… there was something about Arthur Cain that made everything feel a bit like it was made of butterflies… her brain, her heart, her stomach, the quivering slit beneath her skirts which had suddenly awakened as if from a long sleep.

She’d only seen a grainy black and white newspaper photo of the man before this night, and she’d let her imagination run away with her, picturing her mother’s savior as some kind of mythical hero. She’d known the fantasy to be foolish, though, and had prepared herself for Arthur Cain to be a perfectly nice, perfectly average man.

Instead, she’d discovered there was nothing average about him.

She’d felt his muscles rippling as she’d fought to open his airway and induce vomiting. Admittedly, it was not the sexiest of ways to be introduced to a man, but Sansara could not deny the sheer animal attraction she’d experienced as he’d overpowered her and thrown her off of him. Even without the use of his legs, Arthur Cain was more man than she’d ever had the pleasure of pressing her body against.

Superman had nothing on this real-life hero.

But that wasn’t why she’d come here, dammit.

Yes, Arthur Cain was handsome. That should be neither here nor there.

She’d come to thank him for his bravery, to let him know that his sacrifice could never be repaid but would always be honored, and to offer him her friendship if he wished it.

Not to throw herself upon him like some wanton harlot from the seedy paperback novels her mother liked to read.

Sansara’s pulse throbbed uncomfortably in her temples, embarrassment making her feel almost faint as she moved toward the door. She reached for the handle, praying that Arthur would say something to stay her hand.

When he didn’t, she paused anyway, turning to take one last look at the man she was likely never going to see again unless she wanted to die of humiliation.

Arthur was gazing out the window again, seemingly lost in thought. Sansara wished there was something she could say that would properly demonstrate her gratitude, if she was only going to get this one chance.

Instead, the words that came out of her mouth served only to further horrify her.

“You’re not like other humans, Arthur Cain,” she said, her mouth moving as if to spite her brain, completely of its own accord.

Sansara realized that the tingling premonition she’d mistaken as a sign that something was wrong was likely trying to warn her against ever speaking to this man, whom she seemed destined to shame herself in front of.

Arthur glanced up, as if surprised that she was still there.

Yes, why are you still here? She admonished herself. Leave before you make it worse!

“How so?” he asked.

Sansara shrugged, wondering what the hell she did mean. Why was she still talking?? As if her body was rebelling completely, she removed a napkin from her pocket and her tube of lipstick and quickly scrawled her phone number down. Her pulse quickened as she noticed Arthur watching her. She tucked the napkin under a vase on the side table next to the door.

“You just…” Her voice broke slightly as she fought against the part of herself that was screaming to run away—the tiny, sane, part that was trying so valiantly to save her from herself. Sansara’s cheeks burned and she could feel the upper half of her body breaking into a sweat. She sighed. “You look at me like I’m a person. The way any monsterkin would look at me. Most humans don’t see us as people in the same way we see ourselves.”

A dark expression crossed Arthur’s face. “If I was like most humans, I might still be able to walk.”

Sansara froze at the sudden coldness in his voice. She had to force out her next question. “What do you mean by that?”

“Nothing,” he said, the shadow vanishing as quickly as it had appeared. In its place, Sansara thought she saw a glimmer of shame. “I just… I should be getting back to bed before my painkillers wear off.”

She nodded, remembering the empty bottle. “Do you have more?”

“Yes, but don’t worry,” he said, laughing without humor. “I promise not to take more than I’m supposed to. It was nice to meet you, Sansara. Even if we did get off on the wrong foot. Er. Tail?” He glanced at her tail and flushed slightly. “Sorry, I don’t know what the proper expression is for you.”

Sansara laughed. “Whatever you call it, sticking your fingers down someone’s throat is not the ideal greeting. I won’t make that mistake again.”

“It’s the thought that counts,” Arthur said.

She caught his gaze dart to the napkin again and felt her heart humming in her chest.

“Goodnight, Arthur.”

“Goodnight,” he said as she opened the door, rolling his chair as far as he could without running over the tip of her tail. He followed her to the door once she was down the porch and on the sidewalk. “And, Sansara?”

She turned, biting her lip nervously. “Yes?”

“Thank you,” he said. “I enjoyed talking with you.”

“Me too.”

After he’d closed the door, Sansara took a deep breath of the cool night air, hoping it might cool her burning skin. She swished her hips, slithering along the sidewalk toward Ogrim’s house once more.

She’d been hesitant to take the advertisement flier her mother had offered her, thinking the work was below her pay grade after so many years of training.

But when she considered Arthur’s need for a bit more help around the house, Sansara felt very differently about the idea of being a maid.

Maybe not just any maid, but Arthur Cain’s maid?

That thought sent jolts of pleasure coursing through her body that awoke needs she hadn’t realized she had.

Maid for You?

Sansara suddenly wondered if perhaps she’d been Made for Him.


Chapter 4
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Arthur

It had been a week since Sansara’s eventful visit, and Arthur had been trying to get the lamia woman out of his head ever since. While he appreciated her gratitude and the obvious concern she displayed for his well-being, he couldn’t help feeling a bit resentful despite his best intentions.

As attractive as Sansara undoubtedly was, she was also a reminder of what he’d lost. On top of that, he didn’t like feeling weak or helpless and her concern highlighted the fact that no matter how much he tried to improve, others would continue to see him a burden as long as he required the wheelchair or his cane to get around, and the cane was often agonizing to use.

If nothing else, Sansara’s visit had rekindled Arthur’s desire to get better. His physiotherapists hadn’t been hopeful for his ability to regain full mobility of his legs, but they had also shown him cases of outliers who had defied the odds and beaten their injuries in miraculous ways.

In his depression since Megan had left him, Arthur had admittedly been slacking off on his exercises. It had seemed there was little reason to focus on recovery when nearly everything he’d loved and worked for his entire life had been taken away in a blink.

It had been all he could do to focus on work. Which, despite the monotony of the job, was going surprisingly well. Arthur was lined up for his second promotion, with the promise of further advancements in his future. It was a small victory, but these days, small victories were the best he could hope for.

In his darkest moments, he even wondered if Tanya would be better off if he wasn’t around. Sure, she’d miss him if he was gone. But maybe she’d remember him as the whole man he’d once been instead of the shriveled wretch he’d become.

He tried not to dwell on thoughts like those, though. He wasn’t ready to check out just yet. More than anything, he wanted to prove to himself that he could be one of those miraculous outliers, the one in a thousand who made a full recovery. It would require a lot of work, but he wasn’t afraid of that. The pain didn’t bother him, so long as he could remind himself that it was temporary. It was the nagging whisper that he might never get better that was truly agonizing, but for now, he chose not to believe in that voice.

Friday afternoon, Arthur was stretching after his regular physio regime—hoping he hadn’t pushed himself too hard after his recently lackluster performances—when he heard the crunch of tires on the gravel driveway. Glancing at the clock, he cursed. It was already four o’clock. Megan was dropping off Tanya for the weekend.

Not that he wasn’t thrilled to see his daughter. He looked forward to her visits all week. But he worried about what Tanya would think if she came in and found him sprawled on the floor. Hurriedly, he heaved himself up on the couch and reached for his cane. It wasn’t a long walk to the front door from the living room, and he wanted to show Tanya she had nothing to worry about.

Splinters of pain lanced through his knees and hips as he shuffled toward the door. The stretching had helped his perpetually knotted muscles, but it was obvious that he’d lost some strength during his downtime. Arthur gritted his teeth and forced a smile on his face as he opened the door for his daughter.

“Hey, sweetie,” Arthur said, glancing out at the car and waving. Megan stared purposefully at her phone, refusing to make eye contact, and Arthur gave up trying to be polite. Turning back to his daughter, he said, “I missed you. How has your week been?”

Tanya met his smile with a scowl. “School sucks. Home is worse. What do you want me to say?”

“A ‘hello’ would be a civilized way to start,” Arthur said, dryly. “Or does that go against the rule of cool these days?”

Tanya rolled her eyes and slouched through the doorway. She had dyed her hair black and purple shortly after the divorce. Arthur had to admit he admired the subtle protest. Megan had been livid, which only made him like it more. He was careful not to be too complimentary, though. Her thirteen-year-old rebellion stage rated parental approval just slightly above stepping in fresh dogshit on her list of favorite things. There was always the risk that she would take his lack of outrage as a sign that she wasn’t as edgy as she thought she was, pushing her to try something more risqué next time.

The raccoon-style smudged eyeliner around her bright blue eyes was more than enough, as far as Arthur was concerned. He gave her a look of mock concern. “You look like you picked a fight with Ozzy Osbourne’s stylist—and lost.”

Tanya’s shoulders were hunched beneath a huge black backpack. An oversized black hoodie draped all the way to the knees of her faded black and fashionably distressed skinny jeans and combat boots. Her lips twitched as she attempted to maintain her look of contempt.

“Thanks, Daddy,” she said, dropping the bag on the floor with a thud. “Mom hates it.”

“Don’t torture your mother,” he said, casting another glance out door to watch his former car and his ex-wife peel away in a spray of gravel. “She has the makings of a vengeful ghost. It will all come back to haunt you when you’re an old woman and she’s living in your toilet like those Hanako-San spirits you used to be scared of when you were little.”

Tanya snorted. “You mean, if I do torture her she’ll have to live in my toilet for eternity? Don’t tempt me.”

Arthur’s knees trembled, and he fought to keep steady, not wanting Tanya to notice. But the movement caught his daughter’s attention, and her eyes fell to Arthur’s cane. Her face went pale beneath her makeup.

“Dad, what are you doing?” she shouted. “You should be in your chair. Let me get it for you.”

She rushed to the living room and wheeled the chair to the front door while Arthur protested. “It’s fine, Tanya. It’s part of my physiotherapy. I’m supposed to use the cane for short trips.”

“You should have someone here with you while you’re doing your exercises. What if you fall?”

Arthur sank gratefully into the chair, though he tried not to show Tanya how badly his legs were shaking. “Thanks, sweetie. You’re right, that’s better.”

It had been a bit stupid to stand for so long when he was out of practice. He cursed himself for taking that risk when Tanya was here, thinking how scared his daughter would have been if his knees had given out in front of her.

Tanya scowled, picked up her backpack, then stomped down the hallway to her bedroom. Arthur couldn’t be sure, but he thought he saw tears glinting in her overly-made-up eyes. He suspected Tanya was upset because, for a moment, she had let herself forget about his injuries and the reminder had shocked her.

Sighing, he rolled his way into the kitchen and positioned himself at the lowered counter to start making supper. He’d had groceries delivered earlier that week, thanks to a local service called Helper Elves that could be hired to do odd jobs for elderly, disabled, or simply busy people. He wanted to make Tanya’s favorite vegetarian lasagna recipe, and had made sure to order all the ingredients. Arthur was chopping spinach when Tanya shouted again, startling him.

“Dad, let me do that!” She stomped into the kitchen and took the knife from his hand. “You’re working yourself too hard.”

“I’m sitting in my chair, Tanya,” he said, suppressing a snide remark. “I somehow manage to take care of myself when you’re not here, you know.”

“Ugh, don’t remind me,” she muttered, scooping the spinach off the cutting board and into a bowl before she started on the mushrooms. “I wish Mom would just let me live here, so you didn’t have to.”

“You have school, honey,” he said, not wanting to have the familiar argument again. “And the school by your grandma’s house is better than the one here.”

“Why?” Tanya snapped. “Just because there are more monsterkin here? I’m so tired of that racist crap, Dad. I hear enough of it from Mom and I don’t want to hear it from you. There are monsterkin kids at my school, too, bussed in on a special scholarship program. They are literally no different from any other kids… well, the scholarship kids are smarter than the rest of the school, but, like, how is that a bad thing?”

Arthur raised his eyebrows as she deftly chopped the mushrooms and began stirring eggs into a bowl of cottage cheese. “I guess you know what I’m making for supper?”

Tanya smirked and shot him a look. “Dad, you make veggie lasagna for me literally every weekend.”

“Well, I know you like it,” he said, feeling the urge to protest. “If you’d rather have something else, just tell me and I’ll make sure we’ve got the stuff.”

“No. Dad. I love it. I’m not complaining.” She stirred the chopped spinach into the egg and cheese mixture. Not only did she know what he was making, apparently, she also had the recipe memorized. “Do you know how often Mom makes food that I like? Exactly never, okay? I’m just saying, it’s not, like—you know—woo-woo mind reading or something.”

Arthur shook his head and rolled away from the counter. Tanya obviously had the lasagna under control, but he could get started on the salad. The bowls were in the top cupboard, though. He’d have to stand to get it. He cast a glance at Tanya, whose back was turned as she started working on the sauce. Arthur grabbed the edge of the counter and heaved himself out of the chair, then he opened the cupboard door and reached for the bowl. His left leg spasmed, but he gritted his teeth and pulled the bowl down. He only let the groan of pain escape as he lowered himself back into the chair with the bowl in his lap.

Tanya whirled at the sound. “Daddy, would you just stop?! Let me do this. I’m not a baby, you know. I can cook dinner for us.”

She slammed the knife down on the counter and stomped across the kitchen, snatching the bowl from his hands. “Let me guess, Caesar salad with croutons?”

“Yeah,” he said. “I can do that much, can’t I?”

Tanya put the bowl on the table with a huff. She maneuvered between Arthur’s chair and the counter and heaved against it with all her weight—all eighty pounds of her, of which at least five was probably make-up. He could have stopped her by putting a single finger on the wheel, but he sighed realizing this was one of those fights that he’d lose even if he won.

Once Tanya got the chair rolling, she stomped him into the living room and parked him in front of the TV. She grabbed the remote and tossed it into his lap, and then stomped back into the kitchen, muttering under her breath the entire time.

Arthur’s heart ached as he watched her cooking supper by herself, so small despite the oversized personality she was trying to wear. He hated that she was growing up so fast. Hated that it was because of him that she felt she had to.

When they all lived together, Tanya hadn’t known how to cook, and she hadn’t cared to learn. She was busy with pre-teen girl stuff, like her stuffy collection and boy bands and painting her nails a hundred different colors. Since the divorce, Tanya had changed more than anyone. She’d learned how to cook. She cleaned, mowed the lawn, watered houseplants. All these things she’d never cared about, suddenly became her mission in life—at least for the two days a week that she was with him.

Arthur loved his daughter more than anything in the world. But it broke his heart that she was giving up her adolescence to cater to his needs. They didn’t spend their time laughing and goofing around anymore. Visiting Arthur had become a job for his daughter, no matter how much he protested it.

In fact, the more he protested, the more intent she became on taking care of him… like he was some senile old man who didn’t know what was good for him anymore. He knew Tanya’s behavior came from a place of love, but Arthur would have given anything to have his daughter back—his real daughter, not this sour, exhausted, stressed-out creature who seemed to have swept in and replaced her shortly after he’d gotten out of the hospital.

Knowing that if he said anything about it now, he was just going to start a fight, he turned on the TV and flicked through the options until he found something he thought Tanya would like. Some pseudo-documentary about the world’s most haunted places. As he’d hoped, she slunk out of the kitchen to watch with him while the lasagna was in the oven, her raccoon eyes fixed on the screen with morbid fascination.

What was it with girls and creepy stuff? Somehow Tanya and all of her friends had morphed from pink-sparkly princesses-in-training to true-crime documentary aficionados who kept lists of their favorite serial killers in black leather diaries covered in skull stickers and angsty rock lyrics.

When the lasagna was done, Tanya paused the show and slipped into the kitchen to load up their plates and served them on the TV trays they’d taken to using rather than sitting at the kitchen table. Tanya hadn’t said why, but she’d steadfastly refused to eat at the table which had once been the centerpiece of her mother’s designer kitchen, and which now seemed so big and out-of-place in Arthur’s small house. Megan had been loath to give up the furniture, but she didn’t have anywhere to keep it all while she and Tanya were living with her mother, so she’d begrudgingly ‘given’ Arthur the largest pieces.

Never mind that he’d paid for it all in the first place.

And when Tanya came, they pretended the expensive dining set didn’t exist, and enjoyed their supper with cheesy horror shows that Megan would never approve of.

After they’d finished eating, Arthur said, “What do you want to watch next? Real-Life Ghosts of South America? Or The Terrifying Truth of the Amityville Horror?”

Tanya picked up the remote and began flicking, suddenly seeming more morose than usual.

“What’s the matter, sweetie?” he asked. “The lasagna was great, you’re becoming quite the cook.”

His daughter sighed. “I have another test for you to sign.”

Since Arthur had moved out, Tanya had gone from being a straight-A student to flunking more than half her classes. Megan was ready to send her to boarding school, and had threatened as much, which only meant Tanya had started bringing her tests to Arthur to sign instead. It was only a matter of time before the school called Megan and Tanya would have to face the full brunt of her mother’s wrath. Arthur had tried to talk to her about it before, but it hadn’t done anything but make Tanya shut down even more.

“Math again?” Arthur asked.

“English.”

“Tanya…”

“I know, Dad. You don’t have to say anything. I know I’m stupid. I know Mom hates me. I don’t need a lecture, okay?”

“You are not stupid,” Arthur said. “This has been a difficult transition for all of us, and your teachers know that. Your mom does too, even if she can be a bit…”

“Bitchy?”

Arthur sighed. “Please, don’t, Tanya. I know she’s not the easiest person to live with. But she is trying to do what she thinks is best for you.”

“She’s trying to do what she thinks is best for her,” snapped Tanya. “Which seems to basically mean, like, exactly the opposite of what I want. She never listens to me. I think the only reason she even keeps me around is because she thinks it makes her look like a saint.”

“That’s not true,” Arthur said, though he felt guilty for the pang of doubt he felt as he said it. “Your mom loves you.”

“Like she loved you?” Tanya said, whirling on him with tears in her eyes. “When it’s convenient for her? I’m just waiting for the moment she decides I’m too much trouble and she kicks me out, too.”

Arthur swallowed, seeing the pain in his daughter’s eyes. “Is that why you’re doing all this with the hair and the make-up and the grades? Are you trying to push her away?”

Tanya didn’t answer that. She crossed her arms and kicked her heels against the back of the couch. “She started a social media page called Single-Mom Self-Care where she posts all this bullshit about how she makes sure to take care of herself first so that her cup is full to pour from. It makes me gag. The only one drinking from her cup is her.”

Arthur closed his eyes and blew a breath out through puffed cheeks. He wanted to believe Megan was better than that.

Their life together had been built on the belief that she could be better. He’d taken a chance on her when she was struggling, saved her from a life that would have been much worse. And she’d been better. Still a little crazy sometimes, still a little selfish, but he’d excused that behavior by telling himself it was normal for someone who’d grown up with nothing to be afraid of losing what she had. The jealousy, the materialism, the ‘keeping-up-with-the-Joneses’ mentality… he’d thought that was the result of trauma, not just her personality.

Megan had shown him and Tanya so much love over the years. Surely it wasn’t all for show.

“I’m sorry, sweetie,” he said, pushing those thoughts away. “I’m sorry to hear that she’s making you feel that way. But throwing away your grades isn’t going to help. You and I both know you’re capable of more than you’re doing right now, right? If there’s something I can do to get you motivated again, just tell me.”

“Yeah, right.” Tanya huffed and pushed her dinner tray out of the way. “You know what I want you to do. I’ve told you over and over again, and you refuse to do it. So if you don’t give a shit, why should I?”

“What?” Arthur shook his head. Tanya had never asked him for anything besides signing her failed tests and assignments, which he’d never refused to do. “What are you talking about?”

“Get a caregiver!” his daughter shouted, tears brimming in her eyes. “How am I supposed to focus on school when I’m worrying about you all day?”

“Tanya, I’m fine on my own,” he protested. “It’s a little lonely sometimes, but I can handle this.”

“No, you can’t!” She tossed herself back into the couch cushions and pulled her arms tightly around her body. “I can see how much it hurts you to move. And you’re always pushing yourself too hard, trying to prove how ‘fine’ you are, and I’m not stupid, Dad! You’re going get hurt again, or worse, and it’s going to be me who finds you laying on the floor—”

“I’m not dying, Tanya,” he tried to console her. “My legs are just messed up. And I’m getting better.”

“You’re not!” she shrieked again. “You’re worse now than when you were at home. It’s like you’ve given up. It’s only a matter of time before you have another accident, like that time you fell and had to call the ambulance.”

“I didn’t—”

“Yes, you did. Mom told me.”

“It wasn’t serious, Tanya,” he said, recalling the incident clearly. He’d told Megan about it, because the hospital had called her instead of Arthur when they had an insurance question and had blown his cover. “It wasn’t something you needed to know. She shouldn’t have told you when I asked her not to.”

“If you don’t get a caregiver, I’ll stop coming to visit you.”

Tanya’s eyes widened as if she couldn’t believe she’d said the words, but then her chin jutted out and she glared at him as if daring him to refuse again.

Anger at Megan and frustration at Tanya bubbled up inside Arthur’s chest and threatened to boil out in a shout to match his daughter’s. But he could see the obvious pain in Tanya’s eyes and knew he was in danger of letting his pride destroy the last important relationship in his life.

Arthur’s gaze darted to the side-table by the door, where the napkin with the lamia woman’s phone number was still tucked under the planter. He swallowed, feeling his heartbeat quicken at the thought of calling her.

“If I get a caregiver,” he said, turning back to face his daughter, “will you stop treating me like a useless old man and start treating me like your father again?”

Tears spilled out of Tanya’s eyes, leaving dark streaks down her cheeks. She sobbed and lurched off the couch, wrapping her arms around him and pushing his wheelchair back a couple of feet.

“Whoa,” he laughed. “Gotta warn me before you do something like that, so I can put the brakes on.”

“I’m sorry, Daddy,” she sniffled, pressing her head against his chest. “I don’t think you’re useless. I just worry about you all the time. If you had someone else here with you, making sure you were okay, I would feel so much better.”

“Okay.”

She lifted her head and stared at him in shock. “Okay? What do you mean ‘okay’?”

“I’ll do it,” he said. “Go get me that napkin on the table over there. I’ll do it right now.”

Tanya stood up in a daze, wiping her eyes with the back of her hand. She walked to the table he’d pointed to and returned with the napkin, blinking at it in confusion. “Whose number is this?”

“Her name is Sansara,” Arthur said. “She’s the daughter of the lamia woman I saved. She’s a Certified Nursing Assistant and dropped a hint that she was looking for work.”

“A lamia?” Tanya’s eyes shot to his. “Not a human? Or… maybe an elf?”

“Hey, weren’t you just giving me a hard time about discriminating against monsterkin?”

Tanya’s eyes widened and she blushed. “No, it’s not that. It’s just… aren’t lamia tails kind of big? Won’t it be hard for her to move around? And for you to move around her?”

“It wasn’t a problem when she visited last week,” Arthur assured her. “I’m sure it will be fine. Houses in Havenseed Heights are designed for monsterkin, remember? And she’s small compared to some lamia I’ve seen in the neighborhood.”

Tanya nodded, still looking uncertain.

“I’m proud of you,” Arthur said. “For defending monsterkin like you did.”

“My generation isn’t a bunch of racist assholes like people your age.”

Arthur snorted. “Glad to hear it.”

“I’m friends with a deer-girl,” Tanya said, smiling slightly. “One of the scholarship students in my Math class. She’s really smart. And… and she said she was really impressed by what you did during that fire. Apparently a lot of monsterkin are.”

Arthur felt a tingle of pride as he remembered Sansara had said the same thing. But he pushed that thought from his mind and focused on the moment with his daughter.

“Maybe she can help you get caught up,” Arthur said with a wink. “Now that you’re going to dedicate yourself to your studies again.”

“Are you going to call that number or not?” Tanya teased.

Arthur pulled his cell phone from his pocket and dialed.

Tanya’s eyes widened as she watched him. Then her gaze dropped to the napkin again. “Wait a second,” she said. “Is that… lipstick?!”

***

Sansara

The Maid for You contract was at least a dozen pages long, and Sansara had scoured the entire document top to bottom three times before she decided to sign. The rep at the office—a satyr woman with a serious expression—wasn’t pleased to still be working after supper time on a Friday night, but she’d been intrigued enough by Sansara’s credentials and her interview to put up with a bit of fussing.

At least, Sansara hoped she was, because now that she’d convinced herself that she was going to sign on with the company, she really didn’t want to deal with another rejection.

Her pen had just lifted from the page when her phone rang.

“Sorry,” Sansara mumbled, fumbling in her bag for the out-dated cell phone. She flipped it open to see a number she didn’t recognize. Frowning, she pressed the answer key. “Hello? Who is this please? I’m going to have to call you back.”

“It’s Arthur Cain.” The familiar rumble of the man’s voice tremored through Sansara’s body like an earthquake… familiar because she’d been hearing it in her dreams every night since she’d met the man, only when she dreamed, the things he said were never quite so innocent.

She nearly dropped the phone in surprise. “Oh, hello! What can I do for you?”

“Are you busy?” he said. “I don’t mind calling back. I just wanted to tell you that I’ve thought about it, and I would like to hire you as a caregiver and maid if you’re still looking for work.”

Sansara’s mouth dropped open and she lifted a finger to stave off the irritated look the Maid for You rep was shooting at her from the opposite side of the counter. The rep pointed at the clock. Sansara excitedly pointed at the contract and at the phone, trying to convey that this was a potential client.

“Sansara?” Arthur said again. “Are you there?”

“Yes! I’m sorry, I was just…” she glanced at the rep again. “I am definitely interested. In fact, I was just signing on with a new company that handles these kind of contracts. Maid for You. Have you heard of them?”

“Oh,” Arthur said, sounding a bit put off. “Should I call them instead? I thought I would just be dealing with you directly.”

“You will, you will,” Sansara was quick to reassure him. “Maid for You facilitates caretaker-client contracts to ensure workplace safety. If you ever have any problems with me or my service, you can talk to them. If you like, you can speak to my rep right now, and she can arrange everything.”

The satyr woman rolled her eyes toward the ceiling and clasped her hands together as if in prayer. Then she stuck out her hand for the phone. “This is Evelyn Ramsbottom, who am I speaking with, please?”

Sansara could barely contain her excitement as Evelyn and Arthur hashed out the details of her contract. She was frankly shocked that Arthur had called at all. As much as she’d been daydreaming about the man since they’d met, Sansara couldn’t lie to herself and say their introduction hadn’t gone awry. The shivers of joy that ran through her—all the way from the top of her head to the tip of her tail—felt out-sized and childish when she thought about it.

But she couldn’t imagine anything better than serving a man like Arthur Cain. There might be jobs in the city that would pay better, but there was something thrilling about dedicating herself to the life and care of a real-life hero. Sansara bit her lip and slithered back and forth in the front room of the Maid for You office.

The electric jolt she’d received at the sound of his name had sent all kinds of nerves tingling, and Sansara had to admit that at least part of her excitement was due to her attraction to the man.

She was twenty-three years old. She was already three years into her breeding cycles. The longer she waited until she found a mate, the worse such desires would strike her. It was a natural part of lamia biology. Mama had already bred with a man and given birth to her by the time she was Sansara’s age. Lamia weren’t like some monsterkin species which had their own males. They required a mate of a different race—human were preferred, but near-human races like elves would also do.

The thought of Arthur Cain inseminating her made Sansara’s sex quiver with delight.

But that would be wrong, wouldn’t it? She couldn’t try to seduce him, not when she was supposed to be taking care of the man. She was sure there was something about sexual relations in the contract she’d just signed… why couldn’t she remember what it had said?

It didn't matter though. She wasn’t going to cross that line. At least, not unless Arthur expressed affection. If he did, and it was considered a conflict of interest, she’d just… quit. That’s what she would do. She would quit and be his…his…

Sansara’s hands dropped to her lap, pressing against the front of her dress as she swayed her hips back and forth. Listening to Evelyn’s side of the contract, she tried to calm her racing heart. But she couldn’t help pressing her hands against the slit at the top of her tail, imagining what it might feel like to be stroked by Arthur Cain.

The giddy feeling got worse instead of better. Arthur was the real deal—an actual good, moral, heroic human man in a world that seemed to be filled with lazy, selfish, racist pieces of garbage. And he wanted her. He’d called to ask for her.

Sansara’s upper body began to sweat, just like it had on her way home from Arthur’s place the week before.

“Ms. Aspidis?” Evelyn said, jolting her from her daydream. “Sansara? We’re finished.”

Sansara blinked, swaying toward the counter. “I’m sorry, finished?”

The satyr woman thrust the battered cell phone back at her.

“Yes,” she said. “You’ve been hired. I believe that is the fastest I’ve ever given a new recruit an assignment. Mr. Cain seemed quite sure that you were the only caretaker he was interested in, so he does not want to undergo the usual interview process.”

Sansara swallowed, feeling her heart pounding against her ribs. “When… when do I start?”

“Technically, you should have a training period of one month before working one-on-one with a client,” Evelyn said, reaching up to rub the small nub of a horn protruding from her curly red hair. “But given your prior training and experience, and the fact that the client has requested you personally, we can forgo the usual practice and simply have a supervisor oversee your first few shifts. Officially, you start on Monday.”

Sansara cocked her head to the side, sensing something odd in the woman’s phrasing. “Officially?”

Evelyn pressed her lips into a thin line and leaned against the counter as if she felt suddenly tired. She glanced at the clock for the hundredth time since Sansara had entered the building just before their business hours were supposed to end—two hours ago, she noted, feeling guilty.

“Unofficially, Mr. Cain would like you to start Sunday morning,” the satyr woman said. “Normally I wouldn’t pass a request like that on to a newly hired caregiver, but as Mr. Cain already has your private number there’s nothing stopping him from making the request himself. So, I’ve made note of the request in your file. Do with that what you will.”

Sansara nodded, feeling her cheeks flush. Sweat trickled down her back. She received another desirous pulse from the slit beneath her skirts as she imagined Arthur Cain personally requesting her service.

“I understand, Mrs. Ramsbottom,” she gushed. “I’ll be there tomorrow.”

“Wonderful,” Evelyn said, pushing herself back from the counter with a sigh. “Now, can I please go home, Ms. Aspidis? My husband will be thinking I’ve been captured by human slave traders, whisked off to a seedy life of underground sex rings and drug addiction. I wouldn’t like to get his hopes up.”

The satyr woman clip-clopped around the counter toward the door, which she opened with a jingle of overhead bells. She held it for Sansara and affected a serious look as the lamia woman swished out onto the sidewalk.

“Thank you,” Sansara said.

“Congratulations on a very desirable first client, Ms. Aspidis. Don’t let the opportunity go to waste.”

Evelyn Ramsbottom gave her a small smile and a wink before she let the door swing closed.

Sansara heard the bells jingle again before the lock clicked and the satyr woman drew down the shades, flipping the Maid for You sign to ‘closed’. Sansara couldn’t believe her luck. It certainly was an opportunity.

She wondered if that was what the satyr woman had meant, until a breeze whistled past, causing her to shiver as cold seemed to spread across her lap. Sansara looked down at her dress and gasped with embarrassment. Heat flooded her cheeks as she realized the front of her dress was sopping wet.

Evelyn Ramsbottom knew exactly how she felt about Arthur Cain.

Sansara hurried home, cursing her raging hormones, and making a note to bind herself before her first shift in Arthur’s home. The symptoms of her need to breed were getting worse. She only hoped she’d be able to hold herself together if she was to spend every day with the man she fervently desired to be her mate.

***Sansara locked herself in the bathroom as soon as she got home. Mama and Ogrim had been sitting in the kitchen, and she’d swished right past them, barely pausing to say hello.

She tore a towel from the shelf and hurriedly cleaned herself up, mortified at her body’s reaction to Arthur’s request. But the more she rubbed the towel over herself, the more aroused she became, which only made the problem worse. It was like pouring gasoline on a bonfire.

With a defeated sigh, she stripped off the rest of her clothes and got into the shower. As the hot water beat down upon her scales, Sansara let her fingers do the work she dreamed of Arthur one day taking upon himself.

Her jaw hurt from fighting back the cries of ecstasy as she climaxed, but she didn’t want Mama to guess what she was up to. It was bad enough that her mother would be able to smell it on her if she tried.

Sansara was panting by the time she finished, but for the moment she had relieved some of the pressure that seemed to be constantly building inside her. When she thought she could hold a normal conversation without embarrassing herself, she slithered to her bedroom to change quickly before joining Mama and Ogrim in the kitchen.

The orc had moved Mama’s oxygen tank next to the table and the both had a plate of cake in front of them. Mama wore the tube under her nose, rather than the face mask, allowing her to eat and breathe at the same time.

“Did you get your paperwork filled out?” Mama asked as soon as she came in. “You were there longer than I expected. I hope you didn’t run into any trouble with the screening process. You’re overqualified for that job. If you ask me, they should be begging you to sign on.”

Ogrim didn’t say anything, but dished up a small slice of the pink frosted cake he’d made before, and served it to her on a floral printed plate that seemed far too delicate for an orc of his size.

“I got everything filled out,” Sansara said, accepting the cake with a nod of thanks. “Actually, I’ve already been assigned a client.”

Mama’s eyes went wide and Ogrim grinned through his tusks. “I thought as much,” the old orc said.

“How did you know?” Mama narrowed her eyes at the orc. “She rushed by us so quickly I hardly knew it was her and not a ghost!”

“Look at her now,” Ogrim said with a shrug. “She’s glowing.”

Sansara blushed as her mother’s eyes narrowed on her. “You are glowing,” she said, almost accusingly. “Well, tell us. Who is the lucky client?”

“Arthur Cain,” Sansara said, flushing even more deeply. “He requested me, personally. I left him my number when I visited the other night, in case he needed anything. And he… he called when I was signing the paperwork. Evelyn Ramsbottom said it’s the fastest she’s ever placed anyone.”

Mama and Ogrim glanced at each other, and the orc grinned again. “Don’t let anyone ever tell you the Fates have abandoned us,” he said. “Fortune’s got her fingers in this one, for sure.”

“It does feel that way, doesn’t it?” Mama said, adjusting the oxygen tube. “Though I wish the man didn’t have to be injured in order to find my daughter.”

Sansara’s mouth went dry as she attempted to swallow a forkful of cake. “I’ve been thinking so, too,” she said. “Even the way we met seemed guided by some external force. I had a premonition, Mama…”

The older lamia sat up straight and pinned her daughter with a fierce look. “A premonition?” she said. “You never told me this, Sansa. Why not?”

“Well…” Sansara felt abashed. “I was embarrassed…”

She explained about the tingling in her spine when she’d been about to leave after Arthur had failed to open his door. She’d mistaken the sensation for one warning of danger, because the only other times she’d experienced a premonition were when someone was hurt or about to be hurt.

Ogrim laughed when she described sticking her fingers down Arthur’s sleeping throat, and the fact that Arthur had thought she was trying to kill him.

“And he still wants to hire you?” Ogrim slapped a hand on his knee. “I’d say the man’s smitten already.”

Mama cast the orc a warning glare.

“Ahh,” he said. “This is one of those mother-daughter discussions, I suppose. I’ll take my cake and visit the birds and the butterflies then… or is it the birds and the bees?”

He chortled to himself as he carried his plate out of the kitchen and into the garden area.

“Sansa, you should have said something!” Mama chastised her the moment the orc was out of hearing range. “It is very common for premonitions to occur as the breeding fire begins to burn in a young lamia’s belly… when there is not danger to consider, the most common cause is meeting a genetically compatible mate. It is your body’s way of telling you that a man nearby is worthy of your consideration.”

Sansara felt faint as fresh desire flooded through her body. “Mama, you never told me that!”

“I’m sure I have,” Mama said, shaking her head as she bent to fuss with the dial on her oxygen tank. “I had a premonition when I met your father, you know…”

Sansara pushed her mother’s hands away from the dial and adjusted them herself. Then she made sure the tube was sitting properly on Mama’s face. Not that she was worried at the moment, but she wanted something to do as a flood of nervous energy coursed through her body.

“Mama… I’m very attracted to him,” she admitted. Her fingers shook. She sat back in her chair and clenched her hands into fists, resting them in her lap. “I don’t know what to do. I would love to serve him, but what if… something happens? What if I lose control?”

Mama reached out and patted her hand, a smile on her wrinkled, but still beautiful, face. “Once upon a time, lamia never had to concern themselves with control. We evolved to take what we needed and damn the consequences. We are a predatory race, Sansa. Those urges will never go away.”

“But Mama,” Sansara protested. “I could hurt him, or worse!”

“I know, sweetheart. The urges do not go away, but you can control yourself. Most of us reject the old ways for a reason. Yes, we need to breed, like any other species. But we also need to live fulfilling lives, don’t we? And having a partner is much more rewarding than raising children alone. So long as you care for Arthur more than you need to breed, you will be fine.”

Sansara trembled, hearing her mother’s words and wishing they were true, but not really believing it.

“And what if he doesn’t want me that way?” she asked. “These humans are not like the ones from our old world. What if he can’t love a… monster?”

Mama smiled and her golden eyes flashed with humor. “Ahh, I don’t think you have to worry about that, Sansa… Ogrim is right. You choked the man before you even said hello, and still he’s called to request your personal service. Whether he knows it or not, he’s already smitten.”


Chapter 5
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Arthur

While his daughter might have been sleeping soundly now that Arthur had committed to getting a full-time caregiver to help him around the house, he was not. Arthur hadn’t been prepared for the lurch of nerves that had hit him the moment he’d heard Sansara’s soft, sultry voice on the phone. The subtle sibilant hiss in her tone had made every tiny hair on his body stand up and quiver, and even once the lamia woman had passed the phone off to her supervisor at Maid for You, Arthur had hardly been able to think about anything else.

That night he’d woken up sweating, feeling unaccountably anxious about the decision that was supposed to make his life easier. Or, maybe it wasn’t anxiety so much as anticipation. Either way, he’d been jolted from his sleep half a dozen times with his heart pounding and his muscles twitching, sweat pouring off him like he’d been running a marathon—not that he’d ever be able to do that again. There were no nightmares this time, unlike when Sansara had tried to ‘save’ him by sticking her entire hand down his throat, but he’d struggled to fall back asleep each time thinking about the snake woman being in his house. His room. Touching him and speaking in those insistent, gentle tones…

So, when his alarm went off at 0600 Sunday morning, Arthur was dreading the day to come. His entire body hurt from the poor night of rest and his mind was still whirring. He felt more nervous than he ever had running into a burning building.

Not wanting to ask Tanya for help—partly because he didn’t want to worry her and partly because he was stubborn and didn’t want to admit that he needed help—it took him twice as long as it should have to get dressed. But he’d felt it was inappropriate to meet with his new employee while wearing his comfy old gray sweats and a ratty t-shirt. It was bad enough that’s what she’d seen him in the last time they’d met, when he hadn’t been expecting company. So Arthur took his time choosing something a bit more professional looking, and took even more time struggling to get into the damned stuff.

He washed his face, brushed his teeth, and combed his hair. But he decided not to shave, as the scruffy beard that was coming in had started to feel more like him than the clean-cut look he’d adopted while working at the Fire Department. It was a small rebellion, but it felt important in his mission to reclaim his life. Besides, now that he didn’t have to worry about the fit of oxygen masks and other essential PPE, why the hell shouldn’t he grow a beard?

When he rolled from the bedroom into the kitchen, Tanya was already up. She had the coffee maker going and was pouring herself a bowl of cereal with enough sugar to rot her own teeth and her future children’s. She glanced up as he came in, and paused pouring as she saw him, momentarily stunned.

“Good morning,” he said awkwardly.

“Morning,” she said, cocking her head to the side. “You look…”

“Like I got run over by a truck?” he asked with a dry chuckle. “Because that’s how I feel. I couldn’t sleep last night. Think I need to ask about changing my medication again.”

Tanya shook her head. “No, I was going to say you look nice.”

“Thank you,” he said. “You look nice, too.”

His daughter hadn’t done her makeup yet, and her black and purple hair was piled in a messy bun on top of her head. She still wore the oversized black uniform of teenage rebellion, but she looked a lot more like his little girl.

Tanya rolled her eyes, knowing exactly what he was implying and resenting him for it. But she decided not to argue. “I can’t remember the last time I saw you in a button up shirt. The Fireman’s Ball last year?”

Arthur grunted something non-committal and rolled over to the cupboard to get a coffee cup. Before he could heave himself out of the chair, Tanya was at his side, chastising him again. “Would you just ask when you need help? This is why I’m always worried about you. You can never just ask!”

She shoved an empty mug at him like it had personally offended her. Then she snatched it back, stomped across to the coffee machine and poured it for him before setting it on the table.

Arthur bit down on his frustration, reminding himself that she didn’t mean to make him feel useless. “I didn’t ask because I didn’t need help,” he said. “You promised to stop treating me like a useless old man now that I’ve hired someone to stay with me, remember?”

“Well, she’s not here yet,” Tanya snapped, dumping milk into her cereal and bringing it to the table before changing her mind and taking her breakfast to the living room. “And I don’t like it when you stretch and reach for things like that. It’s too easy for something to go wrong. We should move all your dishes into the lower cupboards so you can get at them more easily.”

“I like them where they are,” Arthur said, putting the coffee cup between his knees and carefully rolling himself into the doorway. “I’m not an invalid, Tanya.”

“Um, you are, Dad.” Tanya pulled out her phone and punched something in, then read out loud, “Invalid: a person made weak or disabled by injury or illness. Like, it’s the literal definition. You don’t have to be ashamed of needing help or doing things to make your life easier. God, you’re so frustrating!”

“The apple doesn’t fall far from the tree,” he muttered, taking a sip of his coffee and wishing there was some way he could just inject the caffeine straight into his veins. “Listen, sweetie. I agreed to get help because I love you and I care about what you think. I don’t want you to worry about me, but I understand why you do. That said, I need you to cut me some slack here. I’m pushing myself because I want to get better. I don’t want to be an invalid my entire life. I set up my kitchen the way I would if I hadn’t been injured because that’s how I want it set up when I’m recovered, and it gives me something to work toward.”

Tanya shoveled a spoonful of cereal into her mouth and chewed without looking at him, tears brimming in her eyes. “I just get scared, Dad.”

“I know.” He set the coffee down and rolled into the living room, parking himself beside the couch so he could put a hand on her knee. “I know how it feels to be scared for someone you care about. When you were a toddler and you were running around, pulling open drawers, falling down stairs, and jumping off furniture, I almost had a nervous breakdown.”

Tanya laughed and wiped at her eyes, sniffing back her tears. “Oh, come on. I wasn’t that bad.”

“If anything, you were worse,” he said seriously. “That is not an exaggeration. You were a holy terror, kid. Every single gray hair on my head is thanks to you.”

“This is different though, Dad. Kids are… bouncier or something. They get hurt but they get up again. I never broke anything. I never needed surgery.”

Arthur sighed. “No, we were lucky. But not all kids are. Kids get hurt, too. Sometimes very badly. And we knew that. That was part of the reason we were so scared.”

“When I have kids, I’m going to put them on those leash things I see moms at the park using so I don’t have to worry about it,” Tanya said, putting her cereal bowl on the TV tray. “I don’t think I could handle that.”

“Listen, sweetie. I’m not trying to scare you. I want you to understand. We had to let you do those things, even though it scared us—all parents do—because it was the only way you could learn what your limits were. I’m not a kid, Tanya, but my body is learning its limits all over again, and I need to push it if I’m ever going to get stronger. I know I’ll never be a hundred percent recovered, but I do know that I can be independent again.”

Tanya took a deep breath and put her hand on Arthur’s, squeezing it tightly between her fingers. “So… you’re telling me I can’t put my kids on leashes?”

Arthur smirked. “Well, you can… but I think they end up turning out kind of weird.”

“And you think me babying you too much is going to make you weird?”

“I don’t know about weird,” he said with a laugh. “But definitely weaker. And if you get comfortable letting other people do everything for you, I think it gets hard to regain independence. You start getting scared to fail, scared to get hurt, scared to look stupid. And it’s all downhill from there.”

Tanya leaned forward and gave him a hug. “So, you want me to let you fail, get hurt, and look like an ass until you’re back to normal?”

“Pretty much.”

“Is it a dumb idea to hire a caregiver, then?” she asked, letting him go. “I don’t want to mess things up by being so anxious.”

“No,” he said, smiling reassuringly, even though he had doubts about the plan. “I think it’s a great idea. A professional caregiver will allow me to set those boundaries and work with me toward meeting my goals and be able to help if I do get in over my head. Sansara is trained to handle all kinds of emergency situations—her supervisor actually thinks she’s overqualified for the job—so if something serious were to happen, it’s like having a first responder right by my side. That should allow me to push myself and be safe at the same time, so you and I can both get what we want, okay?”

Tanya sniffed again, then straightened his collar for him. “Okay.” Then she got a mischievous glint in her bright blue eyes. “Plus, she must be pretty cute if you got so dressed up to see her.”

Arthur cleared his throat and rolled back to the kitchen for his coffee, which was now lukewarm at best. “It’s important to show respect at the beginning of a new business relationship.”

“Uh huh…” Tanya let the words linger teasingly. She flicked on the TV and creepy music floated out across the living room.

“My coffee’s cold, kiddo,” Arthur said. “I’d warm it up myself, but being an invalid and all, I think it would be more responsible for me to ask you to do it for me.”

“What?” Tanya scoffed. “But Monster Hunters of the Bayou is about to start!”

“No Monster Hunters before you finish your homework,” he said firmly. “Hurry up. I’ll help you with it if you can help me get enough caffeine into my system to function like a normal—if invalid—person.”

Tanya made a big show of her protest, but she was smiling in a way she hadn’t done much since his accident and Arthur felt like regardless of how things went with Sansara, that hiring a caregiver was the right thing to do—if only for Tanya’s sake.

She warmed up his coffee and took her cereal bowl to the sink, then brought her homework to the kitchen table where they bickered over how to do her math problems.

When the doorbell rang, Arthur nearly jumped out of his skin, having lost himself in the labyrinthine halls of his memories of ninth grade algebra. He glanced at the clock and felt his heart lurch. “Shit,” he said. “Is it nine o’clock already?”

“Time flies when you’re staring into the void,” Tanya quipped. “I mean, having fun with math.”

“I’ll get it.” Arthur finished his coffee and rolled out of the kitchen to the front door.

“Fine,” Tanya said, rushing up behind him. “But let me push at least.”

He decided not to argue after they finally seemed to be making some progress. Besides, he suspected she was just curious about the lamia woman and wanted to be there when he opened the door.

Arthur’s pulse thundered in his veins as he reached for the doorknob. Tanya pulled the chair back as he opened the door, giving room for the chair—and he found he was actually grateful to his daughter for being there, because opening doors from the chair was one of the most awkward daily tasks. Without many visitors, he didn’t practice it often. Another thing he’d do more often with Sansara around.

Once the door was open, Arthur glanced up to greet his new caretaker, and found himself at a complete loss for words. She looked even better than he remembered, in a tight white blouse and professional black skirt—neither of which left much of her voluptuous figure to the imagination. Tanya kicked the back of his chair, jolting him into action.

“Uh, hello,” he said, smiling brightly, and holding out his hand. “We were just in the middle of some homework. Thanks for coming, Sansara.”

The lamia woman reached out and shook with him, her skin soft and dry and her grip firm. “Thank you for hiring me, Mr. Cain.”

“Oh, please just call me Arthur,” he said, then he gestured over his head. “Somewhere up there is my daughter, Tanya. I asked for you to come early so she could meet you, since she’s the one who insisted I need the extra help.”

“It’s nice to meet you,” Tanya said, pulling the chair backward with a lurch. “Sorry, Dad, but we’re blocking the doorway.”

“It’s nice to meet you, too, Tanya,” Sansara said, smiling warmly. “I’m glad to know Arthur has someone looking out for him.”

Arthur noticed the lamia woman’s eyes lingering on his for a little longer than normal, and he felt himself grow tense. “This way,” he said. “I suppose I should show you the rest of the house.”

Tanya and Sansara chatted pleasantly as they toured the small dwelling, and Arthur was pleased that they seemed to get along. It didn’t take long to show the lamia woman each of the rooms down the hall—Arthur’s room first on the left and his spacious ensuite bathroom, which had been renovated to accommodate his needs. Across the hall was a smaller bathroom that only had a shower with no tub. Next to the bathroom was an almost empty room with a desk and laptop which Arthur had been using for his office. At the end of the hall, Tanya’s room was on the right, across from a guest room—which would be where Sansara stayed while she was working there.

Sansara was pleasantly surprised by the size of her room, and even more impressed that the bed was large enough to accommodate her tail. “I was prepared to sleep in the living room if need be,” she had laughed. “But I must admit I’m glad I won’t have to!”

Arthur imagined the woman curled on the bed, perhaps laying back and stretching the buttons of her tight blouse…

He managed to shake himself free of the thought before it went too far. He was her employer for God's sake. That was a sexual harassment suit waiting to happen. Even if her gaze had lingered on his for a little longer than might be usual, that wasn’t an invitation to start fantasizing about the woman.

Besides, who knew what was underneath her clothes? Her upper body appeared human, but she could be covered in scales. Arthur knew some humans looked at monsterkin pornography—either out of curiosity or because they were actually turned on by the unusual humanoid races—but he’d never been tempted.

In fact, before meeting Sansara, he’d thought humans who were into monster races were a bit twisted. Maybe that was his own bit of prejudice showing through. But either way, the fact was, he didn’t even know if lamia had the necessary parts to be sexually compatible with a human so there was no point in getting carried away with the fantasy.

“Back to the living room, Dad?” Tanya asked when they’d finished looking at the rooms. “Sansara said there’s some paperwork you need to go through.”

“Oh, sorry,” Arthur said, coming back to reality with a start. “I didn’t hear that.”

“Yeah, you were like, in la-la-land or something,” Tanya teased gently. Then she said to Sansara, “Dad hasn’t been sleeping well lately. He might need different medications.”

“We’ll go through all of that, sweetie,” Arthur said. “Let’s go to the living room and get it all sorted.”

Tanya huffed and pushed the chair out of the guest room. Sansara followed them. “I’m glad you told me, Tanya,” she said. “It’s important to communicate these things to make sure nothing gets missed. And it shows that you’re paying attention to your father and his needs, which is a really good thing to see.”

“See, Dad,” Tanya said. “I’m not babying you. I’m trying to take care of you.”

“I know, I know,” he chuckled. “But you’re still my little girl. It’s hard to get used to the switcharoo.”

“I’ll be right with you,” Sansara said and let out a nervous laugh. “I need to use the washroom before we get started. I was up early and drank far too much coffee, I’m afraid.”

Tanya parked Arthur’s chair at the end of the couch and brought one of the TV trays over so he had something to put the papers on. She sat on the couch and gave Arthur a look.

“What?” he asked.

“I can see why you called her so fast,” Tanya said, poking him in the knee with her pointer finger. “She’s hot. Like, a total babe.”

“Tanya, that’s not appropriate.”

“Not for you to say,” she said. “But I’m allowed to have an opinion. And… seriously. Wow.”

The bathroom door clicked and Tanya made a zipping motion across her lips, casting her father another loaded look before she turned to smile at the lamia woman. Sansara slithered from the hallway to the sit next to Arthur, rather than the couch, using her coiled up tail like a portable chair.

“That’s better,” she said with a sigh. “Now, I’ve taken note of all the accessibility renovations you’ve done and I think this space should work really well for you, Arthur. There aren’t any pressing changes I would recommend at this time. What we need to do, however, is go through your personal goals and current limitations as well as the tasks that I am trained to help with. The first few days will involve a bit of… feeling things out… but if we keep communication open we should avoid anything too awkward coming up.”

Arthur tried to laugh, suddenly feeling more uncomfortable. “What kind of tasks are you talking about? I don’t need anyone to help me wipe my ass if that’s what you’re getting at.”

“Dad,” Tanya hissed, kicking the wheel of his chair with her toe.

Sansara smiled in understanding. “Actually, it might be best if we discuss the details in private,” she said. “There are some aspects of home care which are quite personal. I don’t want either you or your daughter to feel uncomfortable with the discussion.”

“Something tells me I’m going to feel uncomfortable no matter what,” Arthur said with a sigh. “But she’s right, Tanya. I’d probably be more comfortable if you weren’t listening.”

Tanya rolled her eyes and pulled out her phone. “Fine,” she said. “I don’t want to listen to your ass wiping conversation anyway.”

She stomped out of the living room, down the hall, and into her bedroom where she slammed the door to punctuate her dramatic exit.

“Sorry,” Arthur said. “She’s thirteen. Which means she spends half her day acting like she’s twenty five and the other half acting like she never broke out of the terrible twos.”

“It’s perfectly understandable, Arthur,” Sansara said. “Don’t underestimate how hard this kind of thing is on children. Remember, she’s spent her entire life looking up to you and thinking that you’re invincible, and she’s had that confidence shaken. The illness or injury of a parent is often a turning point in a child’s life where they begin to realize they will someday be without their parents.”

“That’s grim,” he said, feeling more and more unsure of this plan the longer Sansara talked. It wasn’t that he didn’t know what she said was the truth. It was more that he didn’t want to have to face it all quite so bluntly.

“It’s natural,” Sansara said, and her soft, soothing voice eased his concerns somewhat. “This is a jarring way for you and her to adjust to her growing up, but the way she has taken on responsibility for you—even if she is overstepping your true needs—is a very good sign that she’s prepared for the challenges of becoming an adult. She seems like a very fine girl, Arthur. I bet you’re proud of her.”

Tears stung Arthur’s eyes as he realized that she was right. Not just that he was proud of Tanya, of course he was. But he'd been seeing signs of her growing up for months now, and he’d felt guilty about it rather than seeing it for the strength that it was.

“Let’s talk about goals, first,” Sansara said, promptly changing the subject and redirecting the conversation to more neutral territory. “I have studied the doctor’s reports of your injuries that you emailed to Maid for You, as well as your physiotherapy documents. Are you happy with the progress that you’ve made so far?”

“No,” he answered immediately and truthfully. “I mean, I was doing pretty well. And after the divorce, I backslid a bit. But even so, I feel like… I don’t know. I feel like I could be doing more. I want to do more.”

Sansara nodded, a small smile on her lips. She leaned forward and touched his wrist with her fingertips. “I’m so glad to hear you say that,” she said, the sibilant tone of her voice tickling the back of his neck. “Because that was my assessment, too. I don’t believe your physio regime was nearly aggressive enough. I am able to design a new routine for you, and work with you to achieve your goals. But before you agree to that, I need you to know that there will be significant discomfort involved. One of the reasons many physiotherapy patients don’t reach their full recovery potential is that pushing the body in recovery is much, much harder than they expect. You will be sore.”

“I can live with that,” he said, gritting his teeth. “I don’t want to be babied, Sansara. I might be broken, but I’m not weak.”

“I don’t doubt that for a second,” she said. “I believe, for you, the hardest part will be accepting more help for everyday tasks while you are recovering from your therapy. It may feel like a step backward to have tasks that you have been completing independently suddenly require assistance. But I need you to reframe your thinking about asking for help. When you need help… getting dressed for example, or bathing… that is not a sign of weakness. It is a sign that you are pushing your body to its utmost in recovery after your physiotherapy. I will not let you hurt yourself, but that doesn’t mean that I will not let you hurt.”

Arthur laughed nervously. “Bathing? I don’t think—”

“Certainly,” Sansara interrupted. “Let’s go over the tasks that I can perform, and if there is anything you are uncomfortable with, we will discuss it.”

“Sure, let’s go.”

“Scheduling and administering medications, cooking, cleaning, grocery shopping and running errands,” she said, reading from a list she had pulled from inside her purse. “Bathing and hygiene, dressing, laundry, arranging business or travel needs, therapeutic massage…”

As she listed all the things he might need, Arthur was at once amazed at the things he’d never considered before and abashed that there were so many things he might not be able to do. So far, he hadn’t done much besides basic household stuff and crunching numbers for his data entry job. But surely that wasn’t how he wanted to spend the rest of his life. He would have to do other things too.

“That all sounds… great,” he said, though he could hear the ambivalence in his tone. “I just don’t think help with dressing and bathing is going to be necessary.”

“Those are two tasks that people struggle the most with when it comes to accepting care,” she said, nodding in understanding. “My job as your caregiver is to make sure that you are always cared for and that you don’t put yourself in needlessly stressful situations that could be avoided.”

“It’s not stressful for me,” he said. “It’s fine.”

Sansara smiled and set the papers down. “Do you experience pain when you’re bathing or getting dressed?”

Arthur thought back to his struggle that morning and the excruciating discomfort he’d suffered trying to get on the dress pants he was wearing.

“Of course,” he said. “The doctors said the nerve pain might last for years. I’m getting used to it. I don’t need to be treated like a baby.”

The lamia woman’s cheeks flushed and she fixed him with an emotional look. “You are not a baby,” she said, her voice low and trembling slightly. “You are a hero—a real man.”

As if realizing how her words must have come out, Sansara apologized quickly and looked away. Arthur felt his heart beating faster as he watched her chest rise and fall with her suddenly rapid breaths. “It’s fine,” he said. “I know why you feel that way, with your mother and everything… But I was just doing my job, Sansara. Any decent guy would have done the same thing.”

“And yet you’re the only one who went into that building, Arthur Cain,” Sansara said, a glimmer of tears in her eyes. “Until they were worried about you, none of your fellow firefighters were willing to put their lives on the line. They went so far as to blame my mother for your injuries. There are plenty of ‘decent’ men and women who do not extend their decency to the monsterkin races.”

Arthur swallowed, hating that her mother had been made to feel guilty for what had happened to him, especially since the fire hadn’t been her fault at all. But he also knew what Sansara was talking about, because once he had recovered, he’d been given the lectures on the flip side of that coin. It was his own fault for getting hurt, he shouldn’t have gone into danger for someone like her, what had he expected to happen… It was all bullshit.

“You didn’t care that she was what your people call ‘a monster,’” Sansara continued. “The only thing that mattered was that she needed saving, and you risked your life to do that. To me, that makes you a hero. And I’m not the only one who feels that way.”

Arthur took a deep breath, not knowing what to say.

Sansara shifted her tail, moving back. “I apologize if I’ve made you feel uncomfortable,” she said, her voice quivering. “If you’d prefer another caregiver from the agency, I’m sure it can be arranged.”

“No,” he said, reaching out to take her hand. “Please, Sansara. That’s not it at all. I’m glad that it’s you who is here with me. It makes all of this feel… I don’t know. I mean, no offense, but saving your mother was the worst thing that ever happened to me. But meeting you makes me feel like there was a reason for it all. Does that make sense?”

Sansara glanced down at his hand and placed her other hand on top. “May I ask you a question, Arthur?”

“Yes.”

“Do you regret what you did?”

Arthur felt his throat squeeze, and for a moment it was like he was sucking in the black, smothering smoke of the fire all over again. He barked an awkward laugh and pulled his hand from hers, running it through his carefully combed hair.

“Every damned day,” he said. “I’m sorry, but that’s the truth. I hate being like this, Sansara. I don’t even recognize who I am anymore. But…”

She stared at him, her eyes watery and ready to overflow. “But?”

“If it happened again today,” he said, his voice cracking. “I’d do the same thing if I could get my fucking chair through the door. Sometimes I wish I wasn’t that way, I feel guilty every day for putting my own family through what I have. Tanya… she deserves her father in her life, the old me, the one who could protect her…not this—” He gestured to his broken legs. “But… the only thing that’s left of who I used to be is that part of me that knows I’d do it again. That’s the only part of me that still feels whole.”

Sansara blew a breath out through puffed cheeks and she dabbed at her eyes. “You’re a good man, Arthur Cain. Nothing will change that.”

Arthur scoffed. “A good man is a strong man who chooses to do good in the world,” he said. “I’m just a weak man who wishes he could do a fraction of what needs to be done.”

“We’ll get there,” Sansara said, rising up and straightening her shoulders, which thrust her chest out in a way Arthur found very hard to ignore. “Together,” she emphasized. “To me, you are a hero. And my truest wish is that this is how I can make you feel while I am in your service. A real man should never feel ashamed of needing help, Arthur, especially not when he is working so hard to overcome a serious injury. I think you are right; I was meant to be the one to help you. I will never think less of you for any of the things that I do for you or help you to do for yourself. That is why I am here. That is my purpose.”

Arthur pressed his lips together, fighting back a wave of unexpected emotion. “Thank you, Sansara. I’ll try not to be too much of a pain.”

Sansara smiled. “Oh, just you wait. Once you start my physiotherapy regime, you’ll be in lots of pain.”

“That… is supposed to make me feel better?”

“Yes,” she said, patting his knee. “Because it will be the pain of progress.”

***

Sansara

After they’d finished hashing out the details of her care regime, Sansara left Arthur and Tanya watching television and asked if she could do a little cleaning and organizing to familiarize herself with the house.

She could hardly believe the conversation she and Arthur had. How could she have let her emotions take over and said those things to a client? She was certain she’d overstepped at least a dozen of the agency’s rules.

But she hadn’t been able to help herself. It was as if her brain stopped working around Arthur Cain, and her feelings took control of her body. More than ever before she saw the strong, handsome man as a hero—and he always would be in her eyes, even if he never regained full use of his legs.

She hadn’t been over-promising. She had looked at his records. His injuries were severe. His legs had been shattered, broken in multiple places with significant damage done to the muscles and joints. He had metal rods and plates holding him together, and she was certain the scars were a sight to behold.

But his progress in physiotherapy had been stalled more by the reluctance of the therapist to push him—perhaps out of a sense of guilt that it was so painful to him, or perhaps because it was so rare to see recovery from cases that severe, Sansara didn’t know. But she did know that if anyone had the internal strength and willpower to grind through an aggressive recovery, it would be Arthur Cain.

With Sansara there to help him between training sessions, he would be able to push himself much harder than when he was alone, or relying on his daughter’s help—she could tell that he didn’t like to worry Tanya.

The girl was sweet, even if she did seem to have a rather disturbing taste in movies, Sansara thought, listening to the stylized screams of some retro horror movie that had Arthur groaning and Tanya cackling with laughter. She peered out of the kitchen at the pair of them and smiled.

Yes, it was a good thing that Arthur had decided to call her. It would be good for him and his daughter to let her carry some of the weight of Arthur’s injuries.

They’d ordered pizza and invited Sansara to eat with them, which the lamia woman had been surprised by. Even the most forward-thinking humans didn’t often choose to eat in the company of monsterkin, especially those in her current job. Tanya had insisted though, and Sansara had been thrilled to join their little family. She was impressed with the girl’s political awareness, and the way she demonstrated a consciousness of sensitive issues for Sansara’s kind and the rest of the monsterkin races in Havenseed Heights that no human had ever expressed to Sansara before.

The evening had left her feeling warm and fuzzy and filled with hope for a future that… whatever it contained… seemed it would revolve around these two wonderful new additions to her life.

Sansara was grateful, too, that Tanya’s presence helped her keep her mind from Arthur’s more distracting attributes. When they’d been alone in the living room, Sansara had been startlingly close to losing her mind. She could hardly concentrate on anything besides the rich, earthy scent of the man… like pine trees after a spring rain… and the strength and breadth of his shoulders—which had always been strong, certainly, but which seemed to have grown even larger as he relied on his upper body more.

Sansara was somewhat ashamed to admit, even to herself, that she had done… extensive research on the man after their first visit.

She liked the short beard he wore now, which seemed to bring out the strength of his jaw and the bright green of his eyes.

Yes, if it hadn’t been for the near-constant presence of the man’s daughter, Sansara was convinced she might have thrown herself on him.

She hadn’t anticipated the girl being there when she’d chosen her outfit for the day. But Arthur’s stunned reaction when he’d opened the door and seen her coiled there with all her goods on exquisite display… She knew that blouse flattered her figure, but she was pleasantly surprised by Arthur’s obvious interest.

It had been a good thing she’d learned her lesson from the day before. She’d been careful to bind an extra layer of undergarment over her now constantly throbbing sex, hoping to reduce the wetness and the aroma of her desire. But just in case, she’d also worn black.

A good thing, too, for when she’d gone to the bathroom, she’d found herself sopping with need.

It had been the bedroom that had done it. She had imagined herself lying in that bed, coiled around Arthur with his thick shaft buried inside her slit…

A horn honked outside, jolting Sansara from her impure thoughts. Tanya cursed from the living room and shut off the television, clumping down the hallway to grab her things. Arthur rolled to the front door in his chair. Sansara’s heart panged as she saw the look of disappointment on his face. There was no doubt that he’d rather Tanya stayed with him full time. She couldn’t imagine how hard the divorce had been on the devoted father.

When Tanya came back from the bedroom she was scowling, a huge backpack draped over her shoulder. “Back to the house of horrors,” she muttered.

“Your grandmother’s doll collection isn’t that bad,” Arthur said, and Sansara couldn’t tell if he was teasing or not.

“It’s not the dolls that give me nightmares,” Tanya said. “It’s Mom and Grandma plotting to turn me into one of them. If I ever come here with blond hair and pink frills, please call an exorcist.”

“Don’t worry,” Arthur said. “I’ve had one on speed dial ever since you made me watch The Conjuring.”

Tanya was about to walk out the door when she whirled suddenly around and fixed Sansara with a stare. Her bright blue eyes were ringed with black and brimming with tears.

“I know he can be a pain in the ass,” she said, not looking at her father. “But you be good to him. Or else… I don’t know what. But I watch a lot of true crime documentaries and I know how to dispose of a body, okay?”

“Jeez, Tanya, she’s not going to drown me in the bathtub.”

Tanya snorted. “Sometimes I want to drown you in the bathtub, Dad. And I love you.”

“Get out of here before I get all emotional,” Arthur grumbled, opening the door for his daughter.

“I promise I’ll be very good to him, Tanya,” Sansara said seriously, holding back the smile that threatened to twist her lips. She knew the girl’s tough act was how she felt comfortable showing her feelings, and it didn’t bother the lamia woman in the least. “You’ll see when you come next weekend. We’ll plan something special for you to do together so you can grill him about how I’m doing, deal?”

“Deal,” Tanya said, smiling. She wiped away a tear and bent to hug her father. “Bye, Daddy. I’ll miss you.”

“I’ll miss you, too, sweetie,” he said, just as the horn blared again.

Tanya bolted out the door before she started to really cry, and Sansara moved forward to wave goodbye as Arthur rolled back into the living room.

She closed the door when Tanya was safely in the car, and returned to face Arthur, suddenly feeling awkward now that they were alone.

“So…” Arthur said, clearly feeling the same way. “Do you want to watch TV? I’m sure we can find something with less blood and guts than my angelic daughter prefers.”

He rolled over to the couch and lifted himself from the chair onto the cushions. Sansara slithered over in case he needed help but didn’t interfere when he seemed to have it under control. She didn’t miss the wince of pain as he adjusted himself, though.

“Can I give you a massage?” Sansara asked, her mouth going dry as the words passed her lips. Her heart hammered in her chest. “You look tense.”

“I’m fine,” he said quickly. His green eyes darted over her body and he swallowed visibly. “Just a bit stiff, not sore.”

“Please,” Sansara said. “I’d like to. It will help you relax before bed and might make it easier for you to sleep.”

“Sansara, I haven’t even given you your first payment.” He gave a nervous laugh. “You technically don’t even start until tomorrow.”

“That’s all right,” she said, moving closer. “I trust you.”

Part of her worried she was being too insistent, but the part of her that needed to touch him was stronger. “If I’m being honest, Arthur, I’d… I’d like to do it even if you weren’t paying me.”

Oh no, what was she saying? She had definitely gone too far. What kind of a thing was that to say to her new boss? She sounded crazy and desperate.

She was crazy and desperate, but she didn’t have to show him that so obviously.

What was wrong with her?

Sansara expected Arthur to protest, or maybe make some excuse to call it an early night, to cut short the awkward exchange one way or another.

Instead, his eyes traveled from the hem of her skirt along the curve of her hips, over her heaving breasts, and settled on her mouth. He swallowed again, and nodded.

“All right,” he said. “I might be stubborn, but I’m not a fool. Let’s see what you can do.”


Chapter 6
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Arthur

Turning his back to the lamia woman, Arthur braced himself against the couch as the pains in his legs flared and faded. When her fingers touched his shoulders, gentle at first and then with insistent pressure, he felt his muscles respond with instinctual delight. Arthur had enjoyed sport massage as part of his personal care routine when he had been an active firefighter. There was something about the cycling pain and relief of intense massage therapy that he relished almost as much as the burn of lactic acid build up after a good workout.

But he hadn’t had a massage since before his accident.

Now, as Sansara’s fingers dug into his tense shoulders he felt his entire body melt into her caress. Arthur let out a groan of pleasure that might have been embarrassing if he wasn’t so distracted by how good the woman’s touch made him feel.

Did it help that—monster girl or not—she was possibly the most beautiful woman he’d ever met?

Probably.

But even with his eyes closed, the expert movement of her hands over his body was something Arthur would willingly have paid her entire caretaking fee for.

And the lamia woman had said she’d be willing to do it for free. What had she meant by that?

Sansara’s fingers moved in small circles from his neck up to the base of his skull. Tiny muscles that he hadn’t even realized were sore suddenly ached with the release of tension and Arthur let out another involuntary groan.

“That feels incredible,” he said. “I don’t know what I was thinking when I said I didn’t need this.”

“I’m glad,” Sansara said, her voice low and husky.

Arthur thought she sounded almost out of breath, which made his mind travel back to the image that had tantalized him earlier, of Sansara sprawled on the guest bed with the buttons on her too-tight blouse threatening to burst open…

A scream from the television jolted Arthur out of his reverie. He’d been so lost in his daydream and the feel of the massage that he’d forgotten the damned thing was on. Scrambling for the remote, he flicked it off, and relished the quiet that flooded into the room.

“That’s better,” he said. “I don’t watch much TV when Tanya’s not here. I prefer the peace and quiet.”

“Mmmhmm,” Sansara responded, sounding distracted. “I agree. This is nice.”

Arthur felt a bit awkward at being doted upon by this woman he’d just met, even if he was going to pay her for her efforts. He thought he should at least try to make conversation, to get to know her, and not completely lose himself to the physical pleasure she was so generously providing. “What do you like to watch?”

There was no answer but the lamia woman’s breathing. It seemed to Arthur that she was taking deeper breaths than before. He glanced over his shoulder at her, and found Sansara completely focused, her oddly reptilian slit-pupiled eyes fixed on her hands, her lips parted, a sheen of sweat glistening on her brow. Arthur wasn’t sure she’d even heard the question.

Maybe he wasn’t the only one daydreaming?

That thought sent the blood rushing from his head to his groin and he felt suddenly dizzy. His skin tingled as her hands moved lower on his shoulders, kneading into the muscles between his shoulder blades.

Was she always this intense, he wondered? Or was she just trying really hard to make a good impression on her first day? He didn’t want her to regret taking this job, thinking he was high-maintenance and difficult to impress.

“Sansara?”

“Yes, Arthur?” she replied in that breathy almost whisper she’d spoken with before, the one that made all the little hairs on his body shiver.

“You’re doing great,” he said. “Everything today has been… great. I had a lot of doubts about hiring someone and I feel better about it now. So, please relax. I feel like you’re more tense than I am.”

She responded by digging her thumbs into a knot to the right of his spine, causing him to wince in pain.

“Impossible,” she muttered. “It’s as if you are made of stone.”

Arthur shrugged, closing his eyes once more and losing himself in the sensation of her touch. The massage was so intense it was difficult for him to focus anyway. Intense but wonderful. He’d missed being touched… Megan had hardly been able to bring herself to look at him since his accident, let alone anything approaching intimacy.

Sansara was breathing harder as she worked, putting everything she had into the service. It was nice—both the massage and the fact that she cared so much to do a good job of it. It was better than nice, if he was honest with himself. It was awakening something inside him that Arthur had thought was off the table after his divorce. An inkling of the feeling had stirred when he’d seen the way Sansara’s body strained against the buttons of her blouse, it stirred again every time she used that sultry tone of voice, but the massage made some primal urge inside Arthur begin to prowl like a beast inside a cage insisting to be let out.

But he couldn’t say anything about the way he felt. It would surely make the lamia woman feel uncomfortable, and he didn’t want to take advantage of her kindness or make her regret taking the contract. Sansara was here because she wanted to help him, she wanted to repay him for saving her mother. Arthur didn’t save the old lamia woman with an expectation of repayment, but he understood where Sansara was coming from. He didn’t want to twist her desire to help him into some base, sexual thing. She might feel obligated to entertain his needs, regardless of her true feelings, and that wasn’t something he wanted.

Besides, maybe it was better to enjoy her attention and imagine there was more to it than to bring it up and find out he was wrong. It was nice to feel desirable again, even if it was only in his imagination. He hadn’t even been able to do that since Megan had left, seeing himself only as a weak, broken man unworthy of love.

Arthur was surprised he hadn’t realized how touch-starved he’d become, where the pleasure-pain of a deep tissue massage and the heavy, panting breaths of his caretaker could inspire such conflicting emotions.

But he knew the right thing to do was to say nothing, to enjoy the care he was paying for and nothing more, and to leave ulterior motives and desires to the realm of fantasy.

He groaned again as Sansara found another sore spot, and he instinctively leaned back. She was closer than he’d expected, so close that he felt her gasp as her breasts pressed against his shoulders.

Arthur mumbled an apology and pulled away from the heat of her body, suddenly finding it very, very difficult to stick to the convictions he’d made mere seconds before.

He shifted his position again, hoping to hide the evidence of his arousal as Sansara’s scent flooded his head—sweet with an almost citrusy tang that might have been sweat, or something pheromonal. Whatever it was, it made Arthur’s mind go blank, then flood with images that a boss should definitely not be having about his new hire.

He folded his hands over his lap, willing his body to get the memo that his logical brain was trying desperately to disperse. But there was no point. His body seemed to have a mind of its own.

And, apparently, that mind was deviant on more levels than Arthur had ever been forced to acknowledge.

***

Sansara

Every muscle in Sansara’s body trembled as she fought to retain control of her urges. She should never have suggested the massage. Her desperate desire to be close to Arthur had overruled every sense of caution, though, and now—with his earthy, masculine scent tickling her senses—she was in a high-stakes battle against her natural inclinations.

She could feel the sweat on her brow, trickling down her temples and into her hair. Rivulets of fire and ice cascaded down her spine, bringing waves of goosebumps over the flesh of her upper body and stiffening her nipples into diamond-like points.

Sansara was beginning to realize that she was in over her head. She had underestimated the power of her urge to mate, and it didn’t help that lamia instincts were not designed for the romance of human cultures. Lamia were big, powerful monsterkin who had evolved an ability to take what they needed from prospective mates, regardless of their interest or consent.

While Sansara happened to love the idea of a slow-blossoming romance between herself and a human man, her body was all too aware of the fact that she could simply wrap her tail around Arthur, pinning him in place, as she thrust her throbbing pussy onto his swollen shaft.

Even if he didn’t want her, her lamia biology had certain tricks that would make him unable to resist, yielding his body and readying him for her use even if his mind rejected her.

A lamia in lust did not require the permission of her chosen mate to breed. She was perfectly capable of using a male and leaving him wrung-out, dehydrated, and exhausted—perhaps even dead—in the wake of her monstrous lust.

That was how it had been in the old world.

But lamia who wished to survive could not give in to their basic instincts if they wished to live in peace in the human world. Humans only barely tolerated the more monstrous beings from the portal realms, their fear instinctive—and admittedly not without reason.

Sansara had known that coming into her breeding age would be challenging. She had known she would have to be ready to fight her instincts. Other lamia had done it before and she was confident that she could do the same.

As she ran her fingers over Arthur’s muscular torso, however, she realized she had been a fool. The ghosts of arousal that had been teasing her since she’d first met the handsome stranger had become raging, lustful poltergeists, throwing everything they had against the barrier of her self-restraint. It was clear that her new boss was not like any other man she had met. He had been marked by her hormones as the one. She needed to fuck him like she needed to breathe, and restraining herself felt like she was being smothered.

But she refused to give in to her desire. She wanted Arthur. Not just for a single, glorious night of passionate lovemaking. She wanted to be a part of the life she’d glimpsed that day—cooking for him, cleaning and helping out around the house, taking care of his every need. And she wouldn’t be able to do that if she let her monstrous urges take control.

If Sansara wanted a happily ever after with this man—like the kind in her favorite human movies—she would have to do things the human way. No matter how painfully torturous that would be.

Sansara tried to focus on the massage, putting thoughts of his stiff, spurting cock out of her mind. But the longer she touched him the greater the need grew.

She cleared her throat. “Would you like me to stop now?”

She sincerely hoped he wouldn’t notice the desperation in her tone. She wanted him to say yes, to send her off to bed so she could give herself some relief from the aching need of her throbbing slit.

“Actually, if you’re up for it, I wouldn’t mind continuing this lying down,” Arthur said. “My legs are getting sore from sitting. But you were right about the massage. This is better than I could have imagined. Do you mind if we move to the bedroom?”

Sansara froze. Was he making fun of her? Could he tell how badly she wanted him? Was this a test of some kind? Her mind whirled. Could he, possibly, be attempting to seduce her?

No, that was beyond wishful thinking. It was delusional. She was simply too horny to think straight. She had to treat the request as an employee would responding to a superior’s request. She was the one who had suggested the massage after all, telling him it would help him to sleep. If she refused to do what she’d promised, she’d call into question all of the other promises she’d made that day about helping him to get better and developing a program to push his limits. Her integrity as a caregiver was on the line.

“Of course,” she said, letting her hands drop to her sides and moving around the chair to give him room to slide off the couch. “Do you need assistance?”

“I’ve got it,” he grunted as he gripped the wheelchair’s armrests and heaved himself into the seat—not exactly graceful but certainly competent. “Or I thought I did. I think half my muscles are already asleep. You’re a miracle worker, Sansara.”

She bit her lip at the compliment, slithering back from the chair so that he could maneuver into the hallway. As Arthur passed her, she clasped her hands in front of her skirt, subtly rubbing her swollen lips with the palm of her hand. She was wet enough to have soaked through the extra layer of binding and her skirt, and her pussy quivered with anticipation as she applied the gentle pressure. Once Arthur was in the hallway, his back to her, Sansara rocked her hips, pushing her sex into her fingers as if to promise that it wouldn’t be long.

As Arthur turned the corner into his bedroom, she followed him, swaying through the hallway with her heart hammering against her ribs. When she passed through the doorway, he was already lifting himself onto the bed. The handsome, button-down shirt he’d worn that day was rumpled and twisted from his efforts, and Arthur cursed at it with an embarrassed laugh as he caught her watching.

“Sorry,” he said. “This kind of fabric doesn’t have as much stretch as a t-shirt does.”

“Would you be more comfortable if you took it off?” Sansara asked, her heart beating faster.

“You wouldn’t feel weird about that?”

She shook her head fervently, and swallowed a mouthful of saliva that suddenly flooded her mouth at the thought of seeing him half-naked. “I want you to be comfortable.”

“Thank you,” he said, already unbuttoning the shirt. “It would probably be better.”

Sansara tried not to stare as he pulled the shirt open, exposing his broad, muscular chest and defined abs. His arms and shoulders were swollen with muscle, his neck corded. As Arthur moved to toss the offending shirt to the floor, Sansara slid forward and took it—almost reverently—from his hands. “I’ll take it to the laundry when we’re finished.”

Arthur nodded, and she hung the shirt on the doorknob as he lowered himself to the mattress. He grunted with pain as he rolled onto his stomach, but he didn’t ask for help, so Sansara didn’t offer. She kept a watchful eye on him, mindful of the fact that he might still feel he had to hide his needs. But she respected the fact that he didn’t want to be coddled, and refused to step in when he didn’t ask for help, unless he was in trouble.

When he was in place, Sansara slithered toward his bed, openly admiring the man’s body. He lay face down, unable to see the hungry look in her eyes. Which was a good thing, because Sansara felt certain the lust she was feeling would have looked positively feral and terrifying.

Arthur Cain had the body of a man used to calisthenic exercise, the muscles of a man used to hard work more than simply working hard in the gym. He didn’t have the bulbous, performative physique of a man who exercised for attention and aesthetics, like many human males seemed to prefer. Sansara leaned over him, using the strength of her tail to balance her as she pressed her fingers into his skin.

He moaned with nearly sexual pleasure—or maybe that was just how it sounded to her, hot and bothered as she was—and the sound brought a gush of fluid from her excited sex. Sansara’s heart leaped into her chest as she caught a whiff of her own scent, her cheeks burning with mortification. What if he could smell her? She’d heard that humans experienced the scent of a lamia in heat as something like lemons or oranges.

To Sansara, though, all she could smell was her desperate need to be fucked.

Arthur didn’t know it as she hovered over him, coaxing more delicious grunts and groans from him as she ran her hands over his body with almost frantic fingers, but she was ready for him. If he reached up and slipped his hand beneath her skirt, he would have no doubts about how much she wanted him, or how much she loved catering to his needs.

Her hands trembled as she kneaded his muscles, weakening as she struggled to work out his knots and fight her own desires.

“Are you all right, Sansara?”

He must have felt the tremors of her body. She felt ashamed of herself, but also knew this was a good opportunity to excuse herself without arousing suspicion. “I’m fine,” she said. “But I’m afraid my hands are getting tired. I’m out of practice with deep tissue massage, it seems. Do you feel you can sleep?”

“I’m relaxed,” he said with a satisfied smile. “But not really sleepy yet. Maybe I should have a bath.”

Sansara swallowed hard. “I’ll draw it for you.”

“Thank you,” he said. “I’d appreciate that. But I’ll do the rest on my own.”

“Of course. I understand.”

Internally, she breathed a sigh of relief. She moved into the en suite bathroom, sending up a prayer of thanks that she had been saved from a potentially dangerous situation.

In her current state, seeing him naked would probably be enough to release her inner monster.

She’d start off giving him a sponge bath, and end up tearing off her clothes to wash his back with her breasts. Or worse, pinning him to the bathroom floor and pumping every last drop of seed from his helpless body as she forced him to inseminate her.

While the thought of it brought a shiver of pleasure so intense she nearly climaxed then and there, she rejected the fantasy at once.

If she was to have Arthur Cain, she would earn his love by showering him with devotion, not tear it from him unwillingly in a fit of passion.

When the tub was filled, she made sure the bath chair was secure and the controls were easy to access. The chair lowered into the water and would lift him out when he was done, so he didn’t have to worry about hauling himself out of the wet tub when he was finished, which was how he’d managed bathing on his own at this point.

But the chair took up so much space that Sansara couldn’t imagine that he ever had a relaxing bath anymore to soothe his aching muscles. Some day, when she felt more in control of herself and he felt more comfortable with her, she hoped he would allow her to help him bathe so that he could benefit from a proper soak.

Sansara returned to the bedroom and gave Arthur a small bow. “It’s all ready for you,” she said. “If you need anything, please call. I’ll be in my room.”

“Thanks, Sansara,” Arthur said, flashing her a genuine smile. “For everything. Have a good night.”

She tried to focus on the shadowed cleft in his chin, barely visible beneath the scruff of stubble, rather than his broad, muscular chest. “You too. Goodnight, Arthur.”

Sansara slithered to the door, feeling guilty for her need to put as much space between them as possible. But her desire was growing so intense that it was difficult to fight her mating impulse. Unless she did something to take the edge off of her desire, Arthur wouldn’t be safe around her, and she couldn’t live with herself if she did something like she was imagining.

She took Arthur’s shirt from the door handle, planning to take it to the laundry on her way to bed, and then went to collect her handbag from the living room, in which she’d packed all of the paperwork she’d need as well as some extra clothes. She hadn’t been certain that Arthur would ask her to stay the night when she’d come for the early shift, but she’d wanted to be prepared. Now she was glad she’d taken the extra precaution.

As she passed Arthur’s room on her second pass past the bedroom she paused to listen at his door. She could hear the clang of his chair against the side of the tub, which made her heart lurch, but when she didn’t hear him call out for help she was reasonably certain he’d made it onto the chair. She waited a moment longer, confirming that he didn’t need her, and then hurried to her room.

She could hardly close the door fast enough once she was inside. She locked the door with the agile tip of her tail as she stripped the tight skirt and blouse off. The sexy business attire had certainly worked to get Arthur’s attention, but his lingering gazes had only made her feel hornier throughout the day.

She’d soaked through her undergarment wrap and the skirt, and she’d sweated through the blouse. Her hormones were making her feel like a sopping wet mess, and she wanted nothing more than to be free of the clinging fabric.

Sansara threw her bag on the bed, then realized she was still clutching Arthur’s button-down shirt in her hands. She lifted it to her face and inhaled his scent, aching with need for the man next door. She’d planned to take the shirt to the laundry, but maybe that could wait until morning.

Drawing a nightdress from her bag, she tossed it on the bed. Then hung her clothes up to dry. She’d have to wash her underthings tomorrow and then dry them again, but she had an extra set of them in her bag as well, so she wasn’t going to worry about that at the moment.

Sighing with relief, Sansara sank onto the bed, naked and free to touch herself at last. Her eager fingers went immediately to her swollen pussy lips, where the V of her human body met the topmost scales of her tail. The first time she’d met Arthur, she’d gone home to pleasure herself immediately as well. But that time, she’d spent a good long hour teasing herself, imagining his strong hands on her body, squeezing her breasts, trailing her sides, gently stroking her puffy lips and swollen clit.

This time, she had no such patience. She’d been teased by his presence all day and she needed to cum before she burst with longing. She thrust her fingers inside her heat, gasping as she felt how wet she was. Sliding her fingers up to her clit she began to rub, her tail arching and twitching with every electric shock of pleasure.

She lifted her other hand to her breasts, amazed to find them swollen as well—more evidence that her need to mate was growing more urgent. The feel of their firm, tender flesh in her hands surprised and aroused her, and she began to roll a rock-hard nipple between her thumb and forefinger as she thrust her fingers in and out of her lower lips. Every pass slid over her clit, then hooked inside her silken passage. She drove herself relentlessly toward the climax she needed so badly that it was beginning to hurt.

But it was as if she’d withheld her desire for so long that now her body refused to relax to receive its release. “Oh, fuck, please,” she begged, squeezing her breast harder, twisting her nipples, first one and then the other. “I need it!”

In a fit of desperation, she rolled onto her stomach, pinning her hand beneath her heavy tail. Arthur’s shirt, which she’d carelessly thrown toward the head of the bed, was now pressed into her face, his scent filling her nostrils and inflaming her lust.

Her aching nipples scraped against the bedspread as she rocked her hips, writhing against her hand as if it were Arthur’s cock. She imagined it was him she had pinned, helpless against her animalistic desires.

She knew the real Arthur would be bigger, and that only made her needier. She stiffened her fingers, arching her hips so that she could lower herself onto them as she would his rigid shaft.

The thought of taking him this way, with the earthy, masculine scent of the man enveloping her senses, finally brought her lust to a breaking point. Cresting waves of desire shivered from her pussy, up her torso and down her tail, as she thrust herself onto the imagined cock.

Sansara moaned into the bedspread as the waves crashed over her body. Her slit pulsed, gushing its need over her hand, her muscles twitching and spasming as her body greedily attempted to drink the phantom semen she’d conjured in her mind.

She gasped as the relief flooded through her limbs, a brief, temporary release from what she knew would be her near-constant state while living with Arthur Cain. How long could she pretend she only wanted to care for him? How long could she tempt fate with the man relying on her for his every need while she had to fight her very biological essence not to force herself on the man?

Sansara didn’t know. But she knew she had to try. She couldn’t say how she knew, but she had become convinced that what Arthur had said earlier was true. They’d been meant to find one another in this life. She needed him as much as he needed her.

She pulled his shirt to her face, breathing deeply of his scent as she brought her fingers to her mouth to taste her own juices, wanting in that moment to experience both of their scents as one. The peppery, lemon taste of her sex made the deep ache within her begin again.

Somehow, she needed to make him fall for her the way she had already fallen for him. And the only way she knew how to do that was to take such good care of him that he could no longer imagine his life without her.

If she had to pleasure herself multiple times a day in order to keep control of her monstrous desires, she’d just have to find a way to fit that into her schedule, dammit.

Whether he’d meant to do it or not, Arthur Cain had marked himself on her heart. Sansara wouldn’t be able to live until she’d made her own mark on his.


Chapter 7
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Megan

Sunday afternoon had been quiet at the Book Nook & Café where Megan Cain worked as a regional purchaser for the small chain. She preferred not to have to work weekends. That was the only break she got from the increasingly ungrateful work of parenting her teenage daughter. Still, their district manager insisted that all upper management employees spend at least one weekend per month on the sales floor so they didn’t ‘lose touch with their purpose’ or some managerial retreat bullshit he’d picked up at the most recent corporate training getaway.

Megan gave the initiative about three months before the enthusiasm waned and Home Office got tired of paying time and a half to employees who had to come in for an extra weekday shift to get the work done that couldn’t be processed over the weekend.

She’d been hopeful, at least initially, that the weekend crowd of shoppers might be different from the little old ladies and harassed home-school moms who made up ninety percent of the Book Nook’s weekday clientele. Some handsome, wealthy, single men would be nice for a change, even if the thought of being with a man other than her ex-husband made her want to retch.

She’d tried, really. She’d been on a few dates, but having climbed the proverbial mountain and seen down into the Promised Land—having lived there, knowing what a real man was and what a life with one could be, what it had to offer? There was no way anyone else was ever going to measure up to Arthur. She’d long since given up on that hope. The one time she let another man kiss her, she showered and brushed her teeth for two hours to get the stink of him off of her.

That night, she pleasured herself with the one dildo she could find that reminded her of Arthur while she rolled around in sheets she’d spritzed with his cologne. Imagining he was still in his prime, thrusting away inside her—it was the only way she could ever hope to cum.

But she would have to move on eventually, at least for a while. Arthur made his choice to save some snake hag instead of preserving his body for their marriage. He sacrificed himself and their happiness for an inhuman stranger—another woman, too, at least in a sense. He made that decision and he had to pay for it.

But she was paying as well. She missed him. But he wasn’t the same man anymore—he was broken, crippled, no longer a hero but a handicapped desk jockey like the unwashed masses that he used to tower above. It broke her heart to think these thoughts, but they were true.

Megan deserved a certain lifestyle, dammit. She was a high quality woman—an eleven out of ten, and one that had come out the other side of adversity being as hot and well-adjusted as she was? Please. This world belonged to her. It was hers for the taking. The problem…was that taking it now meant doing so without Arthur. She would have to find some other man and pretend to love him to keep living the kind of life she deserved. It was inevitable.

At least…for now. The master plan had always been that, if God was willing to bless her, that one day Arthur would heal and she’d go running back into his arms the second he was strong enough to handle her again. She had no doubt that he’d beg and plead for her to be with him. He wouldn’t have to.

At that point, when she saw even a hint of the old power and swagger, when he was able to stand and walk for hours on end once more, wild horses couldn’t keep her away. Not from the man who took her off the street, saved her life in more ways than one, and who’d given her all the love she’d always deserved.

She certainly wouldn’t go back to her old ways now, not after having her juvenile record expunged by Arthur’s friend at the precinct. She wasn’t foolish enough to throw away the life she’d built for herself to go back to a life of crime. She’d had more than enough of back-alley deals and biker gangs, and knew she was lucky to have gotten out of it with her looks and her sanity intact.

She had Arthur to thank for getting her out of that mess before it was too late. For clearing her name. For making it possible for her to get a job she could support herself and her daughter on. He was a good man. He was perfect, really.

But even the perfect husband could become a dud, apparently.

It was such a shame Arthur had gone and messed things up when they had been going so well. It was those pitifully misguided heroic impulses that got in the way of her perfect Happily-Ever-After.

Of course, those impulses were the same ones that had inspired Arthur to take a chance on her. But that was different. She was a human. And she was hot. She deserved to be rescued and treated like a princess. That was just Fate working in its mysterious ways. She deserved a strong, capable, powerful man to be the breadwinner of her family.

And if she couldn’t have that, then she—at the very least—deserved a filthy rich man to do the same, even if she could never love him. And when Arthur was ready, she’d divorce that rich bastard, take half his shit, and bring it back into her remarriage with her true love. That would make things so much easier.

Really, Arthur’s firefighter’s salary hadn’t been anything to get excited about, but she’d been happy to settle when she got to hang on the arm of a man who turned every woman’s head in a ninety-mile radius. Arthur Cain had been the sexiest man in the entire goddamned city—the public voting on the Hotshot Heroes calendar only proved the point. The fact that Mark McGuiness had to cheat in order to beat Arthur in the polls by one measly point only served to highlight Arthur’s obvious superiority.

When Megan heard he’d voted for himself and bribed some out-of-towners for their winning ballots, she’d been furious. Both that Mark had won—barely—and that she hadn’t orchestrated the plan herself.

She was out of practice, that was the problem. She’d been coddled by her life with Arthur, forgetting her old, conniving ways while she allowed herself to grow soft in the blanket of security Arthur had wrapped around her when he’d rescued her from her old life.

And when he’d thrown his body away to rescue that old lamia bitch, he’d cruelly stripped away Megan’s security blanket, making her feel suddenly raw, exposed, vulnerable, and… angry.

Sure, she felt a little guilty about it after everything Arthur had done for her. But what did he expect? He’d made a promise to her when they’d gotten married that he would always be her protector, her personal hero, her Superman.

And he’d broken that promise when he’d broken his body. How was a cripple supposed to take care of her? She was simply not the kind of woman who could set her needs aside and become some doting nursemaid…

Megan shuddered at the thought of having to bathe the man who was supposed to be her husband like some twisted, scarred, gargantuan baby. Disgusting.

No, it was better this way.

Now that the divorce had been finalized, she could focus on finding a new husband. It seemed that she wasn’t about to meet a sugar daddy at the Book Nook, though—the weekend shift had driven that point home clearly enough.

But that wasn’t going to stop her. As she left work on Sunday afternoon, Megan Cain’s gears were already turning. She had all the necessary assets to make her dreams come true. She just needed a plan. Before she’d met Arthur, Megan had learned the value of planning. And while she didn’t intend to go back to a life of crime, there were certainly… crime-adjacent ways that she could speed up the process of finding a husband.

These were the thoughts that were spinning through her brain as she pulled up to the pathetic wooden shack that Arthur now called a home. While the weekend off had been nice, Megan was always anxious to get her daughter back. They fought like cats and dogs the entire week they spent together, but Megan just knew that Arthur would be saying horrible things about her to their daughter. She was certain that he had been, ever since she told him that she wanted a divorce. How else could anyone explain the sudden coldness that had developed between Tanya and her mother?

When Tanya had been a little girl, she’d loved dressing up like a princess and doing her hair and makeup just like Megan. One of the sweetest moments Megan could remember was when Tanya was in kindergarten, and at the graduation ceremony where each of the kids got up on stage to tell the audience of watching parents what they wanted to be when they grew up, Tanya had given the most precious smile and curtsey and said, “When I grow up, I want to be beautiful just like my Mommy.”

That had been the moment when Megan realized that her new life was the right choice. Not only did she have a handsome husband with a maniacal sex drive, a stable home life, and an impressive new job, she had found that little spark that all parents must feel for their offspring—that flash of joy at knowing that you are the perfect center of someone’s universe. Megan loved being the most important person in Tanya’s life. She loved the way her daughter looked up to and admired her.

And all of that had suddenly changed when Megan had left Arthur. Yes, Tanya was a teenager now, and all teens go through rebellious phases. But there was something different about Tanya’s brand of angst. She made it feel personal, like everything wrong in her life was Megan’s fault, as if Megan had ruined everything just to spite her daughter’s happiness.

Which, of course, was ridiculous.

If anyone was at fault it was Arthur, with his selfish need to play the hero at the expense of his family’s needs.

So, it was obvious to Megan that Arthur was poisoning their daughter against her as some kind of sick revenge for her leaving him. That was the only explanation for how Megan’s sweet little princess in pink frills and lace had become this… moody, baby-goth goblin of a child with spotty skin and too much makeup and a bad dye job that she refused to let Megan pay to have corrected. Who, despite Megan’s best efforts to steer her back to the path of beauty and righteousness, seemed to despise her mother more than Megan despised the thought of having to work for the rest of her life.

She hardly felt like she knew her daughter anymore. And for the first time since she’d left Arthur, Megan really began to feel like he would deserve it if she found someone new to bankroll her lifestyle and he wasted away to nothing here in the monster ghetto, alone for the rest of his miserable, crippled life. That thought didn’t last long though. Arthur was her soulmate. She was just bitter that they had to spend some time apart—but when they were finally reunited? The make up sex would be out of this world.

She waited thirty seconds before leaning on the horn.

When the door opened and Tanya stepped out onto the stoop, her back hunched beneath the sagging backpack and her nice, slender figure completely hidden beneath the oversized black hoodie, Megan cringed. How could this be her daughter? She felt like one of those mothers from a fairy tale whose child had been replaced overnight by a hideous changeling. I mean, it was bad enough for Tanya, who’d have to look back on these years of her life someday, but Megan was beginning to feel that her daughter’s slovenly appearance was a reflection on her as a mother, and that simply was not going to do.

How was Megan going to land a rich, handsome husband if she was dragging a mealy-faced emo cockroach around with her? Starting this week, things were going to change. She’d set some rules for Tanya to—

Megan’s train of thought derailed so violently it knocked her jaw loose. Her mouth fell open in shock. What was that in the doorway behind her daughter? At first, she thought it was a woman, and her heart lurched in her chest—not because she thought Arthur would ever attempt to replace her, but because this woman was dressed very professionally, and Megan’s first instinct was fear. Had he hired a lawyer? Was he going to try to squeeze her for alimony? But as quickly as that thought raced through her head, Megan realized she had it wrong. That was no lawyer… it was…

Everything in Megan’s psyche recoiled as she realized what she was seeing…

The way the woman’s body seemed to loom higher than it should, the unnatural way she moved from side to side as she came forward to hold the door, and—as Tanya slouched down the stairs, turning to wave good-bye and offer a smile that Megan never got to see anymore—the thick, scaly tail that filled the doorway.

The horror and repulsion she felt, seeing her daughter in the presence of one of those things, was overshadowed only by Megan’s panicked realization that the human half of this monster was… beautiful. Not that it mattered, since she was obviously a freak, but she was stunningly gorgeous in a way that—had she been a human woman—Megan would have instantly felt jealous of.

Fortunately, she didn’t have to be jealous. Because the disgusting monster was not even in the same league as Megan. She should feel relieved, not… whatever it was she was feeling. Her stomach cramped and she felt vaguely nauseated. Her heart beat too-hard and irregularly. Oh God, maybe she was getting sick?

She hoped she had enough time to get home before she threw up the carrots and celery sticks she’d eaten for lunch.

Tanya opened the door, tossed her bag in the back seat, and then climbed in after it as if she didn’t even want to sit beside her own mother.

Megan gritted her teeth. “What am I, your chauffeur?"

“I’m tired, Mom,” Tanya said with a groan. “Can you just not right now?”

“Why are you so tired? Is your father letting you stay up all night? If he’s not enforcing our agreed upon parental rules, I will have his visitation rights slashed so fast he—”

“Mom, no,” Tanya snapped. “I got like eight hours last night. I sleep better here than in the city. It’s a much quieter neighborhood.”

Megan glared as the snake in the doorway had the gall to wave before closing the door, and she was distracted from the argument she was about to make. “What was that?”

“I said I got eight hours of sleep last night, and I—”

“Not that,” Megan snapped, punching the car into reverse and peeling out of the driveway without even bothering to check for cars coming behind her. “That thing in your father’s house. Does he have a pest control problem?”

Tanya groaned and flopped onto her backpack, covering her face with her arm. “Oh my God, Mom. You are the most racist person I know. You cannot talk about people like that.”

Megan accelerated fast enough that the tires squealed as she tore out of the neighborhood. “I asked you a question, Tanya.”

“I don’t feel like talking about this right now, Mom. I just want to go home and get this shitty week over with.”

The pain in Megan’s stomach became an acidic burn that crept into her chest, like something was pumping magma into her belly. She wanted to scream.

“I am your mother, Tanya Elizabeth Cain,” she said in her calmest, most totally-not-going-to-freak voice. “And when I ask a question, I expect an answer.”

“Ugh, why do you even care? She’s dad’s new live-in caregiver from an agency in town. Her name is Sansara.”

Megan took a deep breath, feeling her lungs tightening as the acid burn rose into her esophagus. It was worse than the heartburn she’d suffered when she was pregnant. It felt like pure, unadulterated rage threatening to spill out the next time she spoke. Her left eyelid twitched. “Why would he hire a lamia instead of one of the more civilized races? I know he doesn’t have enough money for a proper human caregiver with that useless data entry job he’s got. But a lamia? They’re known to be dangerous.”

“You’re so gross and racist.” Tanya sat up and stared moodily out the window. “You know, if you paid any attention you’d be aware he’s actually doing really well at his job.”

Megan ignored the latter part of her daughter’s commentary. “It’s not about racism, Tanya,” she said, grinding the words out through clenched teeth. “It’s about facts. Lamia are predatory. I hear they’re more like snakes than humans. You know snakes don’t process emotion in the same way as people do. There’s no way for us to understand creatures like that, so why should we trust them? It’s just… stupid.”

Tanya shook her head in disgust, glaring at her mother in the rearview mirror. “She’s actually super overqualified for the job, but she’s the daughter of the woman dad rescued and she really wants to help him.” Then a smug look crossed her face and she leaned back in her seat with her arms crossed over her chest. “I listened at the door when they were discussing her contract. She’s going to do everything for him, even bathe him and massage him and help him with his physio routine. Dad’s lucky to have her, if you ask me.”

It was obvious she was just saying this to get under Megan’s skin. She knew that look. She knew when her daughter was trying to press her buttons. Bathe him and massage him? The idea of some other woman—even a freak like that lamia bitch—putting her hands on her husband like that made Megan’s blood boil.

As they pulled onto the freeway, Megan wrenched the steering wheel to the right and slammed on the brakes, bringing the car to a screeching halt on the side of the road. She whirled in her seat to stare at her daughter, pointing a manicured finger in her face.

“If you are bullshitting me, you’d better tell me now,” Megan snarled, noting with satisfaction as Tanya’s smug smirk was replaced with a tremor of terror.

“I’m… I’m not.” The girl’s voice shook slightly, even as she struggled to maintain her defiant look. “She really offered to do all that.”

The burning had risen all the way into Megan’s throat now, and she felt suddenly like she was going to puke. Was it possible to be so angry you threw up? Was rage-puking a thing?

Her finger-joints crackled as she gripped the steering wheel.

How dare Arthur hire some hot monster whore to be his live-in anything. Caregiver?… pah! She knew what that meant. Baths and massages… that lamia woman was just a hired slut Arthur was using to make himself feel like a man. How dare he replace her with a… a snake?! Megan was his wife, goddammit. Only she was allowed to massage him and bathe him. He’d taken vows. Til death do they part.

Just because they were divorced, and she’d been forced to move on because of his mistake, did not mean he had permission to do the same.

Megan’s forearms and shoulders ached from clenching the steering wheel so hard. She wanted to smash her face against it, to knock the images out of her head that suddenly rose up to torment her… Arthur wrapped in the coils of the lamia woman’s tail, his big, beautiful cock—her cock, by rights, she’d married him for it!—engulfed by a monstrous pussy. Her Mr. May calendar hunk, impaling that beast of a woman? It couldn’t be. It was too horrific to think about. How could he do this to her?

“Mom?” Tanya’s voice trembled from the back seat. “You’re kind of freaking me out. Can we go home already?”

Yes. Go home. They would go home, to their nice, human neighborhood where there were no snake-assed whores slithering about, have a good sleep, and everything would make sense in the morning.

Megan’s heart was beating so fast she was beginning to feel faint. She was panicking. She knew the sensation from the handful of times she’d been arrested, the times when her carefully laid plans had gone awry despite her best efforts, and she’d been played for a fool. That was not what was happening now. She did not need to panic. She needed to breathe. In and out. In. And out.

She took a deep breath, held it for a ten-count, then exhaled slowly. “Tanya, honey?” Megan said, keeping her voice calm. Calm voice. Calm mind. Calm soul. She could do this. “You know your father and I love each other very much, right?”

Tanya groaned and slammed back into her seat, putting her feet up on the back of the passenger seat so she could hide her face in her knees. “If you loved him,” she said, her voice muffled behind her knees, “you wouldn’t have left him, Mom.”

“It’s more complicated than that, and you’re too young to understand,” Tanya said, using everything she had to keep her tone rational and reasonable. She had to bring her daughter to her side. She could not handle both her husband and her daughter abandoning her, not now. Not when she was finally on the path to the life she deserved.

Megan continued. “But I love you, so I will try to explain. A man marries a woman knowing full well that he has a duty to her, to protect her and to provide for her. Your father promised to be my Superman. Forever. But he chose to risk everything—including our precious family—for a stranger. He broke his vows to me the day he chose to save that monster, and now he’s reaping what he sowed. That’s the way the world works, honey. That’s how it has to be.”

She met her daughter’s eyes in the rearview mirror, and was startled by the cold hatred she saw in Tanya’s raccoon-eyed gaze. “You are like, a sociopath or something. You know that, Mom? You actually believe what you’re saying right now, don’t you? God, I knew you were a bitch but this is way worse than I thought.”

Megan let the words slide off her, knowing that her daughter spoke without understanding what she said. Tanya was only a child, after all. She couldn’t be expected to make sense of what it meant to be scorned by the man she loved, like Megan had been. But she could relay a message for her.

“Tanya, I know you love your father,” Megan said. “Which is why you need to make something clear to him the next time you see him.”

Tanya narrowed her eyes. “Make what clear? What are you talking about?”

A cold sense of calm filled Megan as she spoke the next words, as a plan solidified in her mind. It was like a cooling salve, washing away the acid burn of panic that had threatened to consume her only moments before. It was good to have a plan.

“You tell your father that if I ever find out he’s fucking that monster whore—or anyone else for that matter—that I will make sure he never sees you again. Do you understand that, sweetie-pie? I will file for sole custody, and I will take you far, far away from him. So far that you will never be able to find each other again. Okay?”

Tanya began to shout something at her, but her daughter’s voice faded into the background as Megan’s inner voice took over—soothing in its cold, hard fury. So, Arthur thought he could move on without her, did he? He thought he could just invite another woman into his life, like she—his wife—was nothing to him?

They’d see about that.

Arthur Cain could have any woman he wanted, over Megan’s dead body.

Until then, he belonged to her.

***

Arthur

The following day, Monday, was Sansara’s official first day of employment. They signed a yearlong contract at the Maid for You office in the business district of Havenseed Heights. Arthur had insisted on taking his van—which he’d bought after deciding to let Megan keep their car, and had been adapted for use for disabled drivers.

Sansara had been surprised to find he had a vehicle, as she hadn’t seen it before, and he explained that he stored it in the small backyard garage and rarely used it. But signing the contract with her seemed like as good a reason as any to get out of the house.

She’d seemed pleased by that comment, though she’d protested the need. She insisted there was no reason they couldn’t sign the documents in his kitchen if he’d prefer, but Arthur had insisted.

Now, they shook hands over the contract—arbitrated by the lawyer from Maid for You and Arthur’s own lawyer, beginning with a three-month probationary period where either party would be able to end the arrangement with no financial penalty. They left the office as official partners in their new client-and-caretaker relationship.

By the end of it all, Arthur was beginning to regret choosing to take his cane rather than his wheelchair. He’d known they would be sitting most of the time, and he preferred driving without the chair. But he’d underestimated the amount of strength he’d lost since he’d been slacking off on his physio routine, and his legs were burning as they headed for the van.

On their way out of the Maid for You building, they were stopped by a petite elf girl with long silver hair and dazzling sea-green eyes. Arthur grunted a greeting and nodded his head, eager to get going, but the woman stopped him with a gentle touch.

He groaned inwardly, but turned to face her. “Can I help you?”

“You’re Mr. Arthur Cain, are you not?” the elf girl said with a chipper laugh. She nodded to Sansara. “And you are Miss Sansara Aspidis?”

“Yes,” Arthur said.

Sansara bowed formally. “You must be Minthara? Evelyn Ramsbottom said you’d be accompanying us back home.”

Of course, Arthur realized. The supervisor. He’d been so caught up in the pains in his leg that he’d forgotten they weren’t going back alone. Which was a shame, because he was already looking forward to another of Sansara’s massages.

“That’s right!” Minthara chirped happily. “May I ride with you? If you don’t have room, I’ll borrow one of the company cars.”

“There’s room,” Arthur answered, more gruffly than he intended, as he limped toward the van. He was impatient to be seated again, and he didn’t much care anymore if he was being rude. In fact, what was truly rude was stopping a crippled man and expecting him to chat while his legs were on fire with flaring nerves.

Minthara didn’t seem remotely put off by his tone as she followed them both toward the van. “Wonderful,” she said. “I’ll be with you both for eight hours a day, for the first three days of your contract, just to ensure everything is getting off on the right foot. My job is to observe, so I’ll try to fade into the background and not bother either of you as much as possible. It’s important that Sansara is able to perform all the necessary duties without assistance, so try to stick to as normal a routine as you can while I’m around.”

Arthur grunted again, pulling the driver’s side door open and heaving himself into the seat. He winced as his hips slid over the side of the sculpted foam seat which was designed to keep him more stable when he was driving. It worked great once he was in it, but it was always a pain to get in and out of the damned thing. Moreso when he was tired and hurting, like today.

Sansara opened the passenger side door for Minthara, then slid into the back seat—which was just barely big enough to contain the lamia woman and her long tail.

As they drove, Minthara continued to explain her role at the agency.

“I will also act as your liaison with Maid for You,” she said. “Which means Arthur, if you ever have any concerns about Sansara’s service you can contact me directly. And Sansara, if you ever feel unsafe, mistreated, or otherwise unable to perform your contractual obligations, you can do the same.”

Arthur ensured both women were buckled in, then pulled slowly out of the parking lot, using the hand controls that felt more like playing in a video game than driving a proper vehicle. “I would never do anything like that,” he said, feeling a bit defensive at the suggestion.

“I’m sure you wouldn’t,” Minthara said. “And it’s nothing personal. But we have these rules in place because, unfortunately, it does sometimes happen. We hope for the best, of course, and are prepared for the worst.”

Sansara didn’t say anything, and when Arthur glanced at her in the rear-view mirror, her tail bunched up and covering most of the seat and floor, he thought she seemed tense. The lamia woman’s jaw was clenched as she stared out the window.

“Are you okay back there, Sansara?” he asked, his foul mood temporarily forgotten in a bout of worry. “You’re not having doubts already, are you? I thought yesterday went great.”

Sansara sighed, her slit-pupiled eyes darting to the back of Minthara’s head then out the window again. “I don’t know if I want to talk about it right now, Arthur.”

“Uh oh,” Minthara said, turning in her seat to smile at the lamia woman. “You’re not holding out on me already, are you? That’s not a good sign.”

Sansara huffed and frowned, squirming uncomfortably in her seat. Minthara waited patiently, her pointed ears poking out through her silky silver hair as she cocked her head toward the back of the van.

“It’s just…” she began, her cheeks coloring. “Arthur refused to bring his wheelchair today, against my advice. I’m not sure he respects my opinion enough for me to be an effective caregiver.”

“Sansara, we talked about this,” he said, frustration rising in his chest. “For a short trip like this, my cane is fine. The wheelchair takes up too much space in the trunk. And it’s good for me to practice with the cane, isn’t it?”

“It would be, if you weren’t in so much pain!” Sansara’s words were clipped and tight with emotion. “If you keep putting yourself in situations where your pain is exacerbated unnecessarily, my attempts to help you are going to be useless.”

Heat flooded Arthur’s face because as much as he wanted to argue, he couldn’t deny that Sansara had been right. This outing had been too much for him. He didn’t know why he’d insisted on it, except that perhaps he was trying to prove to the lamia woman that he was more capable than she thought.

“I’m afraid I must agree with Sansara on this one, Arthur,” the supervisor elf said, shaking her head. “I’ve seen your x-rays and hospital files. I was very surprised to see you come into the office today without a wheelchair, and I actually thought of making a note on Sansara’s file about it for allowing you to take such a risk.”

“It wasn’t a risk.”

“He’s very stubborn,” Sansara said. “I think that is likely to be my biggest challenge.”

“I’m impressed that you are this emotionally invested into Arthur’s well-being, Sansara,” Minthara said, smiling over her shoulder as they rounded another corner. “I’m sure you’ll be a good fit for him.”

“Well, I’m not,” Arthur grumbled, then regretted it immediately as he caught the hurt look on Sansara’s face. He added, “Sorry. It’s just that you sound like my nagging daughter.”

“You mean the one who loves you so much that she insisted you hire someone to nag you full time?” Sansara said, catching the subtle apology in his tone, and offering him a small smile. She leaned forward and patted his shoulder. “I’m sorry if you feel I’m overstepping, but if we’re going to make the most of this partnership you’re going to have to trust me, Arthur. I know you feel limited by your current mobility, and I promise you we will work on that. You will regain much of what you’ve lost with therapy and maybe even some elven medicine, we can—”

“Oh no,” Minthara said, holding up her hand to cut the lamia woman off. “Sansara, you know it is illegal to use elven medicine on humans.”

“Well, technically,” Sansara protested. “But connected people do it all the time. I’m sure we could—”

With a sharp cough, Minthara cut her off again. “Enough. Don’t let me hear you speak of it again. I will be obligated to file a report against you, Sansara, and neither you nor Mr. Cain will benefit from an investigation like that.”

Arthur’s mind whirled at this. Elven medicine? He’d heard of it but had never considered that might be an option for him. Sansara looked like she was ready to make a fuss, and he tried to catch her eye in the mirror.

“It’s all right,” he said, not wanting her to get in trouble for his sake. “I’m sure your program will be just fine on its own, Sansara. We don’t need to talk about elven medicine.”

Not right then, at least. But he had questions for Sansara once they were alone. How might elven medicine help him? He was suddenly intrigued and feeling more hopeful about his recovery than he had in ages.

Minthara seemed to catch his drift. She patted his arm with a dainty hand. “That’s right. No need to talk about it at all. Not in front of me. Of course, there’s nothing I could do to stop you if you chose to pursue such an option in secret.”

She glanced over her shoulder at Sansara and winked a big, sea-green eye.

Elven medicine. He knew the elves were said to have salves and potions that could heal just about anything, with enough applications. But the otherworldly medicine had been outlawed in most human cities because there hadn’t been enough research done to verify their safety or efficacy. Arthur hadn’t thought about it all that much, but he suspected that the big pharmaceutical companies had something to do with their lack of public approval.

Of course, rich and famous people found ways around the rules, managing to get special permits to use the miracle medicine. Politicians, royalty, actors, business moguls… if it was good enough for people like that, Arthur was sure there was nothing too dangerous about it.

He’d simply never considered it before, because it was something only those with power and influence could get their hands on. But now that he knew a lamia caregiver who knew elves and the monsterkin community…

Arthur cleared his throat, feeling he should redirect the conversation unless Minthara was serious about having to report them for any more discussion on the matter. “I’ll try to be more cooperative, Sansara,” he said. “And I do trust you. I don’t want you to feel like I don’t. I just also don’t want you to make me feel like I’m useless, okay?”

Sansara scoffed and shook her head. “You attach far too much of your pride and identity as a man to those legs, Arthur Cain,” she said. “I told you before, to me it’s your heart that makes you a man.”

***

Sansara

It went quiet in the van after she spoke those words aloud, and Sansara immediately felt ashamed of herself. It was one thing to secretly have a burning hot desire for her new boss, and it was quite another to make it so painfully obvious to both him and the woman who was there to grade her performance as his caretaker. She fervently wished she could just keep her mouth shut and do her job for the next three days without getting herself in trouble.

When Arthur pulled up to the garage, Sansara insisted on getting out before he parked so that she could get his wheelchair for him. She half expected Arthur to protest, even after the conversation they’d just had, but he simply grunted an assent and let her exit before he put the van in the garage. As she watched him lower his body into the chair, Sansara noticed the pained look on Arthur’s face, and she realized that much of his earlier mood was probably due to being in pain and not wanting to admit it after he’d been so stubbornly insisting he was fine with the cane.

This observation softened her own hard feelings, as she realized he wasn’t upset with her because he thought she was wrong, but because he knew she was right. Somehow, that made everything feel different.

That day, Sansara cooked and cleaned while Arthur did his data entry work in the office. When he was finished, she gave him a long, therapeutic massage—all the while fighting off the sexual urges that threatened to overwhelm her at any moment—while maintaining a chaste and professional attitude.

Minthara praised her throughout the day, making note of her gentleness.

“Your devotion to him, Sansara,” the elf woman whispered after she’d completed his massage, “It is as if I am watching a doting wife serving her much-loved husband.”

Sansara blushed fiercely, fanning her face to help quell the heat that Minthara’s description had aroused in her body. Thankfully, Arthur was out of earshot at the moment, or Sansara felt her embarrassment and desire might be even worse. On one hand, she didn’t want Arthur to get the wrong idea about why she was doing what she was doing. Or was it the right idea? She didn’t know any more. But another part of her wished to see the look on his face as he imagined the things she imagined when she thought of serving him as his devoted wife.

“I’m just doing my job,” Sansara protested feebly, privately beaming at the elf-woman’s praise.

“You’re doing exceedingly well,” Minthara said. “Now, are you finished with the week’s schedule? I’d like to review it with you both before I leave for the day.”

Sansara nodded and went to ask Arthur if he had a moment to go over her proposed plan for the week. He was relaxing in front of the television—but unlike before, this time he used a set of free-weights to exercise his arms as he watched. Sansara swallowed as she saw the bulging veins on his forearms, feeling herself break into a sweat as she imagined those arms around her waist, holding her firmly as he—

“Do you need something?” he asked, looking up from the TV. “I’m not watching anything interesting; I don’t mind turning it off.”

“Just…” Sansara’s voice cracked as she struggled to get control of herself. “Minthara wants us to go over the schedule before she leaves.”

Arthur nodded and flicked the TV off. In the sudden silence, Sansara feared he would be able to hear her throbbing heart. She ached as he continued to pump his arms. She struggled to tear her eyes away as she went to get the timetable she’d printed off.

When everyone was in the living room, she read off the list. The words trembled slightly as they came out, and she felt more nervous than if she were giving a speech to a class full of students in her college days.

“The morning starts at 0700, when I will come in with breakfast. You’ll work from 0730 to 1200 on your data entry assignments, during which time—provided you do not need to be on camera for any meetings—I will come in to give you a short shoulder, temple, foot, or back massage at the top of each hour until noon, when I’ll cook lunch. After lunch, I’ll clean up before we do one hour of physical therapy—starting light for now, but increasing intensity as you regain your strength. If possible, we will apply any alternative medicines—” She turned to Minthara with a wink. “—after your physio, at which point I will provide a deep tissue massage, and then draw a tub for a muscle soak, if necessary. By then it should be 1500. You can take a short rest or finish up any work left over from the morning while I tidy up and do any shopping that needs to be done. I will cook dinner at 1700, and we can relax until you’re ready for bed. Before bed, I’m happy to provide additional services to facilitate relaxation and recovery, of course, if required. I will be on call all night in case there are any issues.”

Arthur had stopped curling the weight about halfway through this list, a look of obvious shock on his face. Sansara hoped it was good shock, but she couldn’t read his expression.

Minthara raised her eyebrows, obviously impressed. “Arthur,” the elf woman prompted. “How do you feel about all of this?”

“It… uh…” Arthur stammered. “It sounds like heaven, honestly. I don’t know why I didn’t do this sooner.”

Relieved, Sansara let out a laugh that startled everyone in the room including herself. “Well, I’m glad you waited, Arthur,” she said, suddenly feeling shy.

Bewildered, Arthur turned to her. “Why?”

Sansara blushed. “Because… I only decided to do this job after I met you.”


Chapter 8
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Sansara

Minthara chatted happily as Sansara walked her to the door at the end of her supervisory shift, and the women left Arthur to his exercises. On the front porch, the elf woman gestured for Sansara to join her outside. She eased the door closed so that they could speak privately as soon as Sansara’s tail was out of the way.

“Do you need a ride back to the office?” Sansara asked. “I can call a cab for you.”

“Oh, no,” the elf woman grinned. “I live not far from here. I’m happy to walk home. I don’t need to go back to the office this evening.”

“So…” Sansara prompted, sensing the woman had wanted to say something to her that she didn’t want Arthur to hear.

Minthara leaned toward her with a conspiratorial whisper and a big grin. “I just want to congratulate you,” she said. “For a first assignment, this is a wonderfully fortuitous match. I think it’s going to go really well for you both.”

“Thank you,” Sansara said, returning her smile. Then she considered the elf woman’s words, ‘first assignment.’ Was she expected to take on another once Arthur didn’t need her anymore? She suddenly couldn’t imagine taking care of anyone else the way she wanted to care for Arthur. Sansara felt her smile droop. “Uh, Minthara? How long do assignments like these typically last in your experience?”

Minthara cocked her head to the side, her silver hair spilling over one shoulder. She seemed to hear the hesitation in Sansara’s voice. The elf woman reached out a comforting hand and squeezed her shoulder. “It varies,” she said. “Many assignments are temporary—some elderly clients only have a few years to live by the time they accept live-in help, some injuries only require a few months of assistance before the client is able to live independently again. And, of course, sometimes the client and caregiver are simply not a good match for one another, and the contract is taken over by someone new at one or both party’s request. But these situations don’t apply to you, Sansara.”

Sansara bit her lip, leaning against the side of the house as she felt her pulse flutter with anxiety and hope. “So, you think I could be here for a while? Years, maybe?”

“I suspect Arthur will need some assistance for the rest of his life,” Minthara said with a shadow of sadness in her sea-green eyes. “And he’s quite young. I expect you will have a good, long time together so long as both of you are happy with the arrangement. Is that what you are hoping for?”

Sansara took a deep breath and glanced at the elf woman’s watchful gaze. “It is,” she said, exhaling slowly. “Yes, I would like that very much.”

“You already care for him deeply, don’t you?”

Sansara nodded, looking away in embarrassment. “I owe him my mother’s life,” she said. “A part of me feels… I don’t know… like, I might be able to repay him if I give him my own.”

Minthara smiled. “That’s an honorable wish, Sansara. But that’s not all there is to it, is it?”

Sansara blushed. She leaned against the side of the house and let her eyes sweep along the quiet, evening street. The sun was setting below the humble rows of houses, casting everything in a pinkish orange hue.

“I’m twenty-three years old.”

Minthara nodded. “I’ve read your file.”

“That might not seem like many years to one of the long-lived races, like yourself,” Sansara said, feeling her cheeks grow hot with embarrassment. “But for a lamia… I’m old enough to have certain…”

“Urges?” Minthara suggested, her bright eyes twinkling with knowledge. “I understand, Sansara. Elves experience a similar need when they become of reproductive age. We call it ‘the Burning.’”

Sansara sighed with relief, knowing that the elf woman wasn’t going to judge her for it. “Yes, it is a burning,” she said, gasping slightly. “A constant, burning need that I must consciously fight with every moment I’m with him.”

“And do you think you will continue to win this battle?” Minthara asked seriously. “Are you strong enough, Sansara?”

“No.” She answered immediately, knowing it was true and wishing it wasn’t with the same breath. “I thought so at first, but it is only getting worse. I don’t know what to do, Minthara.”

The elf woman laughed brightly, startling Sansara. “That’s very honest of you,” she said. “I expected you to at least hem and haw a bit, for show if nothing else.”

“I cannot lie to myself about it,” Sansara said. “I am worried for Arthur. I want to care for him. I feel as if I was born to care for him, Minthara. But the more I care for him the more I want him. What if we are not a good match after all?”

Again, the elf woman reached out to squeeze Sansara’s arm, offering comfort and understanding. “I know it is frightening to consider,” she said. “But Sansara, you are not the first to deal with this problem. Being a caregiver is a very intimate role, and romantic and sexual relationships between clients and caregivers happen all the time.”

“Isn’t it wrong, though?” Sansara gasped, both shocked and relieved to hear Minthara say the words aloud.

“It is only wrong if you take him without consent, Sansara.” Minthara gave her a stern look. “When the need becomes too much, you must tell him. Let him decide. If he wishes to take you into his bed, who is anyone else to say no?”

Sansara shook her head. “But… the contract…”

“Look,” the elf woman interrupted. “The contract is designed to prevent abuse—technically Arthur is your boss, so there is a power imbalance there. We would not want a client to be able to pressure a caregiver into a sexual relationship they did not want to be in. On the other hand, Arthur is vulnerable around you. Our clients need to know that they are safe from caregivers who might take advantage of them at their weakest. But you are both adults, and if you discuss your relationship as such, it is no one’s business what you do behind closed doors. Particularly when there are so many monsterkin populations that are struggling in the New World.”

“So, it’s like the elven medicine?” Sansara said as she realized what the woman was saying. “As long as we don’t broadcast it we can do what we like?”

“Precisely. Can I tell you a secret, Sansara?”

Minthara looked so pleased with herself that the lamia woman couldn’t resist. “Of course.”

“I am pregnant,” the elf whispered, her bright eyes crinkling with glee. “With my client’s baby! We married in private, months ago, and I haven’t told the agency yet.”

Sansara blinked, stunned by the news. First of all, because elven women found it notoriously difficult to get pregnant due to their long fertility cycles and the challenge of finding good genetic matches in their partners. And second of all, because her supervisor was so open about thwarting the rules of the agency.

“Congratulations!” Sansara said, her voice coming out in an unexpectedly breathy whisper. She was unprepared for the jolt of jealousy that ran through her, at the sudden, painful realization that she wanted to be pregnant more than anything else. But that wasn’t enough to get in the way of her joy for the other woman. Still, she had to ask, “Why are you still working with the agency, though? Isn’t your husband essentially paying them to pay you?”

Minthara shrugged, her cheeks rosy as she continued to grin. “I offered to quit, but he was able to apply for the tax benefits for mixed-race couples without divulging where I worked, and he’s able to write off the expense. It actually ends up working out in our favor. Plus… we’ve gotten used to the structured dynamic of the boss and caregiver relationship… I love that he’s my boss, and caring for him turns me on. I think that’s why the pregnancy took so well, so quickly, to tell you the truth.”

Sansara covered her mouth with her hands and giggled. “Oh my, yes! Serving a man like Arthur is… the most erotic thing I’ve ever done. Keeping control of myself and maintaining my professionalism is the hardest part. I don’t want to scare him.”

Minthara’s grin spread even wider. “I don’t want to speak for Mr. Cain,” she said. “But as an outside observer, I’d say you’ve got his interest, Sansara. Go slowly, but don’t be too shy about showing him you’re interested in more. And, of course, get clear consent before you get really involved. But I wouldn’t worry too much about scaring him.”

They continued to chat for a few minutes before Minthara finally said goodbye, and Sansara returned, feeling flushed and breathless, to the living room. She found Arthur on the weight bench in the corner of the room, which—until that moment—she had never seen him use. He was doing bench presses with his shirt off, the sweat gleaming on his skin serving to highlight the defined muscles on his chest, arms, and abdomen.

Sansara froze in the doorway, her pupils widening to take in the glory of the man. Her breath hitched as she tried to speak, and she just stopped, not wanting to interrupt the moment.

When he finished his set, Arthur sat up, bracing himself on the arm of his wheelchair as he maneuvered his legs to the floor. He smiled when he noticed her in the doorway, wiping the sweat from his brow with his bunched up shirt. “Been a while since I properly worked out,” he said, breathing hard. “Did Minthara have any feedback for us?”

“Umm…” Sansara managed to squeak out, her gaze trapped by the pumped-up muscles on his chest. “Yes… mostly for me.” She swallowed, trying to keep her cool. “Some very useful advice.”

***

Arthur

That night, Tanya called before bed. He answered the phone quickly, immediately worried, because his daughter almost never called in the middle of the week unless something was wrong. “Hello?”

A muffled voice sounded on the other end of the line. But he couldn’t hear her very well.

Arthur rolled onto his side, pushing himself into a sitting position. “Speak up, sweetie,” he said. “Is the connection bad? I can hardly hear a thing.”

“Sorry,” Tanya said in a dramatic whisper. “I’m hiding under my blanket. I didn’t want Mom to know I was calling.”

Arthur frowned. “Why not? You’re allowed to talk to your father, Tanya. Did she say something?”

“No,” Tanya answered, almost too hurriedly. “I mean, kind of, but… I just… I wanted to know how things are going with your new caregiver. Is she treating you well, Daddy?”

Arthur can’t help grinning, both at the concern in his daughter’s voice and at the sudden, intrusive image of Sansara that popped into his mind. When he’d found her watching him after his workout, the lamia woman had looked flushed and a bit flustered. It had stirred something in him to see her that way, and he hadn’t been able to help imagining other ways that he might make her blush like that.

“It’s been amazing so far,” he said. “I’m glad you convinced me to do this, sweetie. And I admit I should have done it sooner. There’s another woman here with us during the day, an elf woman who is a liaison from the service, just to help us get settled into the routine and make sure we get along. It’s a very professional set up.”

“That’s good.” Tanya’s voice was soft. “She seemed really nice.”

“She is,” Arthur said, and found he really meant it. “She’s very attentive, seems to know what I need before I do. And we’ve had some great conversations, too, which is nice. I guess I was getting a bit lonely when you weren’t here to keep me company. Sorry I’m such a stubborn old man sometimes.”

“Sorry I’m such a brat.”

“You’re not a brat,” he said, wincing as he shifted to find a more comfortable position to sit in. They hadn’t gone for the scheduled walk that day, since he’d been such a block-headed ass about taking the cane into the Maid for You office. His legs were exhausted and flashing with the burning nerve pain he often got after doing an intense physio regime. Since he knew he was going to suffer the next day anyway, he’d decided to do his upper body workout, too. And, at least in part, because he wanted to show Sansara he wasn’t entirely broken. He smiled, recalling how effective that strategy had been, and he wondered just how much he was allowed to flirt with the woman before it was considered inappropriate.

Almost absently, he added, “It’s been a long time since anyone has doted on me the way Sansara does. Reminds me of when your mother and I were newlyweds.”

He was teasing Tanya a bit, expecting her to groan in disgust. Although she often brought up the idea of him dating again, he knew his daughter really didn’t want to think about him being in a relationship.

But she didn’t groan. Instead, Tanya became very, very quiet.

“Daddy,” she said, whispering again. “Mom kinda went crazy in the car last night. I thought it was just… like, a temporary breakdown. But she’s still being weird. It’s starting to freak me out.”

“What do you mean, crazy?”

Arthur could think of lots of crazy things Megan had done over the years—usually because she suspected some woman of looking at him in a way she didn’t like. But since his accident, that particular type of insanity had disappeared entirely, like Megan couldn’t fathom any woman being attracted to him the way he was. And even if it hadn’t, Arthur hadn’t been in throwing distance of a human woman in weeks.

“She said that you still love each other.” In a hushed whisper Tanya repeated Megan’s words, but Arthur could hear the unease in her tone which made him worry about where this was going. “But that God has given her permission to find happiness elsewhere because you broke your vows to her.”

Anger flared in the back of Arthur’s mind. “What!? I never—”

“Not like… that. She said, like… your irresponsible decision to put yourself at risk basically meant that you sacrificed your right to her, or something. I don’t know, it was crazy, Dad.”

Arthur let out a bark of laughter, barely able to believe what he was hearing. “You must have misunderstood, sweetie. I know your mother can be a bit… emotionally distant sometimes. And some of the things she says seem a bit selfish, but she wouldn’t say that.”

Tanya huffed. “She did, Daddy! And she said lots of other things. Crazy things about how if you sleep with—”

“Look, Tanya,” he said, cutting her off. “She should not have said anything like that to you. It’s completely inappropriate. And it’s not something you need to worry about, okay?”

“Shut up and listen for a second, will you?” Tanya’s voice rose to a high-pitched squeak as she attempted to yell and keep her voice down at the same time. “I’m worried she’s going to try something. She totally lost it when she saw Sansara at your door. She was like… ready to kill. I’ve seen enough true crime documentaries to know a murderous look when I see one, dad. She’s completely unhinged.”

“You watch too many shows like that and you’ll see murderous looks anywhere you want to,” Arthur said, trying to ease his daughter’s worries, but also a bit pleased that Megan still had her jealous streak.

It had been an ego blow when she’d written him off as untouchable and unlovable, as if all he’d ever been to her was Mr. May. Maybe a little reminder that he was still a man would be the wake-up call Megan needed to realize she was the one who’d broken the vows of their marriage when she’d decided to leave.

“Dad, I’m serious.” Tanya sounded like it, too, which took the shine off his moment of private glee. “She said she’d file for sole custody if you sleep with anyone, let alone that quote, ‘lamia bitch.’ That’s what she keeps muttering under her breath when she doesn’t think I’m listening, too. She’s like totally racist and crazy and if she files for sole custody I’m running away. So don’t you dare not take me seriously.”

Arthur blew out a breath and stared at the ceiling, resisting the urge to scream. That was exactly the kind of stunt Megan would try, and while he had no desire to take the woman to court, Arthur would give up everything he had to fight for Tanya. The only thing to do was try to be civil and assuage Megan’s fears.

“All right,” he said. “I’ll talk to your Mom about this soon, sooner than the next hand off if I can.”

Tanya snorted. “I hate it when you call it a hand off, like I’m a hot potato.”

She sounded a bit mollified, though, which made Arthur feel better.

“You’re a cute potato,” he said, wishing he could give her a hug. “And I love you. Thank you for calling me.”

“Okay. Night, Daddy.”

“Goodnight, sweetie,” he said. “See you on Friday, okay?”

Tanya mumbled something and hung up the phone. Arthur tossed the phone onto the bed and sighed, rubbing his face with his hands. He’d just been falling asleep when she’d called, but now he felt wide awake.

And now that he was awake, of course, he had to pee. He cast a look around the room, wondering where he’d left his cane. Then he remembered it was propped up against the couch. Sansara had rolled him to the bedroom in his chair. But he hated taking the wheelchair into the bathroom. It took up half the floor and was always more trouble than it was worth. Arthur figured he could walk the few steps he needed to get there.

Groaning, he pushed himself off the bed and began the awkward, undignified shuffle to the toilet. His muscles were stiff from the earlier effort, but it was the nerve pain that was always the worst. The doctors had warned him that even if his muscles fully recovered, he might be dealing with nerve problems for the rest of his life. They’d had to cut through a lot of muscles in order to put his bones back together, and he’d sustained major trauma to almost every part of his lower body.

He gritted his teeth as he made it to the bathroom door. The pain he could handle. He only hoped he could avoid one of the—

“Argh,” Arthur let out an involuntary roar as his muscles seized and spasmed. His right knee gave out and he crashed to the floor. The limb continued to twitch as the nerves went through the song-and-dance that he’d gotten used to as a common side effect of physiotherapy—as the muscles recovered from their workout they often seized and twitched uncontrollably—but had forgotten in the expanse of time that he’d neglected his exercise regime to focus on earning promotions at his data entry job.

It wasn’t thirty seconds before Sansara was pounding on his bedroom door. “Arthur, are you all right? May I come in?”

“I’m fine,” he gasped. “Just had a stumble.”

She made a frustrated sound, and the pounding stopped. A moment later, she returned. “At least let me bring you your cane.”

“All right,” he said, feeling a bit exasperated. But he did need the cane. If the spasms didn’t stop soon, he was probably going to need her help getting into the wheelchair after all.

Sansara opened the door, holding the cane before her like a baton in a relay race, a serious look on her face. Arthur was ready to fend off a tirade of recriminations about his failure to use the proper equipment, and he already had his excuses lined up and ready to fire back.

But the sight of the lamia woman knocked the words back into his throat, where he promptly choked on them. Sansara was dressed for bed. Her long blonde hair flowed in waves down around her bare shoulders, highlighting the black satin nightgown that clung to her curves like cling wrap. The lacy detail at the top of the gown was stretched tight against the fullness of her cleavage, and her nipples were clearly visible poking through the fabric as her braless breasts swayed seductively with each swish of her long, scaled tail.

Seeing the look on his face, Sansara blushed. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I didn’t think I would be needed, so I dressed for bed. I should probably purchase something with a bit more coverage now that I’m staying with you.”

Arthur swallowed hard. “I’m not complaining.”

Sansara’s blush deepened. She thrust the cane at him almost harshly and then backed toward the door.

“Sorry,” he said. “That came out kind of creepy. Thank you.”

She met his eyes with an unreadable expression, her slit-pupils widening and she licked her lips. Arthur felt his heartbeat quicken.

“Let me help you up,” she said softly.

Arthur was grateful for the help as she steadied him, and pleased that she didn’t try to actually pick him up, allowing him to use his own strength to get off the floor and transfer his weight to the cane. “Thanks,” he said. “I can take it from here.”

Sansara nodded and straightened, but she was still close enough that Arthur could feel the heat coming from her body in waves, along with that citrusy scent that seemed to take over his senses whenever she was near. She cleared her throat. “When you are finished,” she said, shyly, “perhaps you would like another massage to help you get back to sleep?”

Blood surged to Arthur’s cock as he imagined the lamia woman leaning over to caress him with the silken nightgown sliding against his skin. “Uh…” His throat constricted as he fought to control the unexpected flare of his libido. “Hold that thought.”

Hurriedly, Arthur used the cane to get the rest of the way to the bathroom, and shut the door behind him with a sigh of relief. Fighting his erection with one hand and leaning on the bathroom counter for support with his other, Arthur managed to relieve his bladder. His mind whirled with amusement and disbelief as he considered the situation he’d found himself in.

His lamia caretaker was so hot in her nightgown that he got aroused just looking at her. And the way she smelled only seemed to make his problem worse. He imagined himself tearing the silken negligee off with his teeth, and then laughed. He hadn’t been this turned on since before his accident, as if even his own body had become convinced that he no longer needed sex to survive.

How gloriously wrong he’d been about that.

And Sansara hadn’t even been wearing any makeup. The beauty he’d admired appeared to be far more natural than he’d realized, her usual touch of lipstick and mascara only serving to highlight what was already there.

Okay, okay, she’s hot. He washed up at the sink, trying to will his cock to soften. But we’re not going there tonight. She just offered a massage, which is what she’s paid for. No need to get so excited.

Once he was more in control of himself, he opened the door and used the cane to get back to bed. He focused on his muscles, trying to move as normally as possible, rather than relying on the shuffle and limp that he sometimes fell to when he was alone. He didn’t want Sansara to worry about him when there were more important things to focus on. Like the massage.

But he almost stumbled despite himself when he saw the lamia woman sitting on his bed, one of the thin straps of her nightgown slipping down over her bare shoulder as she looked up at him with those sultry eyes.

Arthur felt a wave of doubt, suddenly unsure if the massage was the best idea. It would be very obvious very quickly how he felt about her if they did that, and he really didn’t want to risk making her feel uncomfortable when things were going so well.

“I… I’m still pretty sore,” he said. “I’m not sure I can handle a massage right now.”

The excuse sounded a bit weak, but Sansara smiled graciously and patted the bed. “Don’t worry,” she said. “There are plenty of ways to help you sleep that won’t hurt a bit.”

Arthur swallowed, wondering if he was reading innuendo into the sentence that wasn’t really there, or if she was teasing him subtly.

She took his hands and stood from the bed, allowing him room to lay down. Then she slithered next to him, the smooth scales of her tail sliding against his legs as he rolled onto his back.

“Is this okay?” he asked. “Or should I be on my stomach?”

“How do you prefer to sleep?”

“Usually on my back,” he said.

“Then stay that way,” she said, leaning forward over him until her breasts touched his chest. The scent of lemons and oranges and some exotic spice flooded Arthur’s nostrils and his pulse quickened. Sansara reached up to his temples and gently pressed her fingers into his hair, massaging in small circles. “When I was a child, my mother used to do this for me before I fell asleep. It made me feel so warm, safe, and loved.”

She spoke in that low, sultry tone she had that always managed to give Arthur goosebumps, and it didn’t fail now. He felt a ripple of pleasure wash over his skin, leaving tiny hairs standing in its wake, as he melted into her touch. A small groan escaped his throat as he closed his eyes. “That feels amazing.”

“Yesss,” she said, drawing the word out with a sibilant hiss that sounded almost sexual. “It is such a simple thing, but it is so nice, is it not? The scalp is one of the forgotten parts of the body, one of the small areas that we neglect to touch. A scalp massage is a wonderful way to relax, Arthur. Let me release your tension.”

Any part of Arthur that might have protested was washed away by her perfect, calming voice. He could feel her breasts pressing against him as she leaned forward, and he knew she could probably feel his erection against her side. But she didn’t comment on it, and she definitely didn’t seem put off by it. Was this too much? It felt incredibly intimate. Arthur was certain this wasn’t what Minthara had signed off on when approving their daily schedule. But he didn’t want her to stop, either.

Sansara shifted, bringing her hands down behind his ears, cupping his neck as she massaged the base of his skull. “May I bring my tail onto the bed,” she asked softly. “For balance?”

Arthur nodded, not trusting himself to speak, and felt the mattress shift with her weight as she slid along beside him, leaning closer. He kept his eyes closed as she moved her hands over the tops of his shoulders in gentle circles, not pressing into the muscle as she did during a deep-tissue massage, but just touching him in a way that he suddenly realized he’d been aching for.

Breathing deeply, Arthur tried to relax and enjoy the intimate moment. But his body was wired by her presence, as if every inch of his skin had woken up and demanded her attention. He kept his eyes closed as she worked, knowing that if he could see her leaning over him, with her sexy curves barely hidden by the black satin nightgown, that any chance of decorum between them would be lost.

Sansara began to hum a soft, mournful tune that had the sound of a lullaby. Listening to the rise and fall of her voice gave Arthur’s mind something else to focus on, and he hoped it would be enough to help him sleep. Sleep would be the safest thing.

The humming became a song as Sansara’s voice lifted, soft and clear, and Arthur found himself hanging on every word, not wanting it to stop despite the words that hinted at something bittersweet.

“Under the cloudy graying sky,I sing ye now this lullaby,And if in sleep you toss and turn,Just know, my dear, oh how I burn,I long to see you rested well,Your cheeks upon the pillow swell,So as the gentlest goodbye,I sing ye now this lullaby.”

The song could have been written by any mother to her child. It humanized her even further in his mind, sending him down a winding pathway of increasingly complex, desire-filled thoughts.

Sleep didn’t come, but Arthur focused on slowing his breaths, hoping that he could convince Sansara she’d done her job and she could go. Not that he wanted her to. But he really didn’t want to cross the line he felt he was inching toward, and sleep was the only way he was going to escape doing something they both might regret.

She continued to sing, trailing her fingers up and down his neck and into his hair, leaving trails of shivering pleasure in the wake of each movement. As he maintained his steady breaths, her voice grew quieter and her touches lighter.

Finally, seemingly convinced that he had fallen asleep, Sansara reached across him to turn out the lamp on the bedside table. Arthur’s heart was beating so hard he thought for sure she would hear it and his cover would be blown, but she didn’t.

Nor did she leave right away.

She lay next to him, her soft breaths synched with his own, each rise and fall of her chest pressing her breasts against his side. Arthur had the feeling that she was watching him, making sure that he was truly asleep.

When he didn’t move, eventually, she slid off the opposite side of the bed and slithered softly toward the door. He heard the click of the latch opening, and she paused in the doorway as if looking back at him once more.

Longingly? Was he imagining things?

The lamia woman released a barely audible sound, almost a whimper before she slid the rest of the way through the door.

“One day, Sansara,” she whispered to herself. “Be patient.”

The door clicked behind her and Arthur listened to the sound of her moving down the hall, his heartbeat like a drum in his head.

He released a sigh of relief now that the temptation was gone, but he didn’t feel relieved. He felt disappointed. The side of his body that Sansara had been pressed against felt cold and empty.

More than anything, he wished he could call for her and ask her to come back.

But he didn’t. He just rolled over and hoped he would eventually fall asleep.


Chapter 9
[image: image-placeholder]


Sansara

Back in her room, Sansara could not sleep. She hadn’t planned for Arthur to see her in her nightgown, not yet. But she had known at some point he would need her at night, and she was glad that she had bought herself something sexy before accepting the job. When she’d first seen the expression on his face, she’d worried that she’d made a mistake. He’d looked so shocked she had thought the look in his eyes was horror.

But when the evidence of his arousal became clear—and so big! The poor man had no chance of hiding a thing like that—she had known she was right to be prepared.

She’d been bolder than she might have dared, thanks to Minthara’s encouragement, and she’d hoped that this might be the night. Fortunately, she’d already taken care of her needs, so she hadn’t lost control when she’d seen his readiness practically leaping out of his sweatpants… But despite her optimistic dreams he hadn’t asked for anything more than what she’d offered.

Was he as afraid as she was of stepping over the line? Was he afraid that, as her boss, she might not want him to make sexual advances? How much more obvious could she be?!

And now her pussy was gushing excitedly again, dripping down her tail from beneath the nightgown.

Almost absently, Sansara lifted the hem of her gown and slipped her fingers into the wetness, moaning as she massaged her swollen, sensitive clit. Her pussy had become an insatiable thing, hot and wet and ready at a moment’s notice. She was beginning to worry about how many times each day she would have to sneak away. If she wasn’t careful, he was going to catch her at it… and then what?

“Oh, fuck…” Sansara moaned, imagining the humiliation of Arthur knowing what she was up to. Why was that so hot? Would he be horrified? Or would he like it? Would he want to watch her? “Ooh, Arthur. Please don’t fire me.”

She only whispered the words, but the heat that flared through her body was louder than a five alarm fire. Sansara gasped, suddenly needing to see him again. She couldn’t sneak into his room to watch him as she played with herself, though. That was surely too much, as tempting as the idea had suddenly become.

Biting her lip, Sansara grabbed her phone, flipping open a private folder where she’d saved Arthur’s photos from the Hotshot Heroes calendars. He’d been doing the calendar every year for the last ten years, since he’d joined the Fire Department. She scrolled through them now, rubbing her clit faster as her mouth began to water. The rippling, sweat-covered muscles she’d seen that afternoon had awakened something inside her that refused to be satisfied.

She moaned again, feeling braver this time. Arthur was asleep. He wouldn’t hear her. And if he did…

She stopped scrolling on her favorite image, one where Arthur was posing with his chest bare and his coveralls hanging loose around his waist, so low that she could see the muscular lines dividing his hips from lower abdominal muscles, forming a perfect V that seemed to guide her eyes to the bulge inside his pants.

“Mmmm, Arthur.” She began to pant as her fingers flicked faster, imagining herself coiled around his feet with her mouth wrapped around the throbbing length she’d caught a glimpse of only moments ago.

She kept her voice low, just in case. But loud enough that he might hear her… maybe… and he might call to her in a fit of need as powerful as her own… he might demand that she stop playing with herself and use his body instead.

Sansara pushed her fingers deep into her slit and thrust her hips against them. Her pussy suddenly tensed, clamping down on her fingers like a hungry mouth. Shocked, Sansara attempted to pull her hand out and found them stuck.

Thinking of Arthur hadn’t just made her horny, it had stimulated her mating drive! Sansara hadn’t even known that was possible.

A wave of pleasure so intense that she had to bite her tongue tore through the length of her body. Her pussy began to pulse, pulling against her fingers in a way that made her entire throbbing channel feel as sensitive as the swollen clitoral nub she’d been frantically abusing.

Her back arched as her pussy sucked on her fingers, attempting to milk them of the semen it craved. Sansara’s head fell back against the pillow, her mouth open in a silent scream as she lost herself to the sudden, almost violent ecstasy that wracked her body.

Trembling with need, and suddenly wishing to tempt fate, she allowed herself another moan. “Yes, Arthur, yesss! I need your seed!”

Her fingers ached with trapped blood, as if she had an elastic wrapped around her wrist, and her pussy clamped harder. She clenched her jaw as she came again, fighting against the urge to cry out loud enough to bring the neighbors running. The only sound that escaped was a grunt as her back bent and her tail thrashed so hard she nearly threw herself from the bed. She bit her tongue and felt blood stream into her mouth. Tears stung her eyes, yet her hips continued to buck against her hand.

Finally, as every last drop of her energy was spent, Sansara collapsed against the mattress. Clear fluid streamed down her tail and her muscles shook as she attempted to sit up and clean herself off. But she couldn’t do it. Exhaustion took her in a wave of tingling blackness, and she fell asleep with her fingers still inside her aching pussy, dreaming of Arthur filling her, again and again.

***

Arthur

The next morning Arthur woke feeling stiff and sore, but remarkably good. He’d missed working out, even though it was a challenge with his twisted, painful legs. Today, the ache of his muscles felt productive rather than debilitating, like his body knew that the work he’d done would benefit him in the future. Even his legs, which he’d admittedly pushed too hard the day before, felt better for the effort.

Maybe he hadn’t been wrong to take the cane to Maid for You. Maybe that was the push he needed to get out more, without the chair, and reclaim some normalcy in his life.

He didn’t believe he’d ever be completely back to normal. His bones would never be straight again, and his flesh was marred with a network of scars that would make even the most dedicated body-modifiers cringe. But hope had kindled inside him that he could get close, that he could build up to a new normal that didn’t look completely unrecognizable to his old life. Just being able to get around his own home with more ease and confidence would be a game changer. But being able to go out to a restaurant, or walk in the park, that would be heaven.

The thought made him smile. Arthur got up, using the cane to get to the bathroom and back, planning to go have some breakfast before moving into the office for work. He was starving, probably thanks to burning all those extra calories the day before, and could almost smell the food he wanted to eat.

Actually, he could hear it, too. The sound of sizzling from the kitchen made his mouth water, and he could hear Sansara moving pans and clinking plates as she hummed a song to herself. The homey, domestic moment made Arthur’s mood even brighter.

It really was nice to have someone here with him, even if that someone was a caregiver rather than a wife.

He was about to heave himself up off the bed to join Sansara in the kitchen when the lamia woman knocked on his door. “Come in.”

She pushed the door open with her tail and entered, beaming at him like a ray of sunshine, as she carried in a tray covered in the most incredible spread he’d ever seen.

“Oh, you’re already up?” she said. “I was going to bring you breakfast in bed. Would you prefer to go to the table?”

“I was going to the office actually,” he said, eyeing the plates heaped with bacon, eggs, and crisp waffles. “That looks absolutely amazing, Sansara, thank you.”

“I’ll follow you,” she said, backing out the door. “You can eat while you work, and I’ll bring you your coffee.”

Arthur chuckled. “Careful there, you’re going to spoil me.”

“Maybe you deserve a little spoiling,” Sansara said, blushing at the praise.

Arthur made note of the pretty flush in her cheeks and promised he’d praise her at every opportunity if that was the reaction it got. “If you spoil me too much this early into the contract, what are you going to do to keep impressing me?”

He said it without thinking about the possible implications and felt a flash of worry before he noticed Sansara bite her lip and bow her head, looking even more pleased than before. “I’m sure I’ll think of something.”

Arthur’s pulse quickened as he picked up his cane and began the slow move toward his office. Sansara didn’t hurry him or make him feel like he was taking too long. She waited in the hallway, holding the tray with both hands.

Once he was settled at his desk, Sansara brought the tray in and set it on the L-shaped extension where he had a collection of old coffee cups from hours spent at the computer over the last few weeks.

“Let me get those out of here for you,” she said, gathering them up and making room for the tray. “How do you like your coffee, Arthur?”

“Just black please,” he said. “Sorry about the mess.”

“That’s what I’m here for, remember?” She hit him with another million-dollar smile, and Arthur’s breath caught in his throat.

She was certainly in a good mood that morning, a bit more relaxed with less of that high-strung edge that made Arthur worry that she was perhaps a bit too eager to please. He didn’t want her worrying about him not thinking she was good enough. He enjoyed her presence and everything she’d done for him, and he wanted her to know it.

When she returned with his coffee, Arthur was digging into the breakfast with reckless abandon. As soon as he’d put the first bite of crispy bacon and perfectly cooked eggs in his mouth, he’d realized he wasn’t just hungry—he was ravenous. He shoveled a mouthful of waffles covered in fresh berries and syrup in after the bacon and eggs, his eyes rolling back in his head as he groaned contentedly. “Seriously, Sansara,” he said after he’d swallowed. “Where did you learn to cook like this? I don’t think I’ve ever eaten anything this good in my life.”

“You’re just hungry from working so hard yesterday,” she said with a shy giggle, holding a cup of coffee in her hands for herself as well. “But thank you. I like to eat, so I like to cook! My mother worked a lot when I was young, so I took on a lot of the household responsibilities. We both love human food. You could say I’ve been training to be a caregiver my whole life.”

“You’re certainly good at it,” he said, finally beginning to slow as his stomach protested the volume of food he was trying to stuff inside. “Ouch, I think I need to slow down. Maybe I’ll do some digesting while I work and make room for the rest.”

“Would you like a shoulder rub while you work?” There was a hopeful glimmer in Sansara’s eyes that Arthur didn’t miss.

“That would be great,” he replied, no longer feeling awkward about the attention she lavished upon him. It was beginning to feel… comfortable.

They chatted occasionally while he worked and Arthur was surprised to find that her presence made the mind-numbing task of data entry and spreadsheets somewhat bearable. It was nice having someone to talk to, to share the morning coffee with. And the massage wasn’t half bad either.

But it was more than that.

Sansara’s doting attention made him feel respected in a way he hadn’t for a long time. Maybe even… desired. He didn’t think he was imagining the way her eyes lingered on him sometimes, or the quickness of her blush when he complimented her work or said something that might be considered a bit flirtatious. Hadn’t she lingered in his doorway when he’d been pretending to be asleep? He’d even dreamt that she’d moaned his name in the middle of the night, which had been… more than a little exciting.

Arthur was amazed that he managed to balance his spreadsheets with how much his mind was wandering that morning, but Sansara’s gentle massage was delightfully distracting. She startled him by tugging on the strands of hair at the back of his neck, jolting him from his fantasy. “Looks like someone forgot to brush his hair this morning,” she said. “Would you like me to do that for you while you work? Or are you going for the sexy, disheveled look today?”

“Is it working?”

“Mmm, yes,” she said. “But to be fair, I don’t think you have to try very hard.”

It was Arthur’s turn to blush at that. “Sorry, I was just trying to be funny. I forgot. My brush is in the master bathroom, if you really don’t mind.”

She smiled and returned shortly with the brush in hand. Arthur was surprised to find he felt a bit nervous as she began to brush his hair, as if they both knew there was more to the gesture than they were admitting to. It wasn’t as if there was anything wrong with his hands, after all. There was no need for her to do it for him.

Except that she wanted to.

And he wanted her to.

Each stroke of the brush sent pleasant shivers down his spine. She began to hum again, the same tune she’d sung the night before.

“What is that song?” he asked, pausing his work to listen. “It’s nice.”

“An old song,” she said. “The only one I remember from my home world. I try to sing it once a day so I never forget it. I hope… someday to sing it to my children so that they may have a piece of our heritage to carry with them into the world.”

Arthur noticed the wistful tone of her voice when she mentioned children. “You want to have kids someday?”

Sansara’s hands paused mid-stroke and he thought he heard her inhale sharply, as if she regretted sharing that with him. Then she let out a sigh and said quietly, “Yes, very much.”

“Kids are great,” Arthur said, not wanting her to feel uncomfortable. “I’d have liked to have more, but Megan was one-and-done. She was miserable the entire time she was pregnant and demanded the doctor’s knock her out for the delivery.”

He laughed, even as Sansara went silent. He wasn’t sure if it was mentioning Megan or if she was just thinking. When she began to hum again, he figured she wasn’t upset and went back to work.

Thinking of Megan suddenly made Arthur draw up a comparison between the two women in his mind. The attention that Sansara so eagerly lavished upon him reminded him a lot of the way Megan acted when they’d first started dating.

Like that, but even better.

Megan had always been clingy and a bit desperate, always acting out to get his attention and demanding that he prove his affection for her. She’d been young and immature—not that he was much older—but it was always clear to Arthur that Megan was learning how to love someone other than herself. She’d never really had an opportunity to do so before they’d met, and it had been an awkward adjustment for her.

Even Tanya hadn’t brought forth the immediate rush of maternal affection that Arthur knew most women experienced. His love for his daughter had been like a tidal wave crashing over him, threatening to drown him from the moment he’d learned of the pregnancy. It was a poignant mix of pure love and sheer terror unlike anything he’d ever experienced before or since.

But Megan hadn’t really gotten the hang of mothering until Tanya was old enough to follow her around with those big, blue, adoring eyes—after that, Megan had treated their daughter like her own personal fan club. Which was a little weird, but Tanya had worshiped her mother, and it had seemed natural to him.

All that had changed after the divorce, though. Megan had proved just how little she’d actually learned about love and Tanya’s entire world had been shaken by the roots.

Arthur wished Megan could have been a bit more like Sansara. Maybe then their marriage would have survived the accident and Tanya would be the happy-go-lucky little girl she’d always been?

Arthur pulled up a new spreadsheet with a sigh.

Megan was Megan and there was no point wishing otherwise. It was his mistake thinking she could change so much. He knew that what Tanya had said was true, Megan did still love him, and he would always love her. She just wasn’t capable of the depth of love necessary to get through something like this. Her instinct to protect herself was too strong, and he couldn’t even blame her after the childhood she’d had. He only hoped she didn’t let those self-protection instincts push her into doing something too extreme.

Sansara finished brushing his hair. “Is there anything else you need from me for now? Or shall I leave you to work?”

“I’m great, Sansara. Thank you. Why don’t you take a break?”

“All right,” she said, picking up their empty coffee cups. “Do you need more coffee? I’ll go clean the kitchen. If you need anything—company or a massage—just let me know.”

Arthur laughed. “That doesn’t sound like taking a break to me.”

“Don’t worry about me, Arthur,” she said with a smile. “I find caring for you very rewarding and relaxing. I don’t need to take a break from you.”

“I’d love another coffee, in that case,” he said, enjoying the beam of her smile. He’d almost felt guilty for not needing something at this point, the woman seemed so intent on doting upon him.

Soon she was humming in the kitchen, and Arthur had another steaming mug of coffee beside him. He continued to work, marveling at how much easier it was to stay on task when he wasn’t battling the bouts of loneliness and depression that had recently been plaguing him. Sansara’s presence in his home seemed to have banished those demons to whatever hell they’d come from, and he fervently hoped they’d stay there. With them gone, he felt more capable and hopeful than he had in ages. This was the father Tanya deserved, and it was the man he deserved to be.

Sansara left him to his work, reminding him each hour that he could have another massage if he needed. But for the moment, Arthur wanted to focus on his work. By the time lunch time rolled around, though, he was looking forward to a break and the chance to chat with the pretty lamia woman again.

He was staring at the corner of his screen, thinking of questions he’d like to ask Sansara to get to know her a little better, when his phone rang.

He glanced at it, expecting some telemarketer. But when he saw Megan’s name and number on the call display, he picked it up, his heart in his throat. She never called him. Why would Megan be calling unless something had happened to Tanya?

“Megan?” he said, accepting the video call. “What is it? Is Tanya all right?”

“What? Of course she’s all right,” Megan said, shaking her head in confusion. Her blonde hair was styled and her make-up impeccable, as if she were ready to go on a date. “She’s at school, silly.”

Megan’s eyes traveled over his face then darted to the corners of the screen as if she were trying to see behind him.

Dumbfounded, Arthur blinked at his screen. “Then what is this about?”

“Oh, you know…” she said with that false, chipper tone she sometimes used on salesclerks she was attempting to charm. “I was just thinking of you…”

“You were?”

There was an awkward pause, and the brittle smile spread across Megan’s cheeks, wider and wider, threatening to break. “So… how’s things? Anything new and exciting in your life?”

Realization dawned as Arthur recognized the manic glint of jealousy in his ex-wife’s eyes. His conversation with Tanya came flooding back in an instant.

“I’m sure Tanya has told you already,” he said. “But I’ve hired a caregiver. So, things are good here, thanks.”

“Oh, did you?” Megan’s eyebrows shot into her fluffy bangs as she feigned surprise. “I must have forgotten if she mentioned anything. How lovely for you, Arthur.”

He didn’t miss the tightening of her voice that matched the brittle smile. “It is,” he said, not wanting to play this game of cat and mouse with her. “Is that what you wanted to talk about?”

“Of course not, Arthur,” she said. “Weren’t you even listening to me? I didn’t know about your stupid lamia nurse until you told me.”

“I didn’t tell you she was a lamia.”

Her nose crinkled as her smile turned to stone. “Of course you did,” she said through gritted teeth. “Or how would I know?”

“Megan, I don’t have time for this,” Arthur said, gazing over his phone at the half-finished spreadsheet he was working on. “I have work to finish before lunch. So, if there’s nothing—”

“It’s not nothing, Arthur,” she snapped, the smile dropping. “You hired a monster to care for you? Have you no self respect? Or at the very least, respect for our family? People will talk, Arthur. They’ll think all kinds of nasty things.”

“I stopped giving a damn what anyone thought about me when they hung me out to dry after my accident, Megan,” he said. “Including you.”

Megan’s mouth dropped open and she recoiled from his words as if from a slap. “How could you say that to me?” she gasped. “Arthur, that is untrue and uncalled for. I care about you very much, and I still respect you even if you have no respect for yourself. You made me the woman I am today.”

“I suppose I should apologize to God and probably the city if that’s true.”

“Arthur!” Megan forced a laugh, switching gears as seamlessly as a Formula One racer. “Just fire that thing and I’ll set you up with a proper caregiver, one that I don’t have to be ashamed to tell people about, okay?”

“Hell no, Megan. End of discussion.”

“Arthur, I—”

He cut the call and tossed the phone back on his desk. Some things never changed, he supposed. Although now that they were divorced, he didn’t have to act like her crazy demands were reasonable. He could see that the threats she’d made to Tanya were just an attempt to control him. She’d never dare try to take Tanya away from him, because then Megan couldn’t see him either—and clearly she wasn’t ready to move on, divorce or no divorce.

His phone buzzed repeatedly as his ex-wife spammed increasingly desperate messages at him. Arthur shook his head, thinking at least if their discussions were in text he’d have something to show a judge if she did try to take him to court for custody.

Finally, seeing that she wasn’t going to let up, he sent her a final message.

If Tanya needs anything, let me know. Otherwise, I’ll see you at the handoff.

There was a gentle knock at the door, and Sansara came in carrying a fresh tray of food for lunch. But she paused when she saw the brooding look on his face. “Arthur?” she said. “Is everything all right?”

He waved away her concern. “Everything is fine,” he said. “I just… need a break. Lunch looks great.”

Her smile wasn’t quite as bright as it was that morning as she set the tray down.

“A break from work?” she asked. “Or a break from me?”

Guilt flooded through Arthur’s chest as he saw the hurt expression in her pretty eyes. “Not you, Sansara,” he said. “At this point, you’re the only thing in my life that doesn’t make me stressed.”

Sansara’s cheeks flushed a deep, crimson red and her slit-pupiled eyes dilated with pleasure. Arthur found her presence instantly calming, despite Megan’s threats.

“I’m happy to hear that,” she said, swaying her hips as she coiled her tail next to his chair, making a seat for herself beside him. “But at some point, we should work on eliminating unnecessary stressors in your life. Stress is antithetical to healing, Arthur, and it’s my job to keep you well and happy.”

Arthur could only smile, wishing it were that easy.


Chapter 10
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Sansara

It had been difficult to leave Arthur that afternoon, as the tension that had crept into his shoulders while he was working had never left, and Sansara was worried. She hadn’t thought his data entry job was something that stressed Arthur out—in fact, he’d complained that it was more boring than anything. But something had happened to upset him between her last check in and when she’d brought him his lunch, and whatever it was, it was obviously something the man couldn’t easily shake off.

Sansara had to remind herself that she didn’t know Arthur Cain all that well yet, despite the intense attraction she felt for the man. Perhaps he had moods like this that she wasn’t aware of, and she would have to learn how to work around them and find ways to ease the anxiety or depression as it came up? She had plenty of time to figure it out, and Arthur insisted that he was all right, so she decided to visit her mother and go to the local market to buy groceries for the rest of the week.

She didn’t drive, as lamia were one of a few monsterkin races who could not easily adapt to human designed vehicles. Though, seeing Arthur’s van made her realize that vehicles could be adapted to suit her physiology should she decide she wanted to drive. It hadn’t been something she’d considered before, and she wondered if—maybe when Arthur no longer needed the van—she might learn to drive someday.

In the meantime, however, she got around Havenseed Heights just as she got around everywhere—by the strength of her long, muscular lamia tail. When Sansara needed to go into New Justice City, she had to take public transportation which usually only had a couple of seats reserved for larger monster races. She much preferred the ease and comfort of traveling in her own neighborhood, where she wasn’t seen as a freak or a monster, but rather just one of the locals.

Carrying a canvas shopping bag in each hand, she entered the market with her list ready in her mind. It was the first time she’d been shopping for Arthur and she found the mundane errand had suddenly taken on new meaning for her, and she felt purposeful in a way that she normally didn’t. She felt happy just to be out, doing this normal, everyday thing for him rather than for herself. She was proud of her new work and proud to serve the man who was now her boss.

A shiver of delight hummed over her skin at the thought.

Her boss.

Oh, how she wished he would use his power over her to request more than what she’d offered. Why didn’t he read between the lines and see that when she said she wanted to take care of his needs, she meant every need… even—especially—if those needs involved her worshiping his body in the most primal ways.

Maybe she could drop some hints about the benefits of sexual intimacy for overall health. Would that be too much?

Maybe she could just offer to suck his dick the next time she brought him coffee as if it was one of myriad other, normal services he might not have considered.

Sansara snorted a laugh at her desperate attempts to justify her urges. She was definitely going to go insane if this kept up. Besides, could she really trust herself around him if her body decided now was the time to breed?

Although, her depraved indulgence from the night before had made her lust much easier to manage during the day. If she could figure out how to stimulate that mating instinct every time she played with herself, she might last a bit longer in the pit of temptation that was life with Arthur Cain. She’d awoken feeling so sexually exhausted that, while her desire for the man still boiled her blood, she felt too weak to do anything about it.

Humming to herself, Sansara inspected the local produce, filling her bag with the best fruits and vegetables she could find—she was determined to cook healthy, wholesome meals for Arthur, nourishing his body along with his heart. She hefted a melon, testing its ripeness by weighing it in her hands.

“Sansara?”

She turned and smiled, seeing a pair of familiar faces. “Dracine, Ebyss! How are you?”

Dracine, a tall, pale-skinned woman with black, leathery wings and stubby, black horns, smiled at Sansara with a mouthful of razor-sharp teeth. Her black tongue flicked out to taste the air between them, and Sansara responded in kind.

Lamia and some demon-kin races had sensory organs in their mouths—much like the snake species of the human world—and used their tongues to draw air into the organ. During her training as a Certified Nursing Assistant, Sansara had been taught to suppress this instinct—along with other behaviors that humans were likely to be frightened by, like unhinging her jaw to eat—but found it almost impossible not to respond to around other monsters.

“You smell… delicious, Sansara,” Dracine said, her lips peeling into an even wider smile. Her race, the Black Oni, were one of the monsterkins that humans were most afraid of because they looked like evil creatures from human mythology. “We hear you’ve been spending time with that human man who rescued your mother. Is it true?”

“Yes,” Sansara said, feeling her face flush. “I have signed on as a caregiver for Maid for You. Have you heard of it? I am very fortunate that Arthur applied for care at the same time that I handed in my application.”

“You call it fortune,” Ebyss, a stately Arachne woman with glossy black and red limbs and a striped abdomen nearly as large as Sansara’s tail, said in her whisper-soft voice. She sounded as if her words were woven from the silk Tiger Widow Arachne women were famous for. “I call it Fate. Whatever it is, it suits you, my dear.”

“Thank you,” Sansara said, blushing deeper as she set down the melon. “I’m very happy.”

“Perhaps I will see about joining this service of yours.” Dracine said with a wicked grin. “I’d like to have a man like that to crush between my thighs.”

“Oh, it’s not like that,” Sansara hurriedly replied, though her body betrayed her as her pussy responded immediately to the thought, sending a flood of heat and wetness beneath her skirt. “Not that I would object if he wanted to.”

Dracine’s tongue flicked through the air again. “Not object, she says. You’re so horny I can taste it. And it’s making me horny too.”

Ebyss tittered softly behind her hand, her cluster of bright red eyes gleaming. “Perhaps I should join, too. It is so difficult to find a human man who doesn’t run screaming at the sight of me. Perhaps they might find me a blind man who doesn’t mind being milked before I tuck him into my silken sheets…”

The women chatted for a while before Sansara told Dracine and Ebyss that she had to get back to check on Arthur. They teased her about the way her voice fluttered over his name, and while she was embarrassed, Sansara was also secretly pleased that her friends were as excited about her new station as she was.

She realized that Minthara’s revelation of her pregnancy may have been a subtle hint that Maid for You had ulterior motives. While she and Arthur hadn’t been required to fill out the initial compatibility questionnaire as Arthur had requested her service directly, Sansara had read the questions out of curiosity and been surprised to find many of them might have doubled as the kinds of questions asked by a dating website.

Of course, it would be important to ensure the company didn’t send a maid or caregiver who might trigger a fear response—sending Ebyss to clean house for an arachnophobe would obviously be a disaster, and Dracine might terrify a devotee of some human religions while being worshiped by others.

Surely there were many human men who, for reasons beyond their control, were no longer considered viable romantic or sexual partners in human society—those with disability, disfigurement, or mental health challenges which monsterkin women simply did not see as problems at all thanks to very different social conditioning.

Pairing monster women with compatible human mates was an act of service to both, and Sansara was suddenly quite impressed at the deeper implications of the simple-seeming service. It was quite brilliant, really. No one would suspect Maid for You of secretly working to help the monster-races dwindling populations. And if a pairing didn’t work out the way it was intended, the original service would still be provided and there was no harm to anyone.

She wondered if her mother had known about this when she’d suggested applying at Maid for You, knowing that Sansara’s breeding urges were becoming impossible to ignore.

Sansara was lost in these half-erotic daydreams—imagining Arthur someday becoming as smitten by her as she was by him and insisting that he be the one to breed her—when something unusual caught her eye.

There was a woman—a human woman—watching her from behind a display of canned beans. It was unusual to see humans in Havenseed Heights, though there were some lower-income individuals who had moved to a slum bordering the monster borough out of necessity, so they weren’t completely unheard of. But this woman was quite striking, beautiful in a hard-edged, high-fashion sort of way that preferred sharp lines and angles to softness and curves. On top of that, she was dressed to kill in an outfit that likely cost as much money as the entire aisle of groceries behind her.

Sansara met the woman’s gaze and then looked away awkwardly, feeling the intensity of her blue eyes stabbing into her like an ice-cold knife. She finished her shopping as quickly as she could, unnerved to find that the woman seemed to be following her around the store. As Sansara stood in the toiletries section, looking at massage lotions and oils that might benefit Arthur’s sore muscles, the woman radiated so much animosity that Sansara was beginning to wonder if she was deranged.

She hurriedly chose a wintergreen scented ointment for pain relief, which contained a small but significant percentage of Elven ingredients, and two massage oils—one unscented and one vanilla—for areas that might be sensitive to the more powerful muscle rub. Sansara checked the label to ensure they were safe for every part of the body, in case Arthur ever had other stiffness he needed relief from.

Then, ignoring the daggered gaze of the blond woman, Sansara went through the checkout and slithered home to her man.

Still feeling uneasy, Sansara glanced up and down the street before opening the door. Her heart beat like a drum against her ribs as she realized the woman was still there, standing at the end of the block, watching her enter the house.

Sansara froze, staring back at the woman, attempting to memorize her features in case she needed to phone the police. There was something familiar about her, but she couldn’t place her. Maybe someone from her training program? But she couldn’t think of anyone she had injured or wronged or even disagreed with who might hate her enough to stalk her at the grocery store and follow her home.

She shuddered, pushing the door open, and slipping over the threshold as quickly as she could, slamming the door behind her in her hurry to get away from the woman.

Sansara carried the bags of groceries into the kitchen, pausing at the entrance to the living room to tell Arthur of her strange experience. But when she saw him, all thoughts of the woman evaporated in a flood of unbridled need.

Arthur was on the floor, doing push-ups. He’d removed his shirt again, so Sansara could see the rippling muscles on his back. His gray workout sweats fitted tightly against his powerful buttocks and thighs. The pumping motion of the push-ups, watching his body thrusting up and down like that, made Sansara wish she could slide beneath him and position her aching sex beneath his rod. How many thrusts like that before he burst, filling her with his milky seed?

Her arms trembled with sudden weakness, and she dropped one of the bags, sending a bag of oranges tumbling and one of the bottles of massage oil rolled across the floor where it bumped into Arthur’s hand.

He stopped his exercises at the sound, grunting with exertion as he lowered himself gingerly to one hip and rolled into a sitting position. “Sansara, are you all right?”

“Yes, of course,” she muttered a bit breathlessly. She self-consciously realized her face was flushed and sweaty and she could feel her pussy soaking through her bindings again. “My fingers just… slipped.”

Oh, why had she said it like that? Would he hear it in her voice, the fact that she was thinking of slipping her fingers into her slit and whisper his name as she quivered with need?

Arthur raised an eyebrow at her but didn’t say anything about it. He picked up the bottle that had rolled into the living room and inspected the label. “Massage oil, huh?”

“I thought it might help,” she said. “I got two types, vanilla and unscented, in case you had a preference. And I also got some very strong muscle-rub made by a monster run company which I’ve heard contains some Elven ingredients. Until I can get my hands on the real thing.”

An image of her hands wrapping around his engorged cock rose in her mind, in a forceful reminder of what her body considered real. Her eyes widened as she hoped that wasn’t how the words had sounded.

“Elven salve, I mean, not—” She stopped herself, quickly changing the subject. “Never mind! Nothing. Forget it. Just let me put the groceries away and I’ll help you into your chair. You need to take it easy for the rest of the afternoon if you’re going to add calisthenics to your physio routines, Arthur.”

He rolled the bottle back to her and she snatched it up as she slithered around the floor collecting the spilled oranges. “I’ll stay in my chair for the rest of the day,” he said. “If you let me get into it myself and stop worrying about… whatever has you all frazzled. You were so relaxed this morning, Sansara. I feel more comfortable when you feel comfortable.”

Sansara straightened with the oranges back in their bag and let out a sigh. How could she tell him that what had her frazzled was him, and the only way to cure that particular kind of stress was going to involve a lot of sweating, screaming, and spurting bodily fluids?

She wiped a hand across her forehead. Speaking of sweating and bodily fluids, she needed to change before she started soaking through her skirt. “All right,” she said. “But please call me if you need me.”

“Promise.”

In the kitchen, Sansara quickly swept around putting away the groceries, her mind whirling as she fended off another wave of desire for her boss. She opened the refrigerator door, and put the milk, eggs, meat, and vegetables inside, trying to distract herself with the evening’s menu plan.

When she closed the door, a pair of piercing blue eyes glared out at her from a picture on the fridge, the same ice-cold eyes that had been following her that afternoon. Startled, Sansara let out a scream, then quickly covered her mouth.

The woman was standing next to Tanya—the girl holding a trophy and a soccer ball—and she was smiling proudly rather than glowering. But Sansara recognized her immediately, because the smile didn’t quite thaw the ice in her gaze.

It was Megan.

Arthur’s ex-wife was the one who was stalking her, looking like she wanted nothing more than to see Sansara dead.

***

Arthur

He had just been getting settled in his chair when he heard Sansara’s cry from the kitchen. Arthur’s heart had lurched at the sound, his instinct to protect responding immediately to the woman’s fear, regardless of the state of his body. He wheeled himself into the kitchen as quickly as he could, worried that she’d hurt herself.

“Sansara, what is it?” He asked, finding her staring at the refrigerator door like it had leaped up and bit her. “Are you okay?”

“I… I think so,” she said, but her voice shook with fear. “But, Arthur, is this your wife?”

She pointed at a picture from the year Tanya’s team had won their regional soccer tournament, which Megan had insisted on being in because she’d ‘heroically’ driven Tanya to every one of her practices and games and felt she’d earned the trophy almost as much as her daughter had.

“That’s Megan,” he said, then he emphasized, “My ex-wife. Why do you ask?”

As Sansara described her experience in the market, and her shock at finding the woman had followed her all the way to Arthur’s door, the irritation Arthur had felt that morning grew into something darker. Had he not had the frightened phone call from Tanya last night and the unhinged conversation with Megan that morning, he might not have believed it was possible. Now it was clear he had to take this shift in behavior seriously.

“I’m sorry, Sansara,” he said, meaning it. “That should never have happened. I don’t know what’s wrong with her that she thinks it’s okay to behave that way. From now on, I’m coming with you when you go out.”

Sansara turned to him, tears in her eyes. She wiped them away with a shaky hand. “You don’t need to do that, Arthur. I’m sure it’s no big deal. Maybe she was just… curious about your new situation.”

“It is a big deal, and it’s wrong,” he insisted, hearing the doubt in Sansara’s voice and knowing she was much more unnerved than she was letting on. “Megan is harmless, but she can be selfish and cruel when she gets it in her head that someone has wronged her. I’m sure she’s just trying to intimidate you.”

Sansara sagged onto her tail, sitting lower than she usually did, and laughed nervously. “Well… it’s working, I guess. She sure gave me a scare.”

Worry flashed through Arthur’s mind, followed quickly by outrage that Megan would stoop to this level. It wasn’t enough that she’d left him, now she was trying to prevent anyone else from supporting him, too? A person would think it had been her life that had been ruined by the accident, her body that was crushed beyond repair, rather than just her selfish ideal of having a perfect trophy husband. What did she think he was going to do? Wait around for Megan to change her mind?

Arthur was certain of one thing. If Megan thought he’d let her scare Sansara away, she had another thing coming. He’d do anything he could to make sure the lamia woman felt safe, including extra trips out of his home to protect her. Sansara was offering him more care and attention than Megan ever had, and seemed more genuine in her feelings as a hired caregiver than Megan had been capable of as his wife.

But he couldn’t force Sansara to stay with him as much as the thought of her leaving filled him with dark dread.

“I hope you won’t leave because of this, Sansara,” he said, rolling toward her and putting a hand on her shoulder, which was still trembling. “But I understand if you feel unsafe.”

“Oh, I don’t feel unsafe,” she said, smiling at him with her exotic golden eyes. “Not when you’re here. It was just a shock.”

“I’ll always be with you, then,” he said, confirming his original plan. “We’ll just plan for it to take a little longer when we go shopping, and I’ll bring my chair so you don’t have to stress, okay? You don’t ever have to be alone until we get this dealt with.”

Sansara sniffed and put her hand on his. “I’d like that,” she said quietly. “Like having my own bodyguard. My own personal superhero. I guess that’s what it must feel like to be a celebrity.”

She let out another nervous laugh, clearly trying to lighten the mood and redirect his attention. But her playful words shook something inside Arthur’s chest—a combination of pride and guilt that stunned him with its intensity. Megan had called him her Superman, but she’d stopped being able to see him that way after the accident. To his wife, Arthur was nothing but a crippled man she used to love. He knew Sansara had strong feelings about him because of her mother, but surely she didn’t actually feel like he could protect her. He was just a guy in a wheelchair now, barely able to walk to the bathroom without assistance. He was no Superman.

“I don’t know about being a bodyguard,” he said, his voice tight. “I’m not going to be chasing down any bad guys in this chair. But at least Megan will focus on me if we’re together. I know how to handle her vitriol.”

“I don’t care if it makes sense,” Sansara said, shaking her head and straightening her shoulders. “You make me feel safe, Arthur Cain. And I’d be honored to have you as my bodyguard.”

She giggled adorably and Arthur felt something in his heart melt at the sound. As ridiculous as the idea of a wheelchair bound bodyguard was, he knew that he’d do anything in his power to protect Sansara. She inspired a host of masculine urges that he’d thought he wouldn’t ever feel again, with his crippled, useless body.

But when Sansara said it didn’t matter, a part of Arthur believed her. He would protect her, and she trusted him to do it. He wanted to wrap the lamia woman in his arms and feel her heart beating against his chest as he whispered promises in her ear: You’re mine and I will keep you safe.

But he couldn’t do that. She was his caregiver. He was her boss. Megan was right that people would talk. Sansara’s own community might look down on their relationship—he didn’t know what the monsterkin rules were like about these things, but humans were definitely prudes about mixed-race couples.

Yet he couldn’t ignore the way she made him feel, as if she’d restored his manhood with just the strength of her belief in him.

And goddamn she was beautiful when she looked all scared and vulnerable like that. Arthur’s pulse was racing—not just from anger at Megan anymore but with desire for Sansara. He didn’t know how a relationship between them would work, but it certainly… felt right.

He cleared his throat, realizing they’d been staring at each other in silence for an awkward stretch of time. “Your safety is important to me, Sansara,” he said, his voice husky with emotion. “I’ll work harder to get stronger so that your faith in me is justified.”

Sansara blushed, then covered her mouth as she giggled again. “Maybe that was my plan all along,” she teased. “That’s one way to motivate you to exercise and get healthy again, right?”

He stared at her, wondering if she was joking or if he’d just been played. Then the lamia woman winked a slit-pupiled eye and said very earnestly, “You’re already strong enough for me, Arthur,” she said. “I’m here to help you get strong enough for you.”

He nodded, unsure of what to say to that.

“I’ll be right back,” Sansara said a little breathlessly. “I need to tend to some… girl things. If you still want that massage, I’ll meet you in your room or the living room in fifteen minutes?”

“Sure, sounds good,” he said, his brain flicking curiously over the mention of ‘girl things’ and deciding that was probably none of his business. “I need to make a phone call, anyway. I’d like to lie down this time, so my room, please.”

Sansara nodded, blushing shyly at him, and slithered from the kitchen into the hallway. Arthur watched her very human-looking ass as it sashayed away from him in her tight pencil skirt, realizing that he hardly noticed the scaled tail below.

When she was gone, Arthur rolled himself into the office to make his call. As a precaution, he turned on his computer and set his audio app to record the conversation he was about to have. He figured he couldn’t be too careful.

Megan responded without saying hello. “I thought that might get you to pay attention to me. How does your live-in slut like knowing there’s still another woman in your life?”

“When did you graduate from pain-in-the-ass to psychopath, Megan?” he hissed, keeping his voice low so that Sansara wouldn’t hear him from the other room.

“Me? A psychopath?” Megan’s voice rose in indignation, screeching like nails on a chalkboard in his ears. “You’re the one who’s acting crazy, Arthur. Shacking up with the first pretty girl who throws herself at you, like some pathetic loser. You’re so desperate that you haven’t even seen past her tits to notice that she’s a fucking monster! If I find out you’re fucking that thing, I’ll—”

“You divorced me, Megan,” he cut her off, his voice raising despite his best efforts to stay calm. “That means, you don’t have a say in who I do or do not fuck. I didn’t think it was that complicated to understand.”

“Just because we’re divorced doesn’t mean you can break your promises to me!” He could hear the tremor of fury in her voice the way she often sounded when she was on the edge of a breakdown. “When we took our vows, you promised I would be the last woman you ever kissed, ever made love to. You made those promises, not me.”

Arthur pinched the phone between his shoulder and his chin so he could roll himself to the far side of the room, his head reeling with the insanity of what Megan was saying. “Can you even hear yourself right now? You’re acting like some jilted teenage lover who’s too immature to figure out that other people have rights and feelings too. Yes, I made those promises to you. And you crumpled them up, lit them on fire, and threw them out the window when you left me, Megan. This is your fault, not mine.”

She switched to the wheedling voice she used when she knew she wasn’t going to get her way. “But, Arthur—”

“No. If I find out you are bothering my caretaker, or anyone else I care about for that matter, I will go to the police. I’ve got your phone’s GPS data synchronized with mine, remember? And I’ve kept every crazy text message you’ve sent. I can prove that you’re stalking me. If you try anything like this again, I will file for full custody of Tanya and have you put in jail.”

Megan scoffed. “You and what bank account? You can’t afford to take me to court. You could barely afford to represent yourself when I wasn’t trying to get custody. You’ll never convince a court you can afford to care for our daughter.”

“If you’re doing so well, I can always seek alimony payments from you if I have to,” he snapped. “Plus I’m expecting an insurance payout to come through soon. And I told you from the beginning, I plan to work my way up in this company I’m working at. It’s soul-sucking at times, but I’ve already gotten two raises since you left and am supervising a team of new recruits. I’ll be making six figures by next year when I get my promotion, better than I ever made as a firefighter.”

Megan made a pained sound in the back of her throat as if she were biting back a scream. Then the line went dead.

Arthur’s pulse eventually began to slow as he figured he’d gotten his point across. He hoped Megan would forget her crazy ideas about monitoring Arthur’s love-life—or lack thereof—and busy herself with finding someone else to sink her manicured fingernails into. She didn’t even want him, she’d made that clear enough. What did she care if someone else found him attractive?

He stuffed his phone in his pocket and wheeled back into the hallway. Glancing into the living room and kitchen, he didn’t see Sansara. He rolled himself into his bedroom, where they’d agreed to meet for his massage. Now he was really tense and could definitely use one, but he wondered if maybe he should change the bedding first. He’d been sweating all night—thanks to the thoughts having the lamia woman in his bed had inspired—and the room smelled a bit stale.

He'd need help with that, though. Hopefully Sansara wouldn’t mind.

Arthur rolled out of his room, heading down the hall to knock on her door. The door to the guest room was open part way when he got there, so he rolled up to it, expecting to find her working on something at the little corner desk.

Sansara was not working at the desk.

The lamia woman was undressing before the full-length closet mirror giving Arthur a full view of her body, back to front. Her blouse and bra had already been removed and tossed on the bed, as had her skirt. She was bent at the waist, untying a tight wrap of fabric around her hips, which must have been some sort of undergarment. In the mirror, he could see her full, heavy breasts hanging free, the lush curve of her left side visible even from behind.

The sight made Arthur’s mouth water.

When she tugged off the undergarment, he froze, completely fixated by the sight of her glorious, naked curves. From behind, the ass he’d just been admiring in the pencil skirt was revealed to be very human-looking without the clothes as well—until his eyes reached the tail, anyway. Still, with the exception of a smattering of scales on her hips and along the bottom half of her ass, she was indistinguishable from a human woman… albeit one who spent every waking hour doing squats, lunges, and deadlifts in the gym.

As Sansara bent forward, Arthur’s gaze clung to the sight of her plump finely-formed bottom. When she twisted on her tail, he caught a glimpse of her pussy lips, too. They seemed to glisten in the room’s low light, as if she were wet with desire. His pulse raced as he realized he should say something to alert her to his presence, but he was so captivated by her beauty that he remained frozen.

Arthur’s eyes darted to the reflection in the mirror, where he could see the way her torso funneled down into the most perfect, fuckable mound he’d ever seen. She was either shaved or naturally hairless, her lips glistening and ready, which made Arthur’s body respond in kind.

He hadn’t really thought about what a lamia woman looked like beneath her clothes, but now that he knew what Sansara looked like he doubted he’d be able to think straight with her in his house for a while.

She must have been changing, but the way she did it was so languorously sensual it was as if she were putting on a show. It escalated, too. Sansara’s eyes were half-closed and she ran her hands up her torso to press and squeeze her breasts, squishing them out to the sides as she lifted them and tugged at her nipples.

Arthur’s mouth hung open, wanting to say something and also transfixed by the show. When she moaned, he rolled closer, as if drawn to her. The entire room was rich with her lemony scent, making his head feel fuzzy with desire.

Sansara’s eyes closed as her hand traveled down her body and her fingers slipped into the glistening wet slit. “Oh,” she moaned. “Arthur…”

At the sound of his name, Arthur drove his wheelchair into the doorframe. Sansara’s eyes shot open. “Arthur! Oh, oh my—”

“I’m sorry, I didn’t—” He tried to reverse out of the doorway, realizing he couldn’t say he hadn’t seen anything, since obviously he had. “I didn’t know you were changing. The door was open and—”

The chair wedged against the frame, and Arthur toppled out of it as his momentum came to a screeching halt. He shouted as he hit the floor and pain lanced through his lower half.

“Arthur, are you all right?!” Sansara rushed toward him, completely unconcerned with her own modesty, as he struggled to get back into the chair. “Please, let me help you.”

Before he could protest, Arthur was enveloped in her soft curves, lost in the heat of her body, drowning in the powerfully arousing scent of the naked lamia woman.


Chapter 11
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Sansara

The fact that she was completely naked didn’t enter Sansara’s mind when she saw Arthur fall and rushed to help him. A scream burst unbidden from her throat as she pushed herself forward on her powerful tail. The pained sound he made when he hit the ground wrenched her heart. This was her fault. It was all her fault!

Reaching him, she wrapped her arms under his and helped to pick him up, coiling her tail to make a spot for his head. In other circumstances the fact that his face was mere inches from her pussy would probably have kicked her mating drive into high-gear, and she’d have foregone her personal ideals of love and romance and fucked the man whether he wanted it or not.

But worry for Arthur’s wellbeing put a damper on the burning urges that tormented her most of the time. He was far more important to her than even those biological needs could overcome—at least for now. She knew the impulses would only get stronger the more time they spent together.

Arthur groaned in pain as Sansara ran her hands over his body, checking for injuries. Her chest constricted as she felt a huge lump on his right leg, near his hip. But as she felt around, and the groaning sound strangled in his throat, she realized the lump was not an injury. In fact, it was evidence that Arthur was still a very healthy male specimen.

She quickly removed her hand. “I’m sorry. I thought—”

“It’s okay,” he gasped. “I mean, I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have—”

Neither of them finished their sentences, both fully aware of the other’s presence. She stared into Arthur’s green eyes and her heart flip-flopped in her chest.

“Let me help you get back in your chair,” she said, glancing down at the evidence of her own arousal, just as obvious as his own.

Sansara took a steadying breath. She needed to get him into his chair before anything else happened.

“I can do it,” he insisted, averting his eyes from her breasts only to land on her bare, wet slit. He twisted his head so that he was looking at the wall. “You, uh… you don’t have to… you’re not wearing any—"

“Nonsense,” she said, pulling his body closer to hers as she lifted him up off the floor using the strength of her tail. Once he was high enough to reach the armrests, Arthur managed to pull himself the rest of the way, and settled awkwardly into the chair.

He was looking everywhere but at her, and Sansara felt she should have been embarrassed. But his obvious arousal spurred her to push through her discomfort. She leaned forward, clicking her tongue, pretending to adjust something on the back of the chair, and ‘accidently’ pressed her breasts into Arthur’s face.

His entire body stiffened, and he froze, not moving away. Although, really, where would he go? She had him trapped…

Sansara lurched back as she felt the urge to coil around Arthur’s body burning through her once more.

“Oh, I’m so sorry,” she said again. “I should put something on before I try to help anymore. Please don’t be embarrassed, Arthur. This is a breach of professionalism on my part, not yours.”

Arthur wheeled his chair away so that he wasn’t watching her change, despite the fact that he’d already seen everything. Sansara thought it sweet that he was so concerned about her modesty when she’d secretly been hoping that he would find her like this.

With Arthur’s back turned, Sansara slithered toward the bed and picked up an even slinkier she’d worn the night before. She tugged the nearly transparent pink-lace nightgown over her head, letting her wrists graze her hardened nipples and her fingers softly stroke her excited sex. She knew she was pushing the limits of her control, but having him in the same room as she was when she touched herself made her feel so, sooo good.

“I can’t apologize enough,” she said as she smoothed the nightgown. “I thought you were busy. I have been in the habit of leaving the door part way open when I change and when I sleep at home, so that if my mother ever called for me I could hear her more easily.”

Arthur cleared his throat, keeping his eyes on the wall. “How is your mother?” he said. “I should have asked before.”

“Very well, thank you,” Sansara said. “She stays with a family friend now, only a few blocks from here. I have plans to visit her during your working hours at least twice a week.”

“Sounds like it’s fortunate that we found each other,” Arthur grunted awkwardly. “It’s been a win-win situation for both of us, I think.”

Sansara smirked, double checking her reflection before turning back to face him. “All right, I’m dressed. You can look at me again.”

Arthur spun his chair and froze halfway through the circle, his eyes fixed on her revealing nightgown. “Jesus Christ,” he muttered. “Make that a win-win-win.”

Sansara blushed. “Oh, stop,” she said. “It’s a little informal, but nothing that special.”

“Sansara…” His voice trailed off as his eyes continued to rove over her body.

Her heart thrilled.

She’d planned all along for Arthur to find her in the nude—though she hadn’t expected him to fall out of his wheelchair in shock.

She’d waited until he was off his phone call--which she assumed he’d made to chew out his ex-wife over her psychotic behavior, but Sansara hadn’t been able to hear the words he’d said. The protective streak he’d displayed in the kitchen had aroused her enough that she hadn’t been able to stop herself from more than simply undressing… if he’d waited any longer, he might have found her in a much more compromising position.

If undressing with the door open hadn’t worked, she’d planned to start masturbating before bed—using the same weak excuse about open doors to save some face. Not that it would have mattered. Her feelings would have been clear by that point.

Now that they stood face to face, Sansara felt ashamed for her scheming. Arthur’s face wore the same look of vulnerability she felt mirrored on her own. They were exposed in this moment, their attraction to one another obvious, but neither knowing how to proceed.

Sansara knew that simply having sex with Arthur Cain would never be enough. While she had always dreamed of a happily ever after, like some fairy tale princess, Sansara had suspected that she would never get to have that.

Her plan—which seemed tawdry now that she thought about it—had been born out of the desperation to just get the deed done. They could figure out the rest later. And if he was too ashamed of his attraction to a monster woman, she could leave, her womb full and her mission fulfilled.

The bulge in Arthur’s sweatpants, which had only grown since she’d turned around in the lacy negligee indicated that attraction would not be a problem. She might be able to seduce the man, and satisfy her body’s urges.

But that wasn’t all that she wanted, and she knew it. In fact, her constant, throbbing need for the man was only the surface of a growing well of emotion that she’d attached to him. She wanted to love him, to be loved by him. And that would take time, not cheap tricks.

Sansara’s cheeks flushed. “I’m sorry for my lack of professionalism, Arthur. I’ll close the door behind you when you go.”

“Are you telling me to leave?”

She froze. Was she? Why would she do that when this was everything she wanted? If she dropped the negligee now, the look in his eyes told her that he would come to her. But… if he had regrets afterward her chance at a happily ever after would be ruined. She couldn’t have sex with the man until she knew he had deeper feelings for her than the mere animal urges that had been pushing them together until that point.

“You’re my boss,” she said, her voice trembling. “And this is your house. I can’t tell you to leave.”

Arthur laughed and shook his head. “I might be your boss, and this might be my home. But when we signed that contract, I didn’t see anything in there that said you weren’t allowed to have your own space. You’re on call if I need you, but after hours, it’s only for emergencies.” He glanced at his watch. “And you’re officially off duty right now, Sansara.”

“And this isn’t an emergency…” she said. “So, what is it, Arthur?”

Arthur shrugged and ran a hand through his hair, as if at a loss for what to say. “A friendly visit?”

“Nothing ‘friendly’ happens in a dimly lit bedroom between a woman in skimpy pajamas and a man with a throbbing erection.”

The words shocked both of them as they came out her mouth and Sansara immediately regretted them.

But Arthur laughed again. “Fair enough,” he said, lifting his hands in a defensive posture as if to diffuse the tension. “Listen, Sansara… Can I be candid with you for a moment? You’re off duty, remember. You can say no. I’m not sure this is the kind of question I’m even allowed to ask as your boss, so…”

Sansara felt her pulse racing as she slithered closer to him. She nodded, though she couldn’t decide if she wanted to know what the question was.

“I have never in my life considered sex or romance with… someone like you,” he said.

Sansara’s heart plummeted into her stomach. “I understand.”

“No, wait,” he said. “Let me finish. I never considered that a relationship between a human and monsterkin person could work. You hear about… sex things. Kinks and… well… never mind. None of that really seemed real to me. But you, Sansara. I find your personality, your nature, and—obviously—your appearance, to be unexpectedly charming.”

Sansara wasn’t sure how she was supposed to take this. Was it a backhanded compliment, or was he sincere? Did he just want to fuck her to see what it would be like? To have something to laugh about with his friends? She’d known many monsterkin women who had been abused by men this way, pumped and dumped as if they were exotic bodies with no feelings attached. But Arthur had never struck her this way.

Confused, all she managed to say was, “Oh.”

“I’m sorry,” Arthur said, suddenly looking as flustered as she felt. “This is coming out all wrong. What I wanted to ask is… I mean, I just saw you naked and I… Jesus, I’m sorry about that. I should have said something. I was just… Look, I can’t help but wonder if—” He threw his hands up in the air. “No, never mind. I can’t even ask. It’s completely inappropriate. I think you’re right, and I should probably go.”

He wheeled his chair around and moved toward the door.

“Wait, Arthur,” she said, slithering closer again. “If it’s just a question, I don’t mind you asking.”

Arthur paused as if collecting his thoughts. Sansara began to worry that something was wrong, it took him so long to get the words out.

“Are humans and lamia compatible?” he asked, not turning around. “Biologically, I mean… Sexually?”

Sansara bit back a laugh, even as the heat in her body simmered painfully beneath her skin. She needed him so badly, she felt she was being torn in two by having to restrain herself.

“Oh, yes,” she gasped, hoping Arthur wouldn’t hear the desperation in her voice. “There are no male lamia, Arthur. We require human men to breed and to experience the fullness of intimacy and sexual pleasure.”

“So, when you said the other day that you would like to have children…”

Her breath hitched in her throat. “I would need a human mate.”

“Interesting…” Arthur paused in the doorway, but he turned to look at her once more. “Good night, Sansara. I think… we should maybe leave that massage for tomorrow. It’s getting late.”

Sansara nodded, her body screaming at her to take what was clearly meant for her to take. He was ready for her. He would submit to her ravaging. He had practically told her that he was thinking about it. Why should she wait?

And yet she did. That faint note of hesitation in his voice that the woman in her could hear, though the monster in her ignored it, was enough. She would not take him by force.

Sansara swallowed hard. “Goodnight, Arthur. Sleep well.”

She waited until she heard his bedroom door close before she closed her own, conflicting emotions warring in her heart and in her mind.

But her aching pussy didn’t care about either.

She tore off her negligee and threw herself onto the bed, almost frantic to release the sexual pressure that had been building in her since the conversation in the kitchen. All that mattered in that moment was the look she had seen in Arthur’s eyes as she replayed his desirous gaze raking over her body.

Things were going to be weird tomorrow. They were going to be different.

But there was no going back now.

She didn’t bother to try to dampen the sound of her moaning as she came.

***

Arthur

Back in his room, Arthur sat on the edge of his bed, staring at the bottle of painkillers in his hand. He would never kill himself, but he wondered… how many pills would help erase the shame he felt for how he’d just treated Sansara. He’d stared at her like she was a piece of meat—he’d even lingered there when she’d told him to go, despite the fact that she mentioned repeatedly that he was her boss.

She’d been into him, obviously. But the fact that she hadn’t taken him up on his not-so-subtle offer to spend the night was a pretty good indication that she was uncomfortable with their dynamic. He should have just left.

He should have fucking knocked and backed down the hallway when he’d seen that she was changing.

But he’d been unprepared for her to be so incredibly hot. It had stunned him, like a blow to the head.

And now that he knew… holy fuck, the fantasies that danced through his head… This was beyond depraved. Just because humans referred to monsterkin as different races didn’t mean it was okay to fuck them, did it? Wasn’t that just… politeness? Weren’t they different species entirely? This was messed up.

But she’d said lamia women needed human men to procreate, so obviously nature didn’t think it was wrong that all he could think of was sticking his dick in any hole that Sansara would let him. He never asked the anatomy questions that were burning a hole in his brain, but he had seen and she had confirmed that her pussy was on the metaphorical table.

Fucking with wild abandon… that could be considered physio, right? Advanced physiotherapy. That’s what he needed right now.

Every inch of his body ached as he thought of her, and he couldn’t believe she’d had her hands on him and he hadn’t known what was right next to him… Of course, he’d known she was beautiful. But tigers could be beautiful. That didn’t mean you wanted to bend one over—okay, scratch that… there were probably guys who would.

But he wasn’t one of them.

He wasn’t a freak, was he? Lamia were one of the more monstrous of the monsterkin races but they were still… humanoid. Tiger-kin were a thing, too. If one of his buddies had hooked up with a beautiful tiger-kin woman, would he have judged the guy?

No. And he didn’t give a shit what anyone else thought, anyway. Sansara had been here, taking care of him, while the rest of the world had basically turned its back on him. He didn’t owe any of them an explanation.

So, why was he freaking out?

Her breasts… the breasts that she had absolutely, one hundred percent knowingly pressed into his face? They were the best he’d ever seen in person.

Sansara Aspidis was not a monster.

She was a fucking goddess.

But this wasn’t just a sex thing, was it? If it was, Arthur didn’t think he’d have given it a second thought after seeing Sansara naked. She had a body that begged to be made love to, and he would have obliged in a heartbeat if she’d offered.

Now that his head was clear, and the sweet, citrus scent of the woman was no longer making his brain crazy, he realized just how much more there was to his attraction to the lamia woman.

Arthur’s world reeled, and when it finished spinning he was sure when it was over he’d end up landing upside down.

He was falling for her.

He had been from the beginning—not just because she was beautiful—but because she was sweet, caring, devoted, and thoughtful in so many little ways. A few weeks ago he hadn’t known Sansara existed outside of an outdated painting hanging in the old lamia woman’s house.

Yet she had come into his life like a gift from God, lavishing him with the attention and gentle intimacy he’d been lacking since long before the accident—it was clear to Arthur now that his relationship with Megan had never been whole in the way he thought it might be with Sansara.

Hell, even if Sansara’s skills had been limited to cooking and cleaning, she already did more than Megan ever had. Arthur wasn’t a traditional guy, and he was more than capable of doing those things for himself when his body allowed it. But it certainly wasn’t a point against the lamia woman that she was a domestic goddess as well as being sexy beyond belief.

“Okay… I’m falling in love,” he said, whispering the words under his breath as if saying them out loud might shake him out of whatever madness had taken him over. “Maybe I’m already in love, and was just too stupid to realize it.”

But what should he do about it?

Did she feel the same way? He was pretty sure she was attracted to him, maybe she’d even pegged him for a potential mate if she needed a human male to breed. But that didn’t mean she wanted more than that.

He was shocked to find the idea of breeding the lamia woman aroused him even more than he already had been. But he wasn’t just going to be some sperm donor.

He wanted her. For good. Forever.

Sansara was suddenly all he could think about, and the idea of her not being in his life made his future look bleaker than it had when he was still in the hospital and completely at the mercy of stern-faced nurses who acted like it was his own fault he’d been injured.

Sansara always put him first. She never made him feel guilty for needing help—though he sometimes did anyway. She encouraged him to push himself, and she encouraged him to rest. She brought him breakfast in bed, massaged his shoulders while he worked, she sang him to sleep… The woman devoted every moment of her day to making him happier and healthier than he’d been the day before.

He was addicted to it all.

It was possible he was misreading all of this, of course. His mind still felt a bit fuzzy. His heart was on a warpath toward a destination he’d convinced himself was off limits, and apparently didn’t give a shit what kind of logic or caution he tried to throw at it.

Arthur wanted Sansara like he’d wanted nothing else in his life.

He glanced at his watch. It was late, almost 2200, which meant he’d been sitting here with his thoughts chasing themselves around in circles for hours already. He needed someone to talk to about this, someone to tell him if he was being completely insane.

Mark would be up. He’d meant to call him ages ago just to catch up, and the bastard never turned down a chance to gossip. His best buddy falling head over dick for a monster-girl would surely get his attention.

He opened his contacts and clicked on Mark’s name. His friend answered on the second ring. “Hey man, what’s up? You okay out there in the sticks?”

“Never been better,” Arthur said, and he was surprised to hear the sincerity in his own voice. “A bit too good, actually. I need your help getting something figured out.”

There was a rustling sound on the other line, and the crack of an aluminum can opening. “I’m all ears.”

Arthur explained the situation as delicately as he could, not wanting to make Sansara seem like she was being too forward. But when he described accidently seeing her naked, and his suspicions that the lamia woman was as interested in him as he was in her, Mark interrupted.

“Dude, why are you calling me?” he said. “You should be in there banging her right now.”

“You don’t think it’s… weird?” Arthur asked. “I know there are guys who are into monster girls, but I never thought I was one of them.”

“Go for it, man,” Mark said with a laugh. “I mean, you don’t have to marry the chick. Just have a little fun with her.”

Arthur stared at the wall, his heart beating faster. “What if… I did want to marry her?”

“Oh.” There was a moment of silence on the other line. “Oh, shit.”

“It’s weird, right?”

“Not… necessarily.” Mark hedged, but Arthur could hear the hesitation in his voice. “I guess it depends on what you’re willing to put up with in the name of love, man. People are gonna talk.”

“What about you? Will you talk?”

“No way,” Mark replied immediately. “And I won’t judge, either. You just gotta know that you’re asking for some negative attention if you go down that path. People turn a blind eye to sex stuff, but mixed-race couples like that have a hard time, you know?”

Arthur released a bark of laughter. “So far, the attention I’ve been getting has been the best of my life. I don’t really feel the need to deal with the rest of the world ever again.”

“That good?”

Arthur took a deep breath and described everything Sansara had done for him since she’d started, and Mark listened in awed silence. In the end, Arthur tried to sum it up as best he could, “She acts like she was born for this, like serving me is her calling. And the more time we spend together, and the more I see how much better my life is with her by my side, the more I think this is Fate, Mark. I don’t think I can live without her.”

“Shit, man,” Mark said, blowing out a breath of air. “Where can I get me one of these maids?”

Arthur laughed, relieved to get all of the thoughts he’d been having off his chest. Out here in the open, they felt both more real and more manageable. Less scary and more exciting.

They chatted for a while, gradually moving onto other things, before Arthur told Mark he needed to get to bed.

“I’m glad you called, Arthur.” Mark sounded as sincere as Arthur had ever heard him. “And hey, it might be a bit weird to know you’re thinking of fucking a snake lady, but I’m happy for you, man. You deserve it.”

“Thanks.”

“I’m serious. You deserve to be happy. What Megan pulled on you was the coldest shit I’ve ever seen. I’ll never forgive her for that.”

Arthur didn’t disagree, and it felt good to have someone else confirm the feelings he’d been afraid to speak aloud.

“Some people might not respect the way you threw your life away to save that lamia woman—but I do, man,” his friend continued. “I wish I had that kind of courage. Every day I’ve known you, I’ve pushed myself to be more like you. Even when I’m being a jackass and pretending to be better than you. To me, you’ve always been what the rest of us strive to be.”

“Okay,” Arthur said, laughing awkwardly. “That might be a stretch.”

“No, man. It’s not. Mr. May was always the best firefighter,” Mark said. “And it’s going to be a long time before he’s got any competition. You’re a hero, man. If anyone deserves to be happy, in whatever way that is, it’s you.”

Arthur’s words caught in his throat as he attempted to come up with something snappy to say. In the end, he settled on, “Thanks. And thanks for talking.”

After they hung up, Arthur lay back in bed, staring at the ceiling of his room and wondering what the next day with the lamia woman would bring.

Mark said he was a hero. But was he brave enough to tell Sansara how he felt?


Chapter 12
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Sansara

In the kitchen the next morning, Sansara felt like a bundle of raw nerves. The coffee simmered as she plated the spinach and chicken omelet she’d prepared, her hands trembling with the effort of remaining calm. She was going to bring him his breakfast, just like normal, and hope…

She didn’t know what she was hoping for. Did she want him to pretend yesterday had never happened? Did she want him to acknowledge it? Last night, she’d been sure that he was as attracted to her as she was to him, but the morning had brought wave after wave of self-consciousness and doubt. She struggled to keep her head above the fear and negativity that threatened to drag her into the undertow.

Eventually, she couldn’t procrastinate their meeting anymore—not without letting the breakfast go cold and she was not going to compromise on her responsibilities as a caregiver just to avoid hurt feelings. Her most fervent hope was that, regardless of how Arthur felt this morning, that he wouldn’t terminate their contract. Letting her scheduled duties slide was not going to help her to reassure her boss that she was still the professional caregiver he’d hired—despite her lapse the night before.

At the back of her mind, another worry wriggled around, trying to get her attention. But she tried to keep that one down, out of the way, where she wouldn’t think too much about it. Sansara worried that, if Arthur did express interest in her, she wouldn’t be able to control herself around him any longer. She worried that her mating instincts might take over and ruin her chance at love.

She knew the most responsible thing for her to do—for both her and Arthur—would be to quit. Arthur would do just as well with some cranky old nurse who didn’t have ulterior motives bubbling beneath her Maid for You apron.

But she couldn’t do it.

Sansara was willing to do anything Arthur needed of her. But there was still one selfish bone in her body—just the one—which insisted that she stay. She could dedicate her entire life to the man, willingly, if he would have her. She would give him her body and her soul.

But in exchange, she needed him, too. She needed to possess him, to know that he was hers forever. If she had that, nothing else would matter.

Sansara picked up the tray with the omelet, toast, and coffee and swished from the kitchen into the hallway. She was going to bring it into his bedroom, but noticed the door to the office was already open. She had been so busy worrying about Arthur she’d failed to notice that he had gotten up and was hard at work.

Her pulse quickened as she came to the threshold and cleared her throat. “Breakfast, Arthur?”

He turned in his wheelchair, and smiled. There was nothing different about him, none of the awkwardness or the disdain she’d feared she would see on his face. He smiled at her just like he always had, and she felt her insides melt with the warmth of the relief that came with that smile.

“That would be great,” he said. “Thank you, Sansara. The coffee smells amazing.”

If anything his smile was broader and more handsome than he’d ever granted her before. She felt her heart beating harder as she slithered forward to put the tray down.

Had he… had he shaved? Was he trying to impress her?

Sansara was about to comment on this when Arthur reached for the coffee, brushing her arm with his, and her ability to think ground to a halt.

“Sansara, I want to apologize again for last night,” he said, holding the mug in both hands and looking at her seriously. “Some of the comments I made were… very out of line.”

“It’s… it’s fine, Arthur. I’m the one who should be apologizing.”

Her response came out automatically, but inside Sansara’s mind reeled. What did he mean his comments were out of line? Did he not mean them? Did he regret coming onto her? How could he just brush it all off like it was nothing when she’d spent all night tossing and turning and unable to sleep for the burning need that threatened to consume her?

Sansara cleared her throat and straightened up. “I hope you slept well.”

“Eventually,” Arthur said with a dry laugh, which she didn’t know how to interpret. “Once I fell asleep, I slept like a baby. And whatever I was dreaming about has given me an appetite. This omelet looks divine, Sansara. Have you eaten already?”

She smiled at him, still feeling confused. “I only really need to eat once a day,” she said. “I was going to visit my mother today, and have brunch with her, if you won’t need me while you work.”

Arthur chatted in a friendly manner as he ate, wishing her a pleasant visit, and thanking her again for the meal. He only requested that she help him change his sheets before she went, and she readily agreed, trying to find some hidden meaning in his suspiciously neutral manner.

His praise for her cooking and her service was as exuberant as ever. He really didn’t seem to be bothered by their interaction the night before at all… which bothered Sansara immensely.

He saw her completely naked! She rubbed her breasts in his face! Why was he acting like everything was normal?

Did she mean nothing to him? Was she just a sexy body that helped around the house? How could he not be concerned about their relationship after such a… dynamic shift? Should she be insulted?

Arthur seemed more determined and focused than ever, talking about his plans for work—delegating more tasks to his team, a video-call with upper management regarding his potential for a permanent supervisory position, his plans to push his calisthenics routine a bit more if she thought he could handle it.

Sansara listened and nodded, feeling more and more disappointed, until she couldn’t take it any more. Despite the fact that she’d been worried things would be different and awkward between them only moments ago, the fact that Arthur was acting completely normal and like nothing had happened actually hurt much worse than if he’d asked her to leave.

At least then she would have known that her presence had affected him on some level.

“Sounds like you’ve got everything under control,” she said, a bit curtly. “I’ll go change those sheets and then be on my way. I plan to be back in the early afternoon.”

Arthur rolled back from the desk, turning his chair to face her. “Do you want me to go with you?”

“What?”

“After that thing with Megan,” he said. “I talked to her about it, and I don’t think it’s going to be a problem again. But if you feel uncomfortable, I’ll go with you. I promised to protect you, Sansara, and I meant that.”

The doubts that had been crystallizing in Sansara’s mind shattered at his words, and she felt her cheeks warm with pleasure. “I appreciate the offer, Arthur, but you don’t have to do that. Not when I’m only going to be a couple of blocks away. I’ll bring my phone and call you if I have any trouble, though.”

He nodded reluctantly, and she made her way toward the door again. Arthur rolled forward, as if to chase her. “Sansara, wait.”

She turned, nervous sweat beading on her forehead. “Do you need something?”

“Yeah, I do. I mean… I think we need…” He sighed and rubbed his hands over his freshly shaved face. Then he let out an awkward laugh, the first time she’d seen a sign that he was uncomfortable that morning. It made her heart shiver. “Sansara, can we talk? About last night? I mean… a serious conversation. No bullshit. One hundred percent honesty. Can we do that?”

Sansara froze with her hand on the door jamb. She bit her lip and turned back to face him, terrified of what he was going to say. “Of course, we can talk. That’s what I’m here for.”

“I’m noticing that.”

He rolled closer to her and she lowered herself on her tail so that she was sitting at his height.

“In fact, I’m noticing a lot of the things you do, and the ways that you make yourself available to me, and I want you to know how much I appreciate it.”

Sansara nodded, mumbling something between a ‘thank you’ and an ‘I’m sorry’, not really sure what was going on.

“You’ve given me so much care and attention, Sansara,” he said. “I know that’s what I hired you to do, but I feel like you go above and beyond in so many ways. I don’t know if that’s just who you are, or if you have feelings for me—”

“I… you know I…” she stammered, not expecting such a direct question.

But it seemed Arthur wasn’t actually asking her. He didn’t wait for her to finish her statement before continuing on, as if afraid that if he stopped he wouldn’t be able to start again. “But I’m developing feelings for you. Ones I didn’t expect and I wasn’t prepared for, and I’m afraid I don’t really know what to do about it.”

Tears stung her eyes, and she blinked them back. Was this it? Was he really saying he felt the same way she did for him? Could it be true? She felt hot and cold and terrified and needy all at once. Her tongue twisted in knots as she fought herself over how to respond.

Arthur continued on despite not meeting her eyes. She noticed his hands were clenched on the arms of his chair.

“I don’t want you to go, Sansara. I don’t even want you to leave for brunch, because I’ll miss you—but of course you should go and see your mother, I’m not saying you shouldn’t. I just… I don’t want this to end because I’ve developed a crush. If you don’t feel the same way, I’ll just keep it to myself. I don’t want you to feel uncomfortable staying here, doing the job that we agreed upon. And I don’t want another caregiver now that I’ve had you, so… I just want to know how you feel. About me. And what you think we should do about it.”

Sweat poured down her back as Sansara fought against her monstrous urges. This was everything she had ever wanted, and now that Arthur had admitted he had feelings for her, too, Sansara’s willpower weakened dangerously.

He’d essentially given his consent, hadn’t he? He wanted her.

If she lunged at him and tore off his clothes right then and there, if she pulled him from his chair and took him forcefully on the office floor, would anyone blame her?

Negotiating with her instincts was like arguing with a toddler.

Of course, she shouldn’t rape him just because he’d expressed an interest in her. He had no idea what he was getting into by even suggesting he desired her. If he was interested, then the next step would be to explain exactly what such a relationship would entail.

But how the hell was she going to do that when her pussy was burning so hot with need that her entire body felt aflame? Sansara’s eyes glazed over as the battle within her body raged. She was so close. She couldn’t ruin it by losing control now.

Arthur mistook her silence for horror, and immediately stammered an apology. “I’m sorry, that was presumptuous,” he said, looking miserable. “I misread some of your looks for attraction or interest, and I thought—fuck, I know I’m being unprofessional, but Sansara… I haven’t felt like this since…”

His voice trailed off and Sansara struggled to speak. Her body shook with a desire so brutal it even frightened her, and it was everything she could do to control it. Concerned, Arthur wheeled forward and reached for her forehead. She recoiled with a hiss of surprise.

He didn’t flinch away from her.

“You’re burning up,” he said. “You’ve been working too hard. Are you sick?”

“No.” Sansara took a shuddering breath, willing herself to remain calm. “I’m sorry to worry you, Arthur… I didn’t expect—”

“If anything I said upset you, please forget I said it, Sansara,” he insisted. “We can just go back to how things were before. I won’t mention any of this again. I’m sorry.”

“Oh, Arthur, please don’t say that,” she gasped and clasped his hand in hers. “You took me by surprise, that’s all. I didn’t think it was ever possible that you would feel the same way about me as I do about you. Your words are the most beautiful thing I’ve ever heard and you’ve made me happier than I can say. But there’s something you need to know…”

Arthur’s eyes grew intense as he gazed upon her with the same heat she felt burning in her heart. “Tell me, Sansara. You can tell me anything.”

“I fear you are not safe with me any longer.”

Startled, Arthur pulled back. “What do you mean? Because of my ex-wife? I told you, Sansara. She’s been dealt with. If she bothers us again, I’ll go to the police.”

Sansara shook her head, tears in her eyes. “No, you are not safe with me, because of me. Because of what I am. My desire for you is growing too strong for me to control, Arthur. The breeding instinct that pushes all lamia women to find a mate once they become old enough to bear young is a… powerful thing. So powerful that I no longer trust myself to be near you. The mating impulse is like a fire burning inside me, and it will not abate until I’ve forced you to breed me.”

“You would force me?”

“No, I don’t want to force you. Arthur, you are my ideal man—emotionally, spiritually, biologically—I am drawn to you in every way. My body and soul have identified you as the perfect mate. I cannot bear the thought of being without you. But I would kill myself before I would force myself upon you, no matter what my instincts require of me.”

Sansara waited for the intensity of her statement to hit him, for him to back away from her in horror. But he didn’t. He continued to gaze at her in that emotionally loaded way that seemed to reach out and stroke her throbbing pussy like a physical touch.

“What do you want to do,” she whispered, “about my very, very unprofessional feelings, Arthur?”

He laughed and tugged her closer to him. “What if we embrace them?”

“Embrace them?” Her voice trembled. “But… aren’t you afraid?”

She could smell his earthy, masculine scent and feel the strength of his arms as he held her close—like he was afraid she might try to flee now that they were finally getting somewhere.

“I want to kiss you, Sansara.”

Her eyes darted to his mouth, her pulse beating thickly through her veins, and she licked her lips. “If you kiss me, there is a chance that I will lose control.”

“What happens if you lose control?” He pulled her closer, teasing her despite the fact that he was in danger, despite the fact that she was already losing control and she knew he must be able to feel it.

“I will fuck you,” she whispered huskily. “I will milk the seed from your body until my own is sated, and I will not stop until I’m finished. Men have died this way, Arthur.”

“Fucked to death by a beautiful woman?” His hands moved up her arms, squeezing her tightly and holding her firmly in place. She felt his breath against the side of her neck and shivered with longing. “There are worse ways to go.”

“I don’t want to kill you.”

“So, I can trust you to fight your urges?” Arthur’s voice was low, rumbling in his chest, and more commanding than she’d ever heard him before.

Her tail thrashed, pushing her closer to him. Her breasts squeezed together as he held her arms, and he held her so close that her nipples now scraped against the fabric of his shirt, sending electric jolts of pleasure through her body. “Yes, Arthur,” she whispered. “I will fight.”

“Then, bring it on.”

Every nerve in Sansara’s body burst into flame as Arthur pressed his mouth to hers, but she fought her instincts, fought for the life she might have with this man if she was able to control herself now.

Arthur Cain was worth fighting for.

***

Arthur

He was already rock hard by the time Sansara’s lips met his. But her kiss would have brought him back to life if he’d been dead. Hot, wet, open-mouthed and eager, she fell against him with more passion than any woman had ever shown him before. She pushed herself forward with her tail, grinding her pussy against his shaft, but he held her firm. Sansara was strong, and her tail was powerful, but he could hold his own.

Arthur’s muscles burned as he restrained Sansara’s advances, while holding her firm as his mouth explored hers. Her full, wet lips sucked on his. Her long forked tongue coiled around his as if it had a mind of its own. Her sharp, pointed teeth scraped his lips and he bit her back just to hear her moan.

If the lamia woman wasn’t careful, he’d be the one taking her forcefully. His need for her only grew the longer they embraced. Arthur grunted, pulled halfway from his chair as her tail thrashed again, and his cock was trapped between their bodies as if her lower lips were seeking him out as hungrily as her mouth was.

“Stop,” he gasped, not really wanting her to, but wanting to test the strength of her self-restraint. “Sansara, that’s enough.”

She broke away from him, turning her face away. Arthur still clutched her arms, still held her close enough that he could feel her heart hammering against his chest. Both of them shook with longing.

Normally Sansara’s eyes were human-looking with visible whites around her golden irises, only the slit-pupils and unusual color a sign of her monstrous heritage. Now, they had become completely reptilian—the irises swollen until no white remained, her pupils narrowed to predatory slits.

She panted, drool dribbled down her chin, and her red tongue flicked out to collect it—Arthur hadn’t realized how long it was, and his thoughts immediately went to other ways she might use it.

“Are you okay?” He noted the somewhat feral glint in her expression, but she nodded, seeming to come back to herself.

“Yes,” she said. “Yes, I’m still in control.”

“Good,” he said. “Because I almost lost it. You are so fucking hot.”

She moaned and pressed herself against him again. “I’m barely in control, Arthur. So don’t tempt me.”

He held her off, laughing huskily. “Okay. I’m thinking deeply unsexy thoughts about spreadsheets now. No more tempting.”

Sansara relaxed in his grip, and he loosened his hold on her. “I think I can manage this,” she said. “Little by little. If we take small steps, it might help me control myself better when the time comes.”

The fact that she was already planning to have sex with him mades Arthur stiffen again, but he tried not to draw attention to it, seeing that she was serious about how hard it was for her to control her urges.

When the time comes…

He was being promised the most intense sexual experience of his life, by the sexiest woman he’d ever met. The way she made it sound inevitable was a huge turn on, as if her attraction to him could never wane. The fact that she’d hinted the act might be dangerous somehow became a very small, easily ignored detail as he took in her obvious arousal.

The lamia woman still breathed heavily, her huge breasts popping out of the tight blouse she favored with her black skirt. The skirt was rumpled now, and the little lacy apron with the Maid for You logo was askew. Her cheeks were flushed, her eyes still glazed and fixed on him with desperate need as she panted in his arms.

There was nothing sexier than a woman completely out of control with desire.

That was part of what had attracted him to Megan, after all. The needy, selfish way she’d wanted him all the time. But as the years went by, it was the selfishness that had taken center stage. With Sansara, it seemed that her urge to fuck him was directly tied to her urge to serve him, which held much greater promise for emotional fulfilment in Arthur’s mind.

“You’re beautiful,” he said. “And I want you to stay with me. But I don’t want to keep you from your appointment.”

“Appointment?” She seemed momentarily confused. Then, realization dawned on her. “Oh! Brunch with my mother. What time is it? Do I still have time to change your sheets?”

Suddenly it seemed her lust for him—temporarily sated or permanently stoked, only time would tell—was overridden by her sense of duty. She hurried from the room, straightening her clothes and muttering under her breath about needing a shower before she left. Arthur chuckled as she got ready to go, changing his sheets first before deciding if she had time for a shower. Which, apparently, she did.

And if the sounds coming from the bathroom were any indication, Sansara managed to squeeze in a few minutes for getting dirty before she got clean. It was all Arthur could do not to request to join in when he heard her moaning his name.

But… since he had a new respect for the lamia woman’s strength, he decided it was best not to risk it.

Once Sansara was showered and dressed, she stopped into his office a final time. She brought him a coffee refill and paused to give him a chaste peck on the cheek, blushing a deep red. “I’m going,” she said. “Are you sure you won’t need anything? I’m sorry I won’t be here to massage your shoulders today.”

“I’ll survive,” he reassured her, his cheek tingling from the contact with her full, sensual lips. Now that he knew what they could do, even the sight of them was enough to inflame his desires. He forced his attention back to his computer screen. “I’ve got lots of work to do. And you’ll be back in time to help me with physio this afternoon, so maybe I’ll request a massage after that.”

“You’re my boss, Arthur,” she said, her voice lower than usual and dripping with innuendo. “You don’t have to make requests. You command me and I will do everything in my power to please you.”

Arthur took a deep breath and blew it out slowly. “Okay, then I command you to visit your mother so I can focus on my work.”

She let her tongue flick out between her teeth as if she were tasting the air between them. “Yes, boss.”

Arthur’s skin broke out in goosebumps at the sultry tone and the promise it implied. But he forced himself to be stern. “Now, Sansara. You make it very hard to think.”

“Sorry,” she said, giggling in such a way that Arthur suspected she was anything but. As she slithered out the door, he felt a pang of regret at seeing her go.

But he really did have work to do, and he really didn’t want her to feel like she wasn’t able to take breaks or visit her friends and family. Plus, it was good to know that they could break off in the middle of something as hot and heavy as that kiss had been and both survive.

It had been intense enough that a part of him had worried that he wouldn’t.

Once she was gone, however, Arthur found he still couldn’t focus on his work. He broke up his workload and delegated it to the rest of his team—who were happy for the extra responsibility and pleased that he was trusting them with more.

He had a few hours to kill, and his mind kept circling back to Sansara no matter how he tried to focus on something else. Eventually he gave up, grabbed his phone, and began to research lamia physiology. If he was going to sleep with Sansara—and there was no longer any doubt in his mind that he was—he wanted to know what he was getting into.

The more he read about ‘The Burning’ as many in the monsterkin communities referred to the mating urges that drove some races’ reproduction, the worse he felt. It turned out lamia weren’t the only monster race that required humans to breed, and of the ones who didn’t, many still experienced the drive to mate with humans now that they lived in close proximity with them. Human genetics were essential to the viability of the monster races, and even those groups that could reproduce without humans seemed to prefer human partners at least part of the time.

Lamia seemed to have a particularly rough time, however, because of their monstrous appearance and the fact that many humans feared snakes. Some lamia women had been driven to raping the men they desired who did not return their feelings or, as Sansara had hinted at, killing themselves when they felt the could no longer control their desires.

She hadn’t been kidding about how difficult the urge was to fight, and Arthur realized that her feelings for him must be even stronger than he realized if she was willing to live in torment just to be close to him.

This research led him down another rabbit hole, however, as images of naked lamia began to show up in his search results. He couldn’t help clicking now that he’d seen a glimpse of what Sansara had to offer… he wanted to know more…

The nude lamia on his phone screen wasn’t nearly as pretty as Sansara, nor as well endowed. Nevertheless, the sight of the woman’s naked form immediately aroused Arthur, allowing him to recall in vivid detail the lushness of Sansara’s body from the night before.

When she’d pressed her breasts into his face, Arthur had wanted to grab them, to suck on her rock-hard nipples, to squeeze their fullness over his face until he could hardly breathe.

The erection that had been stubbornly refusing to go away since their kiss had become a steel rod in his pants, and Arthur was tempted to relieve himself while looking at the pictures. Sansara had needed to, it wasn’t something he needed to feel ashamed about.

But he glanced at his watch, realizing there wasn’t enough time. He’d just have to control himself a little longer. It was almost time for their physio appointment, after which he planned to test out his ability to ‘command’ Sansara to give him a massage.

That wasn’t a dynamic that had interested him all that much previously, but Sansara seemed so into the idea of serving him that he could see the erotic appeal.

Arthur put the phone away, checked in with his team, and finished up the last of the day’s work. He was just turning off the computer when he heard the door open, and felt his heart rate increase with excitement.

Sansara was back. He rolled out to the living room to meet her for their physiotherapy session, a smile already on his face.


Chapter 13
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Arthur

He rolled around the corner into the hallway, a flirtatious comment ready on his lips. But the words died in his throat when he saw it was not Sansara who’d come in.

It was his daughter.

“Tanya, what are you doing here?” Shock chased away all other thoughts, and he immediately switched into Dad-mode. “Shouldn’t you be in school?”

His daughter’s jaw was clenched, and tears shimmered in her made-up eyes. “I got in a fight with mom, and I’m not going home.”

She threw her backpack on the floor and stomped into the living room. Arthur followed in his wheelchair, his mind reeling.

“It’s noon on a school day, Tanya,” he said. “You can’t just leave school any time you want. You have to call her and tell her you’re here before the school calls and reports you missing. She’ll freak out.”

“No, Daddy, please,” she said, pinning him with a look of such earnest desperation that he was forced to stop and listen. “I want to stay with you. Mom’s being crazy!”

He would have loved for her to stay with him, more than anything. But that was not the agreement he and Megan had come to, and Arthur was not willing to risk his rights to see his daughter just because they were having an argument.

“It’s not that simple,” he said, blowing out an exasperated breath. “I can get in big trouble having you here outside my visitation hours. If your mom complains, I could lose those hours completely. If you’re skipping school, me harboring you would be seen as enabling delinquent behavior.”

Tanya scowled, curling into a ball on the couch where she glowered at him from under the hood of her oversized black hoodie. “So, I’m a delinquent now?”

“That’s how the courts will treat you,” he said. “And I’ll come off even worse. It’s hard enough for fathers to get custody of their children without giving the courts additional reasons to turn them down. We have to play by the rules, Tanya.”

“Will you at least let me explain what happened before you make me call?”

She seemed to wilt under his stern gaze, and while inwardly Arthur was still panicking a little about how Megan was going to react to this stunt, he could tell that Tanya needed to talk.

“All right.”

“You know the things I was telling you about before?” Tanya said, uncurling from her ball a little bit. “About how she’s obsessed with your caregiver?”

Arthur nodded and rolled his chair closer to the couch. He put the brake on and lifted himself out of the chair so he could sit beside his daughter. She snuggled against his side like she was a little kid and spoke with a quavering voice. “It’s getting worse. Way worse. She has been calling all her friends and telling them that you’re ‘cheating’ on her. And of course, they’re, like, totally confused. Because she divorced you. And then she gets mad and acts like they’re being crazy for not being on her side. She’s written off all her friends now and just spends all day obsessing about it.”

Arthur didn’t like the sound of that, but he didn’t want to worry his daughter. “You didn’t run away because your mom was fighting with her friends. What else happened?”

Tanya took a shuddering breath. “I had to use mom’s computer last night, for a school project. They don’t let us take the chromebooks home anymore. And… she’s been searching for some really weird stuff. Lots of stuff about lamia… first kinda normal stuff like lifespan and biology. Then there was a bunch of other stuff like lamia anatomy, lamia seduction. Lamia whores. Lamia weaknesses. It freaked me out and I kinda yelled at her about it. I said it wasn’t healthy for her to be so obsessed with this.”

“You shouldn’t have done that, Tanya. You should have just told me and let me deal with her.”

“Yeah, well, I did. And Mom didn’t like it. She said all kinds of horrible things. Like, I couldn’t know what she was going through, having the love of her life stolen from her by some inhuman slut. Then I called her an inhuman slut for leaving you when you needed support. She’s been dating other guys, trying to find her happiness somewhere else, so why can’t you do the same? If she loved you so much, why did she have to ruin everything?”

Arthur looked down at the top of his daughter’s head, impressed with her for standing up to Megan like that. “You really said all that?”

“She got so mad,” Tanya said, her voice dropping. “She just went really still and quiet. And then she snapped. She slapped me so hard I bit my tongue. She freaked when she saw the blood, like she realized what she’d done or something, and she ran away crying. I cried too, but more because I was scared. It’s like she’s a different person, Daddy. She’s just… crazy.”

Arthur squeezed his daughter into his side, anger tearing through him at the thought of Megan hurting her. He was glad that Tanya hadn’t been hurt worse but that was completely beyond the pale, even for Megan. “I’m sorry, Tanya. She shouldn’t have done that. I can understand why you wanted to leave.”

Tanya nodded, her hooded head bobbing against his chest. “So, I packed my things in my school bag. At lunch time I told the school I wasn’t feeling well, and they called mom to come and get me. I went outside to wait for her, and then sent her a text not to worry about it, said I was feeling better. So, the school thinks I’m with Mom and Mom thinks I’m at school. And no one will even know any different until after track practice tonight at seven. So, we have some time. I don’t have to call her right now, do I?”

Arthur sighed. If Megan had hit Tanya, it wasn’t right to make the girl call her and explain herself. Arthur would have to do that himself. But he knew Megan was going to insist on coming to get Tanya, and without proof of abuse he wasn’t in a position to stop her without calling the police.

He explained all this to Tanya and asked, “What do you want me to do?”

“I don’t know,” she sniffed, wrapping her arms around him. “I just needed to see you and make sure you were okay.”

“Do you feel like you’re in danger if you go back there, sweetie?” he asked. “I’ve never known your mom to be violent, but it sounds like she’s been unpredictable lately.”

Tanya took another deep breath, and Arthur could feel her shaking as she struggled to calm down. “No, not really. I think she scared herself when she slapped me. And if she gets mad at me like that again, I’ll… I don’t know. Tell her I’ll call the cops. Or I’ll videotape it all with my phone so I can prove she’s being crazy. She won’t do anything if she thinks it can be used against her. I just… I can’t stand her, Daddy. She’s awful. I don’t want to live with her anymore. I think she’s a narcissist.”

“She’s definitely always been selfish,” Arthur agreed.

“No, I’m serious. Like, I think she’s a legit narcissist. I saw this thing online called the Narcissist’s Prayer and it fits her perfectly.”

Tanya pulled out her phone and showed Arthur a screenshot of the meme.

The Narcissist’s Prayer

That didn’t happen. And if it did, it wasn’t that bad.

And if it was, that’s not a big deal.

And if it is, that’s not my fault.

And if it was, I didn’t mean it.

And if I did, you deserved it.

Arthur laughed without humor. “Yeah, okay. That does sound like her.”

He squeezed Tanya again and rubbed the top of her head through her hoody.

“You feel stronger, Dad,” Tanya said, poking his arms. “Even since last weekend.”

“I’ve been working out as well as my physio,” he said. “Fortunately, I haven’t lost much upper-body strength since I use my arms so much to get around.”

“You could just say thank you.”

“Thank you,” he laughed. Then he exhaled slowly. “Look, Tanya, you know I want you here too. I understand your frustration, and that you want to leave. I’ve suspected there’s something wrong with your mom for a while now, but especially lately. But we still need to tell her where you are. If you don’t think it’s dangerous for you to go home, I think we should do that.”

“Okay,” Tanya said meekly.

“I’ll look into what needs to be done to file for full custody, but we have to do it the right way,” Arthur insisted. “If your mom is struggling with her mental health right now, we don’t want to exacerbate that by publicly shaming her or making her out to be more of a villain than everyone else is already starting to see her as. I don’t want to be petty, but we also need to make a solid case.”

Tanya sat up and rubbed her eyes, smearing black makeup over her cheek and the back of her hand. “Yeah, the stupid courts. I get it dad. So what do I do in the meantime? Just smile and nod and pretend to be happy I’m living with a psycho?”

“Well, don’t do anything to make it harder for yourself,” Arthur said. “Try not to fight with her. But keep your eyes and ears open. Next time you see something like what you saw on the computer, or if you hear her saying stuff like she was saying to her friends, don’t let her know that you know. Take photos, screenshots, record worrying conversations. Anything you can do to document the behavior you’re concerned about.”

Tanya brightened at this. “What, like some kind of investigator?”

“Like from your true crime shows,” Arthur said. “But with less murder.”

“You hope,” Tanya said, rolling her eyes.

Arthur felt his mood darken.

“If she hits you again, Tanya, you come straight here,” he said, his tone serious. “We’ll go immediately to the cops if there’s a chance that you are in danger. Got it?”

Before she could answer, the front door opened and Sansara called out a greeting.

“In the living room,” Arthur called. Then, as a precaution, he added. “Tanya is here.”

“Oh, wonderful!” she called from the entryway. “I picked up some things for dinner. There should be plenty of extra!”

Sansara slithered through the front door and into the living room, carrying some bags as if she’d done some shopping on the way home. Seeing Tanya’s tear-streaked face, she stopped, the smile falling from her face. “Is everything okay?”

“I just needed to see my Dad,” Tanya said, standing from the couch. She turned to Arthur. “Call Mom if you want to, but I’m not going home unless she promises not to freak on me.”

Tanya slouched over to where she’d tossed her backpack in the hallway, picked it up and turned toward her room. “I’m tired. I’m gonna go take a nap.”

Arthur watched her go, feeling conflicted. He really did need to call Megan, but it was the last thing he wanted to do.

***

Sansara

Arthur gave her a brief run down of what was going on with Tanya, before excusing himself to make the call to his ex-wife. Sansara didn’t want to make things more stressful by adding her opinion into the mix—though if Arthur had insisted, she would have told him that she thought Megan was a next-level bitch who didn’t deserve to have him or Tanya in her life. Instead, she busied herself with putting away the shopping and tidying up the kitchen and living room.

While she worked, she tried to keep half an ear toward the office door where she could almost hear Arthur’s conversation with his ex. She seemed to be taking the news better than Sansara had feared. She couldn’t hear the words being said, but Arthur sounded fairly neutral rather than the irritation or exasperation she’d overheard when they’d spoken after Megan had been caught stalking Sansara.

She heard a few “Yep. Mmhmm,” and “Sure. That’s fine,” from Arthur when Megan was talking, so Sansara supposed things must be going all right.

She was in the kitchen when Arthur finally hung up, and it took all of her self-restraint not to rush to him and grill him about the conversation. He looked tired when he rolled into the hallway, but he gave Sansara a smile that eased some of her worries.

“Well?” she prompted. “Everything going to be all right?”

Arthur shrugged and rolled past Sansara into the kitchen, where their conversation was less likely to be overheard by Tanya if the girl wasn’t napping like she’d said. “Megan was… more understanding than I expected. I think Tanya running away rattled her. She tried to ask about you a few times, but I shut her down and brought the conversation back where it belonged.”

“Is Tanya safe with her?” Sansara asked, more worried about the girl than her own safety. Arthur’s brow furrowed, and she wondered if she’d over-stepped. But it was an important question, and she didn’t want Arthur to avoid thinking about it just because it was difficult. “I’m sorry if that’s not my business, but I can’t help but worry after seeing what Megan is like for myself.”

Arthur ran a hand through his hair and sighed. “I’m worried, too. I don’t think she’ll be a danger to Tanya. She never has been before. But I trust Tanya to read the situation and get out if things get worse. We talked about it before you got home.”

“If you’re worried, why not let her stay here?”

“Our custody agreement doesn’t allow me to make those decisions on my own, Sansara, or I would in a heartbeat.”

Arthur rolled himself over to the coffee machine, poured himself a cup of cold, black caffeine, and put it in the microwave.

Sansara cursed herself for not putting on a fresh pot when he went into the office. “Let me fix a new one,” she said, taking the rest of the cold coffee and dumping it down the drain. “Don’t drink that.”

Arthur shrugged and rolled back to the table, continuing his train of thought. “As it is, the best way to make sure Tanya is forever at Megan’s mercy is for me to let her stay here. If I’m seen as enabling truancy or attempting to manipulate our visitation schedule, the courts will chew me up and spit me out. I risk all access to my daughter if I don’t do this the right way. If I want to even have a chance of rescuing Tanya from Megan before she’s legally an adult, I have to play nice.”

“Is that your goal?” Sansara asked as she scooped freshly ground coffee into the machine. “To have full custody?”

Having the young woman here with them would complicate her budding relationship with Arthur. How would she fuck him senseless in every room of the house with his daughter around? Of course, as much as she wanted Arthur, Sansara wasn’t going to put her sexual needs ahead of keeping a child safe from harm. Megan might be that selfish, but she was not. Besides, Tanya would have to go to school. Sansara could ravage Arthur then. It wouldn’t be the end of the world to share the home with another person.

Arthur was saying something, but Sansara missed it, her mind already coming up with ways that she could get Arthur alone… Actually, the more she thought about it, the more she liked the idea of having to sneak around, servicing her man on the sly… it was a bit like the boss/caregiver dynamic, another element of eroticism to add to their relationship. With Arthur it wasn’t hard to make everything about their time together erotic.

Arthur wheeled down the hallway toward Tanya’s room, and Sansara realized that he must have said he was going to talk to her. She heard him knocking on the door, and decided to go to the kitchen to make coffee, wanting to give them some privacy.

Still, the house wasn’t that big and she couldn’t help but overhear the conversation.

“Hey, sweetie,” he said. “I know you’re thinking about taking a nap, so I’m going to be doing my physio in the living room. Do you mind hanging out in here for a while, maybe an hour or so, even if you can’t fall asleep right away?”

Tanya came to the door, with her makeup cleaned off, and looking a bit less upset. “No, that’s fine. What’s going on with Mom?”

Sansara poured Arthur’s fresh coffee into a travel mug with a lid and carried it into the living room along with a bottle of ice water, her heart suddenly humming at the idea of their physio routine. She’d thought he might not want to do it with his daughter here, but it seemed they’d still get a bit of one on one time after all.

“She’s going to come by and pick you up after work,” Arthur said.

Tanya groaned loudly. “Fine.”

“Just bear with me while I get this sorted out, okay?” Arthur spoke gently to his daughter, and it made Sansara love him even more than he could be so sweet and soft even when going through something as stressful as this.

He continued, “She’s promised not to make a big deal about you coming here. When you’re home, try to make as little friction between the two of you as possible. Keep a journal of everything that’s going on. I don’t want you playing investigator—that’s not your job. But if things escalate, if possible, bring me proof to back up anything we might need to show to the lawyers, okay? Your mom has probably deleted that search history now since you confronted her about it, and she’ll definitely be more cautious around you, so don’t go out of your way to dig for anything unless it’s absolutely necessary for me to show the cops or lawyers to get you out of there. I mean it.”

Sansara’s ears perked up at that. She hadn’t heard all the details of Tanya’s blow up with her mother, but there seemed to be more to it than she realized.

“Yeah, I know. I won’t go looking for trouble, but if anything happens…Screenshots, photos, video and voice recording,” Tanya said. “I’ve got it dad. Sorry I didn’t think to do that before. I was just so upset.”

“Hey,” Arthur said, chuckling darkly. “I count it as a parenting win that you haven’t had to do anything like this before. We’ll figure it out.”

Tanya mumbled something and closed the door and in a few moments, Arthur rolled down the hallway and into the living room. He looked amazing, wearing sweats and a tight t-shirt that showed off his arms and chest. Sansara felt her body respond instantly to his presence.

But she had to ask, “What search history were you talking about, Arthur?”

Arthur frowned. “Apparently Tanya found evidence that Megan is researching lamia. Anatomy, seduction of human mates, lifespan, physical weaknesses. I know it sounds bad, but—”

“Do you think she’s dangerous?”

“For as long as I’ve known her she’s been all bark and no bite,” Arthur said with a sigh. “Although she isn’t above sneaky things like complaining to her boss to get someone fired, she has never been physically dangerous.”

Sansara felt shaken by the idea that this woman she’d never even met might be looking up ways to kill her.

“I think… if it’s all right with you, I’ll take you up on that escort offer next time I go shopping,” Sansara said. “After you said you sorted things out over the phone I thought maybe I was being paranoid, but this sounds like it’s escalating, doesn’t it?”

“Honestly, I’d feel better if I was with you too,” he said. “I’m sorry you’ve gotten tangled up in the middle of all of this. It’s not your fault and you shouldn’t have to deal with any of it. I’ll even take you to see your mother, if you need.”

“Ogrim can pick me up and walk me home on those days,” she said. “That’s mom’s orc friend, the one she’s staying with. He doesn’t like to leave her alone, but she’s more than well enough that he can take five or ten minutes away. And we can plan our shopping for one day a week so we don’t interrupt the schedule too much.”

“Sure, Sansara,” he said. “Whatever makes you happy and helps you to feel safe.”

He rolled across the room to her, and her pulse quickened. When he was right next to her, he took her hands in his. Sansara’s eyes widened.

Arthur let go of her hand. “I’m sorry,” he said. “I should have asked first. I just wanted to be close to you.”

Sansara was beginning to sweat again. Her tail coiled around his wheelchair as if she subconsciously wanted to trap him there with her. He began to say something, but she couldn’t hear the words, her gaze fixated on his mouth. She wanted to tear his clothes off right then and there, to cover his mouth while she made use of his body, preventing him from making any noises to alert the girl down the hall.

“Hey, Earth to Sansara?” Arthur said, rolling his chair back slightly. “You feeling okay? Looks like you’re getting a little… warm.”

Sansara knew he recognized her internal struggle, and felt ashamed of herself for letting it take control of her again. Especially when he had so many other things to worry about. But after the kiss they’d shared that morning, Sansara knew they couldn’t wait much longer before something had to happen between them. Her desire was becoming painful and all consuming.

Still, she smiled, pushing those thoughts away and smothering them with the dreams she had for the future.

Patience, Sansara, she told herself. Your patience will be rewarded. Sex now, or a lifetime of lovemaking with the man of your dreams. Control yourself!

Sansara took a deep breath and cleared her throat. “Right,” she said. “Well, it’s time for your physical therapy, then. If I’m going to be made to suffer, then so will you.”

Arthur laughed. “Is that a threat, or a promise?” he teased.

“I haven’t decided yet,” Sansara said. “How strong do you feel, Mr. Cain?”

He grinned at her, and her heart drummed in her chest. God, he was so handsome!

“Strong enough,” he said, eyeing her cautiously.

Sansara moved her tail, allowing him to roll the chair back further. “All right. Then get on the floor and tell me when it hurts.”


Chapter 14
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Tanya

She knew she shouldn’t, but Tanya couldn’t help pressing her ear to the door and listening while Dad and the lamia woman did their physiotherapy. After everything Mom had been saying about the two of them, she half expected to hear gross sex noises or something, but as far as she could tell they were actually just doing exercises.

Maybe there was a bit more sultriness to Sansara’s voice than when she spoke around Tanya. But she always kind of sounded like one of those breathy, silver-screen actresses from back in the day.

Dad’s voice was also deeper than normal, which made Tanya giggle. Her health teacher had said that boys naturally deepened their voices when talking to girls they’re attracted to. Was that what Dad was doing?

It was kind of cute, these old people flirting like teenagers. And Sansara had definitely made a positive impact on her father—as much as Tanya would like to take all the credit for insisting he get a caregiver, she was pretty sure this particular caregiver was going the extra mile. Whether there was something romantic going on between the two of them or not, it was obvious the lamia woman was taking very good care of her dad, and she really seemed to take her job seriously, which made Tanya feel good about the arrangement.

Dad deserved something nice after everything he’d gone through.

Certain that she wasn’t going to hear any scandalous noises, Tanya crawled back into bed and pulled the covers over her head. The last few days at home with Mom had been emotionally exhausting, and the idea of having to go back there just sucked the life out of her.

She got what her dad was saying about trying to make things work, and she knew he was right about the stupid lawyers and judges. But thinking about it made her want to close her eyes and sleep for the rest of her life… or at least until she was eighteen and didn’t have to listen to some stupid judge who didn’t even know her or her parents tell her what was best for her life.

She closed her eyes and slipped into a fitful dream, and was woken by a gentle tapping on her door. Tanya groaned at being interrupted when she was just falling asleep. That was so annoying! But when she glanced at the little digital clock on her night stand she realized she’d been asleep for over an hour. The knocking persisted.

“What?” she said, still feeling grumpy despite the fact that she’d actually gotten the nap that she wanted.

The door opened, and Sansara poked her head in through the crack. “I’m sorry, Tanya. I didn’t know you were sleeping.”

“Well, I’m not anymore.” The lamia woman frowned and Tanya felt a bit guilty for being snappy at her. “It’s all right. I shouldn’t sleep the whole time I’m here anyway. What’s up?”

“I’m just wondering if you’ve had lunch.”

“No,” Tanya said. “But I’m not that hungry.”

As soon as she said it she realized it was a lie. She was actually starving. But she could take care of her own food, just like she did at home.

“Your father is in the shower,” Sansara said. “I was going to make something for him to eat when he’s out. Physiotherapy takes a lot out of him. If you haven’t eaten, I can make something for you too.”

Tanya’s stomach rumbled and the lamia woman’s eyebrows shot up. “Uh, I guess that’s a ‘yes please,’” Tanya said. “If it’s not too much trouble. I usually just do my own thing, though.”

“It’s no trouble at all,” Sansara said, beaming widely. “I’ll come get you when it’s ready.”

As she slipped back out the door, Tanya called her back. “Sansara?”

The lamia woman returned, a concerned expression on her pretty face. She really was one of the most beautiful women Tanya had ever seen—and definitely the prettiest she’d seen in real life. People had always commented on her mother’s beauty, which, when Tanya had been much younger, had made her want to grow up to be just like her pretty Mommy. But now that Tanya was older, and had seen beneath the surface of her mother’s superficial charms, she could see that Megan’s prettiness was the definition of ‘skin deep.’ Tanya wasn’t sure what to make of Sansara yet, but she had to ask the woman something if she was going to be spending a lot of time with her father, just to satisfy her own curiosity.

Still, it was an awkward question to ask a woman you hardly knew. She frowned.

“Okay, I’m just going to be awkward for a sec,” she blurted out. “You’ve been helping my dad out for a while, and… it seems like you’re doing a really good job. And I’m not accusing you of anything, but my mom… Ugh. Well, I just want to know if there’s anything to what she says about you. Do you have feelings for my dad?”

Sansara’s eyes widened and a blush crept into her cheeks, which somehow made her look even prettier. Tanya cursed her rotten luck that when she blushed she looked like a sweaty tomato and it made her makeup stand out like she’d layered it on with a spatula. Maybe she could ask Sansara about how she pulled that little trick off. If she stuck around…

The lamia woman moved into the room, swaying her tail back and forth in a way that Tanya found extremely interesting. Sansara sat on the edge of the bed and took a deep breath.

“I think… you wouldn’t be asking me that question if you didn’t already have some idea of how I feel.”

Tanya nodded. “I have a guess. But I don’t want to be like my mom and jump to conclusions. I mean, you’re Dad’s caregiver and it makes sense that you would grow close… I just…”

“Tanya, I am very much in love with your father,” Sansara said, lowering her head so that her hair fell forward over her shoulders. She swept her fingers through her long blonde locks and pulled them out of her face, smiling at Tanya shyly. “It’s very unprofessional of me to feel that way, of course. But Arthur is aware of how I feel and we’re… trying to figure out what to do about it, I guess.”

Tanya sighed, not really surprised but feeling a bit unnerved by the fact that her mother had been right. The lamia woman did have her eyes on Tanya’s father. But she found she didn’t really mind that idea so much. “You’ve been very devoted to him,” she said. “I noticed, even at the beginning. Is it because of the accident? Because he saved your mom?”

Sansara nodded her head. “That was a big part of what drew me to him,” she said. “He’ll always be a hero in my eyes. And if he hadn’t needed a caretaker, I would have come to help him as much as I could anyway. I feel I owe him that for what he’s given me. But since meeting him, and spending time with him every day, my affection for Arthur has only grown stronger.”

Tanya turned toward the lamia woman, and gave her the most serious, earnest, you’ve-gotta-tell-me-the-truth look she could muster. “Do you think he’ll get better?”

Sansara took Tanya’s hand in her own and squeezed her fingers tightly. “It will be very difficult,” she said. “Getting your father back to his full strength—emotionally and physically—is going to be a challenge. But if anyone can do it, he can. He is the strongest man I’ve ever met, and he’s very motivated to get better so that he can be the best father he can be. I’m willing to do everything in my power to help him, too. So, to answer your question, Tanya… yes, I think he is going to get better.”

“I think he’s not just determined for my sake anymore,” Tanya said, feeling her own cheeks flush.

“Well, having two reasons to get better can only be… better… right?” Sansara gave a small chuckle. “How do you feel about all of this? Are you all right with a lamia loving your father?”

Tanya shrugged and scooted back on the bed a little, pulling her feet up into a cross-legged position. Whenever she felt uncomfortable, she wanted to curl up in a ball. She glanced down at Sansara’s tail and wondered how it would feel to curl up with her own tail wrapped around her like a blanket. She bet that would feel really nice and comfortable. Tanya settled for tugging her sweater down over her knees and pulling her arms inside.

“It’s kinda weird. I still think it’s weird that my parents aren’t together anymore, even though, like, I’m really glad for my dad that my mom left him. It sucked at first, but he’ll be so much better off without her in the long run.”

Sansara nodded, but Tanya couldn’t tell if it was in agreement with what she’d said or if she was just indicating that she was listening.

Tanya continued, unloading all the things she’d been thinking and feeling over the last few weeks. “I wanted to quit school and help Dad myself before he agreed to hire you, but of course neither of them would let me. The most important thing is that someone is here with him. I used to worry about him all the time, but since you’re here now, at least I know he’s not alone. So… I guess… as long as you’re taking good care of him, if you love him, too, that can’t be a bad thing, right? I don’t think my mom’s ever loved anyone more than she loves herself. And that didn’t turn out very good for any of us.”

Sansara patted her back and smiled. “You know what I think, Tanya?”

Tanya resisted the urge to tuck entirely inside her sweater and disappear. “What?”

“I think your dad is a very lucky man to have a daughter who loves him as much as you do,” the lamia woman said. “And he loves you more than anything, too. No matter what happens, he would never let a relationship with me—even if it became a romantic one—get in the way of his relationship with you.”

Tanya felt tears sting her eyes as she nodded. “I know. Thanks, though.”

“Now, I’m going to go make us a late lunch,” she said. “All these feelings make a girl hungry, don’t they?”

Tanya laughed and nodded again as the lamia woman swept out of the room. She stayed on the bed, curled up on herself, wishing she could just stay here instead of having to go home.

Mom was so angry and obsessed over the idea of Dad falling in love with a ‘monster’. But to Tanya, it was clear that the real monster was Megan Cain. And she wouldn’t be able to hide it from the rest of the world for very long at this rate.

***

Arthur

When Megan arrived to pick up Tanya that night, Arthur made sure Sansara stayed far away from the doors and windows so that his ex-wife wouldn’t gather any extra fuel for her insanity. Just in case, he turned his phone on to record the interaction before rolling out onto the step with Tanya to make sure that Megan kept her promise to keep her cool.

When Megan got out of the car, he noticed immediately that she’d done something new with her hair. Maybe a new cut or a slightly different shade. She always went to the salon when she was feeling stressed, as if spending hundreds of dollars on herself for no reason was the only cure for life’s dissatisfactions.

She stood next to the driver’s door and glared at him. She didn’t even glance at her daughter as Tanya slouched her way across the yard and got in the car. Megan’s gaze was pinned on Arthur.

“I’m sorry for the awkward situation,” he said. “I didn’t have anything to do with her decision to come here. But don’t take it out on Tanya, okay? She’s having a hard time with the divorce too.”

“Is that lamia still living here?” Megan asked, her one-track-mind clearly not willing to be derailed by ‘minor’ things like the well-being of her child.

“Yes, Megan.” Arthur sighed wearily. “We talked about this. She will be living with me until I don’t need help any more. That’s why I hired her.”

“Have you fucked her yet?”

Tanya made a strangled sound and stuck her head out the window. “Jesus, Mom!”

“Don’t make a scene in front of our daughter and the neighborhood, Megan,” Arthur said. “It makes you look worse than it does me.”

Megan turned her glower to the house, then back to him, then back to the house again. Finally, realizing she wasn’t going to catch sight of the woman if Sansara decided she didn’t want to be seen, she gave Arthur a last, defiant look. “Fine. But this isn’t over, Arthur. You can’t just ruin my life and start a new one, like I never existed. I’m still here!”

He shook his head, hardly able to believe she could be this delusional. “When you made me sign those divorce papers, you literally gave me permission to go start a new life. In fact, you forced this new life on me so that you could be free to go start your own.”

“Not a new life with someone else, with a monster,” she shouted. “I’m still here!”

“Yes, I see that. You’ve said that twice. And now that you’ve got Tanya in the car, it’s time for you to go.”

“How can you do this to me?” Megan hissed at him. She got in the car and slammed the door, glowering out the window as she cranked the engine over. “How can you do this and pretend you ever loved me?”

“Goodbye, Megan,” he said, refusing to engage with the rest of her bullshit. “I’ll see you again at the next handoff. Don’t give our daughter any reason to run away again, or I’ll make sure she doesn’t ever need to come back.”

Megan’s eyes widened with shock as she realized Tanya must have told him about last night’s slap. She rolled up the window without hurling any more insults, and drove away.

Tanya waved morosely from the back window, and Arthur felt a pang of regret that there wasn’t more he could do. But he knew Tanya could take care of herself. She’d proven it when she made her way halfway across New Justice City to him without alerting Megan or the school.

If Megan tried anything else with Tanya, he was certain she’d find her way back here again—and they’d deal with the legal fallout of that situation if they had to. Arthur was fairly certain he had enough evidence of Megan’s troubling behavior that he could at least instill some doubt in a custody trial. But he’d prefer to wait until he was completely certain, just in case.

When he came back inside, he could hear Sansara humming in his bedroom. Arthur took a moment to recompose himself, pushing away the thoughts of Megan so he didn’t ruin the rest of their evening. He made sure his phone ringer was on so that Tanya could contact him if she needed to, and then rolled down the hallway to his room.

Golden candlelight flickered on the walls of the bedroom from candles the lamia woman had arranged on his dresser and bedside table. A row of ornate-looking bottles was on one of the tables, too. Arthur recognized one of them as the bottle of massage oil she’d purchased a few days ago. The others looked like they might be similar, but had a more otherworldly look about them. He wondered if they might contain some of the dubiously legal elven medicine he’d been hearing about.

“What’s all this?” he asked softly as he rolled into the room.

“I promised you a massage, didn’t I?” Sansara’s voice was a husky purr that immediately drew goosebumps along the surface of his skin. “I have some new oils I’d like to try, if you’re still in the mood.”

Arthur rolled toward the bed, and stood shakily. His muscles were tense but able to support his weight, despite the intensity of the physio exercises she’d had him complete that afternoon. Sansara pressed her lips together, holding back a comment about him over-exerting himself, no doubt. She relaxed when he moved onto the bed.

“A massage sounds wonderful,” he said. “And maybe when you’re done with me, I could massage you?”

Sansara startled at the idea, dropping the bottle of oil she’d been holding. Arthur’s arm shot out and he caught it before it hit the ground. She laughed nervously. “I’m sorry, that was clumsy of me,” she said. “I… I think that sounds lovely, Arthur, but surely that crosses into unprofessional territory…”

Arthur slid his hand along her scaled hip, just below the hem of her skirt, then up along her waist. He relished the way her entire body quivered at his touch. Massaging her would be a pleasure for both of them. He said, “More unprofessional than our kiss this morning? Because I’m not sure I want to go back to being professional if I have to give that up.”

Sansara moaned softly and leaned into his touch, her slitted eyes half closed. She swallowed. “I don’t either,” she said. “Still, I would prefer to service you, Arthur. I find it very arousing to be your devoted maid.”

“All right,” he said, letting his hand drop to the bed. “But one day I’d like to try.”

“One day,” she promised. “Tonight, though, I have some special oils to try. I got them just for you.”

She took the bottle from his hands and set it on the side table along with the others. Then she came to stand in front of him, bending at the waist to help him lift his t-shirt over his head. Her full, heavy breasts hovered in front of his face for a moment, and Arthur longed to bury his face between them. As she stripped the shirt off his body, she paused to let her eyes rove over his bare chest, her tongue flicking out between her lips.

“Would you like me to take everything off this time?” he asked, noting the obvious desire in her gaze. His legs were riddled with scars, and he didn’t want that look transforming into one of disgust, or worse, pity, but somehow he knew that wouldn’t be much of a problem to her.

Sansara laughed darkly. “I think… if you were to do that, you would be putting yourself in danger, Arthur. I may not be able to resist the temptation of your naked, ready body.”

“You’re serious?” Arthur asked, feeling a tension in his belly that in no way reduced his own arousal. When the lamia woman nodded, he conceded. “I’ll keep my boxers on then.”

Sansara lowered herself before him, helping to tug his jeans off, and keeping her eyes averted from his swelling length, easily visible through the thin fabric. Getting the hint, Arthur lay back and rolled onto his stomach, shifting until he was comfortable despite laying on top of his rock-hard shaft.

The lamia woman moved softly and silently around the bed, lighting a few more candles, before she returned to the side table and picked up a bottle of oil. As she moved around the room, Arthur could smell the citrusy scent of her, which he was beginning to think might be the scent of her arousal.

“These oils have been infused with elven ingredients,” she explained as she went through the collection. “Including some of the active ingredients found in powerful elven salves. I did some research and found a company that sells them this way as a kind of work around to avoid the legal implications of selling elven medicine to human consumers. Regulators haven’t caught wind of this distribution method, yet. But I bought as much as I could afford, just in case. Even the ones I bought from the store down the block have a hint of the ingredients but these are much—”

“You used your own money?” Arthur asked, cutting her off, uncomfortable with the idea. “At least let me reimburse you.”

“It is not illegal for me to use the oils,” she said. “So, it is safer if we can claim they belong to me and not you. Minthara passed this tip on to me through an intermediary. It seems to be something the authorities are cracking down on more often, and I won’t risk you getting in trouble.”

“I don’t want you to get in trouble either, Sansara.”

“I won’t,” she said. “I can say they are for my mother. No one will argue with me about that.”

Arthur sighed, not wanting to argue with her about the risk she’d taken, but still uncomfortable with it. “So how do they work? You just use them like regular oil? Does the medicine absorb through the skin?”

“We will use the elven oils only on your lower body,” she said. “As they are most effective when applied directly to the injured area. I’ll use the regular massage oil for your upper body.”

“And where will we start?”

Arthur jumped as he felt a cool splash of oil on his back, and the lamia’s hands slid over his shoulders, spreading the oil over his skin. “Upper body first,” she said. “In case massaging your lower body leads to… distractions.”

“What if I’m already distracted?” he asked, turning his head so that he could watch her as she worked.

“Then you’ll keep it to yourself so that I can concentrate.” She bit her lip and glanced at him from the corner of her eye. “Unless you wish to tempt Fate.”

The soft candlelight flickered over her shiny scales and highlighted the curves of her luscious body. The top two buttons of her blouse had come undone, so her breasts spilled from the top as she leaned over him. Her skirt had shifted up her hips, riding up her sides as she leaned against the bed. Sansara slid onto the bed next to him, slipping her fingers through the oil as she dug into his muscles. Arthur moaned with pleasure, and she moved closer, her breasts pressing close to his face as she leaned across his torso to rub along his spine.

She pressed her hips against his body as she worked, and her skirt rose higher, until her bare, wet pussy was exposed. At some point during the day, she’d removed her undergarments. Arthur wondered if she’d been wearing anything under her skirt when they’d kissed, or if she’d gotten so wet that she’d been forced to remove them afterward. He felt the heat of her sex pressing into his side and moaned again. She echoed him with a whimper of her own, thrusting her pussy against his side as she ground her fingers into his muscles.

Sansara was so lost in the massage that she hardly seemed to notice that she was grinding into him, or the bed, as she became increasingly aroused. Arthur could hardly focus on the massage he was so turned on by her wanton noises and motions. When Sansara reached for the bottle of massage oil on the table, he snapped his arm out and grabbed her wrist.

“Arthur…” she said, panting slightly. “What are you—?”

“Let me.” His voice came out in an almost commanding growl. “I want to touch you, Sansara. I want to help.”

The lamia’s blouse was pulled askew so that one of her pert, diamond-hard nipples poked out the top of the neckline. Arthur wanted to yank her forward and suck on it more than he’d wanted anything in the world, but Sansara was shaking in his grip, her eyes lustful but uncertain.

She took a series of deep breaths, each one lifting her breasts higher as her body wriggled to escape the confines of her clothing. Then she tugged Arthur’s hand down, guiding it to her glistening sex.

“Oh, fuck, you’re so wet,” he groaned as he slipped his fingers along her slit.

“Arthur,” she moaned as she pressed herself against him. “You’re my boss… we shouldn’t—”

There was something about her tone of voice that told Arthur his being her boss was a big part of the turn on for Sansara, rather than her protest being real. Besides, she was the one who’d put his hand there.

Still, he asked, “Do you want me to stop?”

“I’ll do anything you tell me to,” she whispered. “Anything you want. You only have to command it.”

He growled. “Then let your boss play with his maid while she massages him.”

Sansara’s entire body trembled at his words, and she grunted an indiscernible response, as she placed her own hands back on his shoulders. She went back to massaging him as if she didn’t want to acknowledge the way he was touching her.

Arthur rolled onto his side, so that they lay facing one another, with Sansara a little higher up on the bed than he was. His face nuzzled into her chest as she reached her arms around him, stroking her hands up and down his back. His fingers slipped into her pussy, which was so hot it nearly burned his fingers, searching for the swollen nub of her clit. He’d seen pictures online of lamia pussies and knew they worked very much the same as those of human women, only their pleasure centers were more exposed and easier to stimulate.

Sansara bucked her hips against him when he found the spot. He had to wriggle his other arm up around her shoulders to hold her still as he began to stroke her. Still, she said nothing, as if it was taking all of her willpower to obey his orders and focus on his massage.

Arthur rolled onto his back, tugging her partly on top of him. Her hips began to move with his strokes, even as she ground her fingers into his chest and shoulder muscles. Her arms pumped as she worked, bouncing her breasts until they bulged completely out of the top of her shirt. Arthur reached up to take one in his hand, kneading her tit as she massaged him. Sansara’s mouth hung open, her long tongue lolling as she bucked her hips, moaning and whimpering in desperation for the climax Arthur was hoping to draw from her.

Her tail thrashed, knocking against the wall so hard that one of Arthur’s pictures fell, smashing to the floor. Neither of them cared. He pinched her nipple, rolling the hard nub in his fingers as she panted and grunted, thrusting her sex against his hand like she wanted to force him deeper inside. Still, she dug into his muscles, as if, even in the throes of passion she was intent upon putting his needs ahead of her own.

Arthur fought against her, determined to make the lamia cum in his hands, even if it did put him at risk. He could feel her body stiffen, shaking as she fought her own battle against her desires. Her instincts drove her to fuck him, so Arthur figured his best chance of staying in control was to fuck her first.

Arthur groaned and pushed his fingers deeper into her pussy, his mind hardly able to focus on the massage at all. He gasped when her muscles clamped down on him, sucking his fingers inside her. Sansara dug her fingernails into his chest, crying out, finally having forgotten about her massage mission. Her channel slurped at him like a mouth drinking from a straw as she came, tight, hungry, and desperate.

Arthur immediately imagined what her pussy would feel like, wrapped around his dick. “Oh, fuck, Sansara. You feel amazing.”

Hot, thick fluid poured over Arthur’s hand as Sansara’s climax continued. He couldn’t believe how much there was. When her pussy finally relaxed enough that he could withdraw his fingers, she took a moment, laying back on the bed and panting, her glazed eyes fixed on the ceiling.

“Roll over,” she said, finally, not looking at him. “We have to do your legs… the salve…”

Arthur did as she asked, hoping her terseness wasn’t because she was upset. He’d thoroughly enjoyed himself, and he hoped she had too. But he didn’t object to her using the elven oils on his legs if she still wanted to do that.

Sansara didn’t acknowledge the fact that they’d stepped far, far over the line into unprofessional conduct as she threw herself into massaging his legs. The new oil smelled differently, herbal and medicinal rather than the subtle vanilla scent of the other one.

Arthur lay still as she threw herself into her work, wincing as his nerves and muscles protested the deep tissue massage. He almost felt as if Sansara was being rougher than she needed to, like she was angry at herself for cumming on his hand.

Her breathing grew ragged as she worked, and her usual careful, soothing gestures were clumsy and awkward.

“Are you all right?” he asked, worried that she was really upset. “I’m sorry if I—”

“Don’t talk,” she croaked. “I can hardly think. I want to… do unspeakable things to you, Arthur.”

“Good unspeakable?” he asked. “Or bad unspeakable?”

“I said—” She dug her fingers into his calves, making him cry out. “—Don’t talk.”

Arthur clenched his teeth as she worked her way up and down the backs of his legs, flinching, wincing, and shouting as she worked out knots that hadn’t relaxed since his surgery. His eyes watered from the pain. Yet every time she moved onto a new spot the relief in the muscles she’d finished with was palpable. Arthur realized it was the most effective massage he’d ever received, even if it did feel like she was trying to punish him.

“Roll over,” she said, finally, panting even harder than before. “I must do the front of your legs—”

She stopped talking as Arthur rolled onto his back, as if she’d only just noticed how hard he’d grown. His boxers stood up, held at attention by the tentpole straining against the fabric. Sansara inhaled sharply, and froze.

“Sorry,” he said, chuckling. “I thought you knew what you were doing to me.”

Sansara released a savage hiss and tore down his boxers, exposing the full glory of his impressive erection to her slit-pupiled gaze. She lunged upward, moving so quickly it made Arthur’s heart lurch in his chest. The lamia gripped his cock tightly, tugging on him as she thrust her breasts into his face, ripping the blouse away with her other hand.

Arthur felt the weight of her tail pinning his legs in place as she squeezed her breasts together with one hand and began stroking him with the other. “Allow me to pleasure you, please.”

“Sansara,” he gasped. “What—?”

“You are my master,” she moaned, pumping her hand up and down his length. “I wish to pleasure you. But only if you command it. What do you want me to do?”

With her tits thrust in his face, and his cock in her skillful embrace, Arthur could hardly muster the brain cells to form a complete sentence.

“Come… here…” he managed to grunt, wrapping an arm around her waist and pulling her breasts closer to his face. He took her nipple in his mouth, sucking it between his lips until she began to moan. Her hand never stopped moving along his shaft. He could feel his balls bouncing as she tugged on him. As she pumped her hand, the desire he’d barely been containing since their kiss that morning and the fantasies inspired by his internet research began to rise.

Arthur groaned and arched his back, wishing her tight grip was her pussy, but enjoying himself too much to say so. “If I’d known having a maid was going to be like this,” he said, his breath coming in short gasps. “I’d have hired you a long time ago.”

“Do you like that, Master?” she asked breathily as he continued to suck and bite at her nipples. “Does your submissive maid have nice titties?”

Sansara released her grip on his cock just long enough to slather her hand in her own juices, making sloppy, wet noises as she scooped up the natural lubricant and transferred it to his shaft. Arthur grunted, “Oh, God, yes. Don’t stop.”

“Yes, sir,” she moaned. “Anything you say.”

The subservient tone in her voice was hotter than anything Arthur could have imagined. He’d always thought bedroom games were a bit silly, or thought he’d feel silly playing them. But with the lamia all hot and bothered over being his servant, he suddenly found the appeal in the power dynamic.

“Good girl, Sansara…” He gritted his teeth against a wave of pleasure that threatened to carry him away. “You keep that up and your master will see you get a big… fat… raise…”

“Mmm, Master… If you want to pay me, you can pay me with your seed,” she begged. “I want to see you cum so bad. Show me what a good maid I’ve been. Show me, please!”

She didn’t have to ask twice. Arthur’s hips froze as a shock of ecstasy traveled through his body. “Oh, fuck, you better be ready.”

As the climax took him, Sansara broke away, tearing her tits away from his eager mouth as she lunged onto his cock with her face.

Arthur’s heart thrashed against his ribs as he saw her jaw unhinge, and he might have tried to scramble away if her throat hadn’t closed on his shaft, locking him in place. Her mouth had opened wide enough that even his balls were in her mouth, being pulsed and sucked with some eldritch movements of her inhuman tongue.

“Holy Christ.” He bucked his hips into her face despite his shock. He erupted into her throat, her tongue coiled around his cock and jerking him off as she swallowed hungrily, moaning like she was the one having the most intense orgasm of her life.

Completely at her mercy, Arthur shot another load into the lamia’s mouth, his body suddenly feeling weak and drained and exhausted in the best possible way. “Sansara…” he panted, gasping for breath. “That… was… “

She released him with a wet pop, her long tongue licking every last drop of his seed from her lips, her reptilian eyes glazed with pleasure. But when she looked down at him, her look transformed into one of mortification.

“Oh, my goodness, Arthur.” She reeled back, covering her mouth with her hands. Her eyes widened as if she suddenly realized what she’d done. “Are you all right? I’m so sorry. I completely lost my composure.”

Her face flushed deep red, and she scrambled to button her blouse and pull down her skirt.

“Sansara, stop,” he said, and her hands froze. “That was intense. But incredibly hot.”

“You don’t… regret taking things too far?”

“I don’t regret it if you don’t,” he said honestly. “That was the best orgasm I’ve ever had. The only thing I’m worried about is if you’re still willing to work for me after crossing that line.”

Sansara’s gaze traveled up and down his body as if she were already imagining having him again. Arthur hoped that wasn’t what was on her mind, as incredible as it had been, because every muscle in his body screamed with exhaustion and he thought her concerns about fucking him to death might literally come true if they tried anything else that night.

The lamia licked her lips and lifted her eyes to meet his. “Arthur… Master… Now that I’ve tasted you, serving you is the only thing I will ever want to do for the rest of my life.”


Chapter 15
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Sansara

She woke the next morning feeling like a character in a fairy tale who’d just been blessed by wishing on a shooting star. Sansara’s evening with Arthur the night before had been a dream come true. She’d even managed to finish his massage—getting the elven salve on the neglected fronts of his legs as he dozed in exhaustion. Once he’d fallen asleep and she’d slithered back to her own room, she climaxed a second time, still able to taste Arthur’s seed upon her lips. It had been a perfect night.

And the next morning was shaping up to be perfect, too.

Sansara had worried that getting closer with Arthur might make her need for him worse, but the kissing and teasing combined with moments of release for them both had actually made her physical cravings easier to bear.

They were still there, of course. She still wanted Arthur more than anything in the world. But she felt more in control of her urges, like the knowledge that he wanted her too was enough to help her withstand her desires.

She hummed while she cooked breakfast, the song from her homeland, and smiled happily as Arthur popped in to say good morning and that he was about to get to work.

“How did you sleep?” she asked, although by the look on his face he’d had a deep and replenishing slumber.

“Better than ever,” he said with a grin. “If you’re angling for a permanent position, you’re on the right track.”

“I don’t know…” Sansara poured a cup of coffee for him and carried it as he wheeled toward the office. “If those oils and salves work the way they’re supposed to, you might not need me permanently.”

Arthur paused at his desk and spun his chair to face her, a serious expression on his face.

“There is not a man alive who doesn’t need what you gave me last night, Sansara. I have never felt better in my life, and I mean that.”

She felt her cheeks burning as she set his coffee down, bowing her head. “It’s my pleasure to serve you… Master.”

Just saying the word outside the bedroom gave Sansara a thrill that heated her sex and made tingles run across her skin. Arthur froze, his green-eyed gaze heavy with desire.

“If that’s how you’re going to serve me, it will be my pleasure to keep you on,” he said. “Not just the… intimacy. My legs feel better, I slept better. You seem to know what I need before I do. I want you to stay for as long as you’re willing.”

“As long as you command me to,” she whispered. Then she fled the room, fearing her control might slip if he kept talking to her that way.

Back in the kitchen, she gathered her willpower around her like a shield. Reminding herself that she was in his service, and that meant she had to wait for his command before she did anything. She’d embarrassed herself last night by losing her self-control and latching onto his cock the moment she realized how desirous he was. It had turned out well in the end, but she promised herself she would not allow such a loss of composure again.

He was her boss, and she would do what was in her contract, and what he told her to do, and nothing more.

Sansara shivered with pleasure at the thought of being under Arthur’s complete control as she picked up the breakfast tray and carried it into the office.

Arthur was hard at work when she entered, but he glanced up and smiled when she set the tray down.

“Thank you,” he said, “That looks incredible. You take very good care of me, Sansara.”

She blushed again and bent to kiss him chastely on the cheek. “You have a woman here who adores you very much, Arthur.”

He reached up and pulled her down to his mouth again, kissing her more deeply, his fingers tangling in her hair a little as he held her there. She trembled at the strength of him and the ease with which he controlled her. When he finally broke the contact, Sansara gasped, feeling even more flushed than before.

“That’s how I want you to kiss your master,” he said. “Understand?”

She melted beneath her uniform, her pussy responding to his commanding tone like she was some salivating dog. She nodded, “Yes, Master.”

“Good.”

He turned back to his work, a smile curling at the edge of his lips as if he, too, was getting into their little master and maid role play. That made Sansara even hornier, and she had to force her mind back to her duties or risk humiliating herself again.

She took a deep breath and slithered behind his chair where she began to massage his shoulders and scalp, singing softly to keep her mind off the burning need. She was in control, though. He’d all but agreed to mate her, she only needed to prove to him that she was capable of dominating her desires.

That morning, Arthur worked, ate his food, and groaned in pleasure at her massages while Sansara practiced deep breathing mindfulness—that is, keeping her mind on anything but thoughts of Arthur’s throbbing cock.

He even finished his work early, claiming that her presence helped him to focus. Sansara wasn’t sure how that worked, as his presence completely sent her mind off the rails, but she was pleased, nonetheless.

“Shall we do your exercises?” she asked. “Or would you prefer to go for a walk around the block first?”

“We have extra time,” he said, rolling back from the desk. “Why don’t we go for a walk? I feel much stronger today after those salves you used. Let’s see how much I’ve improved.”

Sansara grinned, thrilled at the idea of walking in public with her man—even if no one else knew just how deeply she belonged to him. “I’ll get your cane.”

They took the stroll slowly, chatting pleasantly about this and that. Sansara lost track of most of it, as she was simply too focused on Arthur to actually hear the words coming out of her own mouth. She was amazed at his progress, though. He was limping a lot by the end of their short loop, but the cane was more than enough support to get him back to the house.

“I can’t believe how much better you’re walking,” she said. “Even compared to a few days ago, you’ve come a long way. You’re getting stronger and stronger every day, Arthur.”

“Your exercises must be helping,” Arthur said modestly, though Sansara thought he looked pleased at her compliment. “Or maybe it’s just your company.”

She blushed and giggled, unable to believe her good fortune in meeting this glorious man. “Such gains in a month? More likely it’s those elven salves of dubious legality.”

He laughed at that but shook his head. “I did my research on those. They work best with the right treatments and exercises, and you’re the one making sure I receive and do those every day. I owe you just as much thanks as the salves.”

“Are you hungry?” Sansara asked after a moment. “Or should we finish your physio before we eat?”

“I did work up an appetite, but let’s do the physio now that I’m warmed up. I feel like I’m going to want a nap soon after lunch.”

Sansara nodded, taking his cane. She let him walk into the living room unassisted. She’d added little bits of walking around the house to his routine, staying close enough that she could catch him if he fell, in order to build up the strength in the smaller muscles used for balance. “So strong,” she said, unable to keep the admiration from her voice. “Arthur, you are such an amazing man.”

As they did their physiotherapy, Sansara couldn’t keep her hands from roaming over his body, delighting in the fact that she could now touch the man she’d fantasized about for so long. By the end of it, she was as hot and sweaty as he was, and if anything, she was breathing even harder.

“Okay,” he said, his muscles shaking after the last set of weighted lunges he’d completed. “Now I’m hungry.”

“You rest here,” she said, helping him to the couch. “I’ll go make your lunch.”

He grinned up at her from the sofa, and held her hand as she attempted to go. “That’s not what I meant, Sansara.”

Her heart fluttered. “What do you want, Master?”

“Another kiss, of course,” he said. “Seeing you all flushed like that is giving me unprofessional ideas.”

Sansara bowed her head toward him and brushed her lips against his. He tugged her closer, slipping his tongue into her mouth. She released an involuntary moan as he held her in his strong arms, then bit his lower lip between her sharp teeth, giving into her own desire… just a bit. Just what he allowed. Her long tongue flicked against his, and she drew the scent of him into the glands inside her mouth, shivering with pleasure.

“All right,” he said, breaking away with a wide smile. “That’s enough for now.”

“Lunch time?” she asked breathlessly.

He released her wrists and let her go with a nod. “And then I really do need a nap,” he said, chuckling. “But I’m going to shower first, while you’re in the kitchen.”

“But, I can—”

“I don’t need any help,” he insisted, still with that same smile. “As much fun as that would be. I’m getting stronger, remember?”

“Yes, Master.” She knew she sounded a bit sullen, but she couldn’t hide her disappointment.

“You should be happy, shouldn’t you? Isn’t that the whole goal of your treatments and your pampering and your horribly abusive physiotherapy regime?”

Sansara laughed despite herself. “Oh, is it? And here I thought the goal was to win your heart so I could ravage you with my monstrous love?”

Arthur let her help him to his feet, but insisted on taking the cane instead of the wheelchair to his bedroom. He’d worn loose-fitting shorts that day, and Sansara could see that he was putting muscle back on his scarred legs. They no longer looked weak and withered like they had when she’d first arrived. She had to admit he probably didn’t need as much pampering anymore as she was giving him.

But that didn’t mean she had to stop… Just that she had to find other ways to do it.

Once he was in the shower, Sansara bustled around the kitchen, scooping a hearty stew she’d had simmering on the stove since that morning. Fresh baked bread, butter, and cheese complimented the meal along with a pitcher of a home-made electrolyte drink she’d found a recipe for online.

Arthur finished in the shower, came and ate his lunch, and enthusiastically praised every bite, making Sansara glow with pleasure. He did look tired, though, and she worried that the additional walk was perhaps too much for the day. Arthur noticed her look and smiled. “Don’t worry about me,” he said. “You’re giving me that look again.”

“I’m not worried,” she said defensively. “I’m just…”

“It’s all right, I’m going to have that nap. And I’ll even accept help to my room if you’re offering. I’m seriously wiped all of a sudden. Digesting that lunch is taking the very last of my energy, I think.”

Sansara beamed, happy to have something to offer.

“Of course, Arthur,” she said. “I would love to help you.”

With her arm wrapped around his waist, Arthur walked stiffly from the kitchen, down the hallway, and into his bedroom. He groaned with obvious relief when he lay down in the bed. Sansara tugged the blankets down around his legs, pulled the covers over him, and tucked him into bed. “That’s better, isn’t it?”

“Everything about this… about you… feels like a dream, Sansara.”

Her pulse quivered at his words. “For me as well.”

She stroked the side of his face, gazing down on him with so much love in her heart that for a moment it overrode the baser desires of her other body parts. Bending down, she kissed his forehead. “Sleep well, Arthur.”

Sansara started to go, but he caught her wrist.

“Is that how you kiss your master?” he asked, a smile teasing at his lips despite his tiredness.

She giggled and lowered herself to the bed, stretching her tail along the length of the mattress and pressing herself against him. She fluttered her lips against his lightly, relishing the warmth of his body and the earthy scent of his freshly washed skin.

“I don’t want you to go,” Arthur said.

“I’ll stay if you command it,” she whispered, letting her hot breath spill across his mouth and feeling him stiffen in response.

“Stay in my bed, little maid,” he said, sending a shiver down her spine. “Keep me company while I sleep.”

“Shall I undress for you, Master?”

Arthur let out a groan of longing.

“Are you sure this isn’t weird?” He ran his fingers through her hair. “The whole power dynamic thing? I admit it’s hotter than I expected, but…”

“I find it terribly sexy,” she said. “Every time I call you Master, I get wetter and wetter. When you call me your little maid, it’s like your words are stroking my sex.”

He tugged her closer again, pressing his mouth to hers with almost savage urgency. She could feel the steel of his desire pressing into her side and she shifted so that she could feel that pressure against her throbbing slit, moaning as their bodies connected, even through the layers of blankets and clothing.

When he released her, his voice was gruff with lust. “Then you’d best take off your clothes and get in my bed, little maid. I need to see this wetness for myself.”

Sansara whimpered as she scrambled to obey his command, standing before him like an offering on an auction block. She undid the blouse of her uniform first, allowing her full, heavy breasts to spill out into the open. She remembered the way he’d groaned as he’d suckled her the night before, and her nipples became as hard as little jewels at the thought of his hot, wet mouth and nipping teeth.

Arthur’s green eyes traveled over her chest, and she could see his hand moving beneath the blanket as he stroked himself. “Good girl, keep going.”

She obeyed, slowly pulling the blouse the rest of the way off. Then slipping her skirt down beneath the apron and letting it fall to the floor. She slithered forward to extricate her tail, getting closer to the bed. Then she reached behind her to undo the apron strings.

“Wait,” he said, his voice rough. “Leave it.”

“You want me to leave the apron on, Master?”

He nodded, swallowing hard as he looked at her. “Lift it for me. I want to see that wet little pussy of yours.”

Sansara’s hands shook as she lifted it, somehow feeling as if that were more intimate and vulnerable than being completely naked. She felt cool air against her hot slit as she lifted the ruffled fabric of her uniform, exposing her needy sex to his desirous gaze.

“Do you… like what you see, Master?”

Arthur was silent for a moment, his eyes fixed hungrily on her. Sansara could feel the weight of his gaze like a pressure against her throbbing clit as her need for him grew more and more urgent. But she forced herself to be still, and to wait for his command.

“God, yes.” He pulled the sheets back to reveal his rock-hard cock poking out the top of his boxers. “Get in my bed, Sansara. Now.”

She rushed to obey him, sliding up next to him and into his arms so quickly she nearly knocked him out the other side of the bed. Arthur’s chest rumbled against hers as he chuckled at her obvious enthusiasm.

He pressed his mouth into her lips, forcing them open with his tongue. She wrapped her tongue around his, squeezing and pulsing it like she’d done with his cock the night before, a reminder and a promise of what her mouth could do.

Arthur reached up, cupping her breasts and squeezing them together hard enough to elicit another moan from her. She twisted her tail around him, pressing her sex against the length of his cock, fighting her internal urges to pin him and fuck him without mercy.

He growled as he felt the heat of her sex against his own, and she was sure he could feel how slick she’d become with her need.

“Are you in control of yourself?” he asked gruffly.

“Yes, Master,” she said. “I won’t do anything you don’t command me to do. I’m at your mercy.”

“All mine?” he asked, running his hands down her sides and over her hips, then back up again. “Can you stay in control no matter how I touch you?”

She froze, feeling a sudden rush of lust course through her body at the promise in his words. But she tamped down on it, newly confident of her willpower. “Yes, Master,” she said. “Use me however you wish. My body is your playground.”

Arthur

He knew Sansara preferred to be the one touching him, serving him, and he did love being pampered by the lamia. But he wanted to touch her too, to explore her body the way she had explored his.

There was an exciting exoticism, of course, that human urge to spread one’s DNA far and wide—Arthur had heard this as an explanation for why people were often attracted to those from other parts of the world… and it could certainly explain the millennia-long fascination of humans with otherworldly creatures from ancient myths and legends to modern popular culture.

But to actually see and touch a body as different as hers was completely unlike anything he might have imagined.

He wanted to explore every inch of her, to learn her body, her pleasure, inside and out, so that he could make her feel as loved and cared for as she had him.

She’d been so reluctant when he’d offered to give her a massage the night before, he thought maybe she didn’t like to be touched at all. Yet that was clearly not the case. He wondered if perhaps the lamia was worried that he’d only care for her if she dedicated herself entirely to his needs at the expense of her own.

Fortunately, her desire to obey him meant that he could flip the tables with a command. Telling her to strip and get into his bed had only been the first step. Hinting that she needed to stay in control was the next. And now, Arthur planned to take his time getting to know his lamia lover, in slow, excruciating detail if she could stand it.

His pulse throbbed insistently, a building pressure in his temples and his aching cock, as he rolled onto his side to get a good look at her laying next to him. Sansara panted as he trailed a finger from her jaw, down her neck, and across her collar bone. She sucked in a breath as his wrist grazed her exposed nipple. He stroked the sides of her breast, teasing his fingers over her pale, silky skin, flushed pink with her longing.

“Please,” she begged, grabbing his wrist and pressing it into her breast. “Please don’t tease me, Master.”

His lips curled in a playful smile as he pulled his hand away. “I’m not teasing,” he said. “I’m exploring. You’ve got me at a disadvantage, Sansara. You know my body much better than I know yours.”

“You don’t need to know mine.” She squirmed beneath his touch as he dragged his fingers lower, across her smooth, firm abdomen, until he reached the waistband of her Maid for You apron and stopped. Gasping, she said, “I will take care of everything for you. Haven’t I done a good job, Master?”

Arthur trailed his fingers along the string that tied the apron on and slid his hand over her hip. The scales were dry and surprisingly cool given the heat radiating from beneath her little apron. Her muscles tensed beneath his hand, flexing and twitching as if she struggled to stay still, but she did her best. Arthur was impressed, given what he knew of lamia sex drives. She must have really wanted to make him happy if she was fighting that hard to control herself.

“You’ve done a very good job,” he said. “But you’re far too beautiful not to be appreciated.”

He shifted so that his erect shaft pressed against her side and she could feel just how much he appreciated her body.

“If that’s what you want, Master…” She closed her eyes and shuddered as he brought his hand up the front of her tail to the bottom of the frilly apron. Her heavy breaths were practically begging him to slip his hand beneath the little aprion’s skirt to tease her sex, but he wasn’t quite ready for that yet.

Sansara was an incredible beauty, and as Arthur gazed upon her, he wondered at the twists and turns of fortune that had brought two such unlikely people together.

Had it been Fate driving him when he’d rushed into the burning building to save an old lamia woman from the flames? Had Fate wanted him to realize he was in a marriage that didn’t fulfill him? Had Fate wanted to test his strength, as a husband, a father, and a man?

He might have laughed at the idea once, but the sight of Sansara, with her blonde hair spilling over her pale shoulders, her full breasts flushed pink and radiating heat, those perfect, jewel-like nipples pointing to the ceiling, made him feel like she had been right when they’d first met. That they were meant to find one another, to complete each other in a way no other person could.

Arthur lowered his mouth to her closer breast, pulling a nipple between his lips. She moaned delightfully, making him even harder than before. He squeezed her other breast in his hand, kneading and massaging her the way she had massaged him, and she arched her back as if urging him on. He sucked at her tit, pulling hard with his mouth until she whimpered again, then pinched her other nipple firmly between his thumb and forefinger, giving her a gentle twist.

“Oh, Arthur,” she gasped, grabbing the back of his head and pulling him to her chest. “Oh, that feels so good!”

Arthur leaned over her, pulling her other nipple to his mouth, sucking harder the louder she groaned. As she thrashed beneath him, flicking her tail, he had to fight his own urges to keep the pace slow.

With a trail of kisses, he moved from her breasts, over her chest and collar bones, to nuzzle and suck the side of her throat, still pinching and tweaking her nipples. He reached a hand behind her head, tangling his fingers in her hair, and turned her face to his. Sansara’s mouth burned with desire as he took her lips between his teeth, slowly lowering his hands to the Maid for You apron again. The little uniform was soaked through now, and he could feel her hot, wet sex beneath it, just waiting for him.

“You’re burning up,” he said, flipping the apron up onto her belly to expose his prize.

She panted, her head pinned back by his fingers in her hair, and tilted her hips toward him. “You have no idea…”

“Is it better or worse when I do this?” Arthur slipped two fingers into her slit, coating them in the viscous fluid of her arousal, then swirling them around her swollen clit.

Sansara gasped loudly. “Oh, Master…” She could hardly get the words out as he teased her. “This… this is so much better.”

He slowed his fingers, applying a steady, rhythmic pressure to the locus of the lamia’s pleasure.

“Tell me what you like,” he said, his words coming out low and husky with desire as his own need grew. “Tell me what you need.”

“Mmmhmmmm,” Sansara whimpered through closed lips, her eyes squeezed tight. Her forehead glistened with sweat and her cheeks burned red as she struggled to keep her composure. “I like… when you touch me, Master. My entire body burns when I am near you and when you touch me like that… I… I can’t believe how lucky I am to be yours.”

“You think you’re lucky to be with me?” He chuckled and slid his fingers back and forth over the swollen little nub, enjoying the hitch in her breath each time he flicked over her most sensitive parts.

“You’re amazing, Arthur,” she said, opening her eyes to look at him as she spoke, her golden irises swollen with desire, and her slit-pupils fixed on him. “I’m so proud to be with you, to be desired by you. To have you in my life at all feels like a gift, but to belong to you in this way is more than I ever dared dream.”

Sansara reached down to where his erection was popping out the top of his boxers, stroking her fingers down his length. She pinned him with the intensity of her gaze. “May I, Master?”

Arthur nodded, shifting to allow her to remove him completely from the fabric, and groaned as she wrapped her fingers around his shaft, squeezing and stroking him as he stroked her. Sansara’s tail wrapped around one of his legs, squeezing gently. He kissed her again, deep and slow. He could feel her heart beating against his chest where their bodies pressed together, could feel it quickening as he increased the pace of his fingers. The sweet pressure of her hands on his cock was driving him wild. When he pulled back, gasping for breath, her tongue followed him, flicking over his face and throat and chest like she couldn’t get enough of his taste.

Her words rang in his mind, the worshipful tone of her confession making him want her even more. He grabbed her wrists, and with an effort of will pulled them away from his cock, pinning her hands behind her head.

Sansara gasped as he flung a leg over her tail and pulled himself on top of her, his rigid shaft hovering over her eager slit like a sword ready to be sheathed. “Master… what are you…?”

“I want to do this, Sansara,” he said. “If you’re ready.”

He could feel the heat radiate from her body at his words. She whispered, “Are you certain?”

“Certain that I want to make love to you?” He laughed as she writhed beneath him thrusting her sex against his cock. “Yes. I don’t know if I’m ready to talk about having lamia… daughters?”

Sansara whimpered again, closing her eyes and visibly willing herself back under control. “Yes, they would be daughters, Master. But if you are not ready to make me a mother, I will simply shower afterwards. There is an easy, safe way for lamia to prevent their eggs from being fertilized if necessary.”

Arthur rocked his hips, letting his shaft slide over her wetness, and groaned. “You’re willing to do that? Even with your needs being what they are?”

Sansara arched her back, pressing herself into him. She gasped with pleasure as his tip stroked her swollen clit. “I will do anything you command. Please, please fuck me. I can wait for you when it comes to…motherhood.”

Arthur wasn’t sure he’d have been able to stop himself even if she hadn’t promised. The heat of her ready sex was like a magnet, drawing him inexorably into her depths.

He released her wrists and lowered his body to hers, resting his weight on his elbows. She tilted her hips, lining herself up for his entry. Arthur pressed his tip between her lips, gasping at the tightness and the heat. “Oh, fuck. You’re incredible, Sansara.”

Sansara cried out as he thrust his length all the way inside, wrapping her arms around his back. She clung tightly to him as he began the rocking, rhythmic push into her body. It was unlike anything he’d ever experienced with a human woman, like having a hot, hungry mouth sucking his cock into her channel. Her muscles squeezed him, tightening as he pulled back and relaxing as he pumped against her.

Her moans drove him forward like a machine until her entire body was tense and trembling. Her tail coiled around Arthur, crushing him to her body, as her breathing quickened. Arthur attempted to pull back and found himself locked in place, held firmly by her arms and her writhing body.

The sucking on his cock intensified. Arthur grunted, feeling the hot viscous fluid of her body flooding around his shaft, tingling and making him more sensitive to every little movement. He bucked his hips, his body moving of its own accord despite the fact that a part of him was terrified that Sansara would lose control.

“Mmm, yes!” the lamia cried. “Claim me, Master. Fill me with your seed!”

Her muscles twisted around his length. The pulsing and pumping of her pussy was so strong that Arthur could hardly think, his body frozen in her arms. He groaned loudly, pressing his face into her neck, as a wall of pleasure built up in his abdomen. He was trapped, unable to move as her tail tightened and squirmed around him, wringing pleasure from his cock.

He couldn’t even thrust anymore, not that it mattered now that her body was sucking at him like a vacuum. He could tell she was getting close. Her breathing grew ragged as her body’s throbbing quickened. Arthur nipped the side of her neck, making her moan again. He growled, “Cum for me, Sansara.”

Her writhing suddenly stopped, her body frozen and trembling. A squealing moan tore from her throat. “Yes, Master!” she panted. “Fuck, yes!”

As she moaned and writhed in ecstasy beneath him, Arthur’s climax burst like a wave crashing against her shore. The first spurt of his cum seemed to trigger something in the lamia’s body, and he let out a groan as her pussy began to milk him of his seed. Wave after wave pumped more semen into her body as her channel squeezed and pulsed and sucked at him.

Sansara whimpered as her pussy drank from his body, until there was nothing left to drink.

“Oh, Christ,” he gasped. “That’s enough. I haven’t got any more, I swear!”

His balls ached and his shaft felt raw and sensitive. When she’d finally wrung every last drop from him, and Sansara released him, Arthur collapsed, his arms shaking from the effort of holding him up all that time.

Her tail relaxed, letting him slip off to the side. She made a cooing noise in the back of her throat, a burbling sound of pleasure he’d never heard before, as she showered him with kisses.

“Thank you, thank you, thank you,” she chanted between each hot, wet smack against his skin. “Thank you, Master. You’ve made me so, so happy.”

Arthur was so exhausted, his head was spinning. But he caught the teary-eyed look in Sansara’s eyes, and pulled her into his arms. “Stop that,” he said. “You’ve made me happy, too. That was… completely mind blowing sex.”

“May I clean you up, please?”

The begging tone of her voice was so earnest he found it impossible to say no. Plus there was no way he’d have energy to clean himself up. “Please,” he said.

He expected her to get up and get a towel, but the lamia lowered her mouth to his painfully ravaged dick and wrapped her tongue around him. Arthur growled, “That wasn’t what I…”

She uncoiled her tongue and grinned up at him. “Should I stop?”

Part of him wanted to say yes, he was exhausted and wanted to sleep. But the other, louder part of him said to shut up. She looked too good with his cock between her lips.

Arthur put his fingers in her hair and guided her closer. “Just go easy on me,” he said, already breathing harder again. “I need to be able to walk tomorrow.”

It didn’t take long for her to coax him back to hardness, much to Arthur’s amazement.

“Mmm, I thought you tasted good before, Arthur,” Sansara crooned as she lapped at his shaft. “But you taste even better covered in my pussy juice.”

Her tongue wrapped around him as she lowered her mouth to take his whole length into her throat. As her jaw unhinged to take him deeper, this time Arthur didn’t panic, he just lay back and enjoyed the sensation—which was like a gentle imitation of the way she’d fucked him moments ago.

She gazed up at him with her slit-pupiled eyes dilated with desire, and Arthur was shocked to find another orgasm building. His fingers tightened in her hair as she milked him again, her tongue moving in impossible ways.

“Ah, that feels… fuck—” he said, barely able to catch his breath enough to warn her. “I’m gonna cum.”

Arthur shot what felt like another full load into her throat. She didn’t take her eyes from him as she took his seed, hungrily swallowing each mouthful. The way her muscles tightened around the tip of his cock and her tongue squeezed and pulled, it was like she couldn’t get enough of him.

And he hoped she never did, because he never wanted her to leave.

Sansara sat up, licking her lips and grinning at him. “Now, I’ll clean you up properly, Master. You stay here, I’ll go get a towel.”

Arthur tried to get up to help, but she pushed him gently back to the bed. She straightened the little apron as if she wasn’t completely naked otherwise, and ran her fingers through her hair to tidy herself.

“How would you rate your Maid for You service today, Mr. Cain?”

Arthur chuckled, grazing his eyes up and down her body. “I like the new uniform.”

Sansara winked at him and slithered into the bathroom for a towel.

“Now you really should get some rest,” she cooed, sweetly, when she returned. “You wanted a nap and I’ve been a terrible distraction.”

Arthur grinned. “Well, it wasn’t that terrible, actually.”

She sat on the edge of the bed and dried his cock with gentle but insistent squeezes. As she did so, she bent to kiss it, murmuring something that sounded almost like a prayer. Finally, apparently having decided he’d been worshiped enough for the moment, Sansara pulled the blankets up and tucked him in.

“Would you stay?” Arthur asked when she got up to leave. “Maybe you can help me fall asleep?”

“I’d love to,” she said, slipping on top of the covers and coiling herself at the top of the bed. She guided Arthur’s head toward her lap, supporting his neck with the lower part of her tail. His head rolled toward the soft mounds of her gorgeous breasts, and Sansara pulled his face against them.

Warmth and comfort flooded through Arthur’s body, in ripples that competed with the glorious post-coital bliss and exhaustion. He nuzzled her breasts, using one as a pillow as he relaxed into her touch and she massaged his scalp.

He felt his eyes growing heavy as she continued to pet him. She sang for him as he fell asleep, her voice a soft, all-encompassing cloud that wrapped him up and carried him away.


Chapter 16
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Sansara

Over a month had passed since the first time she and Arthur made love, and each day Sansara woke feeling more grateful and more joyful than the last. Nothing had changed, really, other than the addition of kisses, snuggles, and frantic fucking on top of their usual schedule of meals, work, exercise, and physiotherapy. Yet it was in those moments of intimacy that Sansara felt something more than lust growing between them.

She’d never been happier in her life. She wanted to shout her love for Arthur from the rooftops, but she’d had to settle for only telling her mother and Ogrim.

Mama beamed at her from her place in the orc’s indoor garden, a cloud of small blue butterflies fluttering around her silver hair and golden scales. “I’m so happy for your love,” the older lamia said. “I can see in your face that things are going well, but tell me, is your man improving some? It would be a shame if, after everything he’s done for us, you weren’t able to help him in some way.”

Sansara’s mother had improved considerably in the time that Sansara had been working for Arthur, thanks to Ogrim’s help and the daily application of elven tonics. The older woman no longer needed the respirator most of the time, using it only at night, just to be safe. It made Sansara happy to know that the money she’d earned since signing up at Maid for You had been able to pay for the treatments. And because her personal living costs were covered by the contract with Arthur, Sansara was able to put all the money she had left over after paying for her mother’s medicines into oils and salves for Arthur’s legs.

“He’s made a lot of progress,” she told her mother, hardly able to keep the grin from spreading across her face. “The latest salve I procured is much stronger than the others, and the effects have been immediately apparent. But it’s not just that… he’s so much happier than he was before. I think that seeing all his hard work pay off has been very rewarding.”

Mama smiled knowingly and held her finger out for a butterfly to crawl onto. She held it up and blew gently on it, sending it to fly up to the top of the lush green canopy overhead.

“I’m sure he’s got more to be happy about than that,” she said, watching the little blue-winged creature flutter above them.

Sansara blushed, her cheeks aching from the smile that just wouldn’t fade. “Well… yes. But it’s not all what’s going on between the sheets, Mama. Arthur has been going out with his friends on occasion, and I’m sure that’s helped a lot.” Her smile flickered as she felt the familiar pang of worry cross her heart. “Although, I really do wish he would take his chair when he goes. He’s strong enough to just take the cane, but I’d feel better… Seeing the empty wheelchair at home gives me palpitations, I swear…”

“It sounds like you’ve made a very good match,” Mama said. “And I’m not the only one who thinks so. Ogrim agrees, of course. He wanted to bake you a cake to celebrate the new relationship but I convinced him to wait until you were both ready to make things ‘official.’”

Sansara shifted, shivers of pleasure running up and down her tail at the suggestion in her mother’s words. “Official?” she asked innocently.

“I hope you and Arthur are going to give me some grandbabies, Sansa,” her mother said, fixing her with a serious stare. “I’m not so young that you can afford to dilly dally with that man, you know.”

Sansara blushed even deeper. “Mama, keep your voice down. If Ogrim hears you, he’ll be in here giving me a hard time about it, too. Arthur’s not ready yet, and I respect that. For now it’s enough to…” Her body heated at the thought of all the baby-making practice they’d been getting in lately. “You know…”

“Oh, I know.” Mama laughed, completely oblivious to her discomfort. “And I know it won’t be long before he changes his mind. Don’t worry about Ogrim, though. You know, he’s joined up with the neighborhood watch now that he doesn’t have to spend every waking moment ensuring I don’t keel over and die? He’s getting ready for his shift this evening. Takes it very seriously, he does.”

“That’s good,” Sansara said, grateful for the change in topic. She gazed around the little garden, remembering when the old orc had helped her select flowers for the bouquet she’d wanted to bring to Arthur, and how he’d been unable to accompany her because of his worry for her mother. “I think he might have been going a bit stir crazy.”

It was a good thing she hadn’t shown up with Ogrim at the door, she realized, laughing to herself. That might have put a kink in her and Arthur’s fairy tale. And not the fun kind!

“Well, it’s been a lovely visit, Sansa,” her mother said, uncoiling her tail and rising up to her full height, which was quite a bit greater than Sansara. She plucked a bright red flower from one of the hanging vines and tucked it behind her daughter’s ear. “But I won’t keep you from your love any longer than necessary. Babies don’t make themselves, after all…”

“Mama!” Sansara laughed. “You know I never mind visiting.”

Mama made a threatening sound in the back of her throat and ushered Sansara through the mesh divider that kept the birds and butterflies out of the rest of Ogrim’s house.

“All right, all right,” she said. “I’m going. Please tell Ogrim that I said hello and congratulations on the neighborhood watch. I promise to tell him when we have any occasion requiring a cake.”

“Good,” Mama said as she saw her daughter to the door. “Get out of here now. Thank you for coming, my love. I’m very proud of you, you know.”

“Thanks, Mama,” Sansara said. “I couldn’t have done it without you.”

Her mother grimaced. “Well, I can’t say I’m glad that fire happened after everything your man’s been through because of it, but I must say it’s turned out well enough. Please send him my regards.”

“I will, Mama,” Sansara said, slithering out the door. “See you soon.”

She did want to go home, she realized as she made her way down the sidewalk with her heart singing. Every minute away from Arthur felt more painful than the last. But being on her way to him eased the ache just enough that she could enjoy the trip.

It was a beautiful day, sun shining brightly down and warming her scales. Swallows swooped and dove for insects above the power lines. Even the shabby Havenseed Heights neighborhood looked bright and cheerful on a day like that.

It was funny to think of Arthur’s home as her own. Of course, she’d signed a contract that meant she’d likely be staying with him for many months, or even years. But she hadn’t felt as if it was her home until she and Arthur had become more than Master and maid.

She felt a flicker of guilt, as if she was using Arthur to elevate herself in society. Like she was one of those uppity monsterkin women who thought they were better than others once they hooked up with a human man. But that wasn’t it at all. Sansara could have been happy living in a cold, dark cave so long as she had Arthur by her side.

Although, she supposed she’d want something better than that for him… so maybe she wouldn’t be completely happy.

Still. It was different, she thought adamantly. She’d loved him and been happy to serve him long before he’d decided to take her into his bed.

Thinking of his bed made her hurry. Arthur was likely to be finishing up his work soon, too, which meant that—if she was lucky—they might have a little time to play.

When she arrived back at the house, she found Arthur in the kitchen. He was walking with a slight limp, but moving around easily without his cane. He wore only the gray sweatpants that she liked, and no shirt—a habit he’d gotten into when they were alone—and Sansara immediately felt her body respond to the sight of his muscular, naked torso.

However, he was drinking milk straight from the carton, which set her domestic-goddess alarms off. “Arthur!” she said, trying to be stern. “Your daughter will be here this weekend and she’ll have to drink out of that same carton. Get a glass!”

“Bold of you to assume I’m not going to drink the whole thing.” He leaned against the counter and gave her a rakish grin.

He looked so good that Sansara forgot she was trying to be upset. She slithered toward him and wrapped her arms around him, running her hands over the lumps of his muscles.

Arthur kissed the top of her head. Sansara lifted herself on her tail so that she was tall enough to kiss his neck. He finished off the milk and tossed the carton across the kitchen, dropping it into the wastebasket with practiced ease. Arthur lifted his arms in a silent cheer, and she slapped his chest playfully.

“You didn’t have to throw it across the room,” she chastised. “Throwing away the trash and cleaning the kitchen is literally part of my job.”

He kissed her, his lips cold from the chilled milk, sending a shiver down her spine. “I feel so much better now, though,” he said. “I don’t mind taking some of the chore load on for myself. Especially when I’m so good at it.”

Sansara scoffed and fought back a giggle. “And so modest, too. But Arthur, it’s my job. You pay me to clean your house and care for you.”

“Stop worrying about it,” he said in that commanding tone that she’d learned to love so much. “You’re much more than a caregiver and housemaid to me, and you know it. No need to pretend otherwise, is there?”

Sansara sighed. She liked the little dynamic they had going, but not so much that she felt they needed to play like they weren’t a couple. They did that to protect his daughter from the truth, and to keep his crazy ex-wife from getting even crazier. There was no need to bring that up, though. There was nothing either of them could do about it, and Arthur did have a point. When they were alone, they didn’t have to pretend.

“You should go sit down,” she said, poking him in the thigh with her fingernail. “You’ve been standing too long already, and if you’re going out with Mark and the others tonight you need to rest.”

“I’m fine, Sansara.” Arthur’s jaw tightened and he stood up straighter, as if daring her to argue. “And I’m more than able to tell for myself when I need to rest.”

Sansara heard the irritation in his voice. The man loved to be pampered and hated to be babied, which was a fine line for her to creep along when every fiber of her being wanted to take care of him and nurture him like the babies she hoped to someday have. She pressed her lips together, biting back her protests. When he got like this, she was reminded of the irritation he’d felt when his daughter was nagging him about getting a caretaker. And while Sansara would forever be grateful to Tanya for pushing him to do what needed to be done, the last thing she wanted was for her man to start comparing her to his daughter in his mind.

Well, she only knew of one way to remind Arthur who she was to him, and she wasn’t ashamed to fight a little dirty.

She leaned against his chest and nuzzled her face against the side of his neck. He let out an appreciative moan as she flicked her tongue over his skin, working her way up to his mouth. She kissed him deeply, forcing her long tongue past his lips and coiling it around his. Arthur’s hands went to her hips, tugging at her skirt. She felt him stiffen against her belly.

Sansara broke off the kiss, leaving them both panting. “Fine, boss,” she said huskily. “You want to walk, you walk your fine ass over to the couch where I can better tend to your needs.”

As she’d suspected, that was the kind of coaxing he needed. And it wasn’t a trick exactly. She did want him to sit and rest, of course, but the scent of the man and the taste of his sweat-salty skin and the sight of his bare torso were making her horny as hell. When he obeyed her, limping into the living room without his chair or cane, it was all Sansara could do not to pick him up and throw him onto the couch in desperation.

Arthur sighed with obvious relief as he sank into the cushions. Sansara bit her tongue, knowing it wouldn’t help to say ‘I told you so,’ and began giving him a light massage. He lay back, forgetting his earlier protests completely.

“That feels amazing,” he said as she stroked his chest. “Whatever I’m paying you, it’s not enough.”

Sansara slipped her hands into the top of his waistband and tugged his sweatpants down. She folded them neatly on one of the chairs before lowering herself to his side.

“It’s more than enough,” she whispered, sliding her hand in the top of his boxers and grasping his shaft. “You know I just like to take care of my Master any way I can.”

Arthur grunted as she began to pump her hand up and down. “I don’t know what I did to deserve a maid like you, Sansara… but whatever it was, I’d do it again.”

He wrapped an arm around her waist and tugged her closer, pulling open her blouse as she continued to pleasure him. The strength of his grip was enough to make Sansara tremble with need.

“How was your day, baby?” She kept her voice low, whispering the way she knew he liked. She smiled as she saw the goosebumps prickle over his forearms. He shivered and she kissed him again.

Arthur fondled her breasts as she stroked and squeezed his cock. “Good. New contract. Bigger team.” He moaned and rocked his hips into her hand. “How was lunch with your mother?”

“Mr. Cain!” Sansara gasped, feigning embarrassment. “You’re really going to ask about my mother while I’ve got your dick in my hand?”

He squeezed her breast hard enough to make her cry out, then released her. “Just being polite,” he said. “Making conversation.”

“She’s well.” Sansara leaned into his hands, encouraging him to squeeze her again. “The elven tonics have been working for her too.”

“Good.” Arthur grunted again. “Okay. I’m done being polite now.”

He bucked his hips and groaned as she increased the pressure on his cock, pumping and squeezing the way she’d learned he liked. Pleasuring him this way had become a part of their routine. And while she let him return the favor during their evenings in his bed—which they now shared unless his daughter was visiting—during the daytime, she took care of him.

He didn’t have to tell her when he was about to cum. She recognized the signs. Breaking from his hold on her breasts, she held her face above his cock and opened her mouth, ready to receive his load.

Arthur kept his green eyes fixed on her as he groaned a final time, erupting in a fountain of pearly white. Sansara felt the hot offering splash over her lips, chin, and cheeks and moaned.

“Mmmm, thank you, Mr. Cain.” She used her long tongue to lick up every drop of his delicious seed. “I’ve been looking forward to that all morning.”

“Christ, me too,” he said, relaxing into the couch cushions again. “Suddenly I can feel that workout though.”

Sansara cleaned him up with her mouth and tongue, then gingerly tucked him back into his boxers. Then she pulled a folded blanket off the back of the couch and tucked him in.

“You have a little nap, Master,” she purred lasciviously. “I’ll wake you in an hour, the same way I helped put you to sleep.”

“Thank you.” His eyes had already begun to close and Sansara smiled to herself, pleased that she’d been able to train him to accept her services so willingly.

She kissed his forehead. “I love you, Arthur.”

Arthur reached for her hand and squeezed.

“Love you, too,” he said.

Sansara patted his shoulder and slithered into the kitchen to make lunch. Arthur would be ravenous when she woke him up, and she couldn’t wait to make sure his every hunger was sated.

***

Megan

She’d thought hiring a private investigator would help to ease her fears, to calm her raging blood pressure and constantly racing heart, to maybe let her get a bit of sleep for the first time in weeks. Instead, she was sitting in her mother’s living room with a lap full of grainy images that only confirmed her worst fears.

They weren’t the best photographs. It was obvious the investigator had been hiding in the bushes, taking pictures with a long zoom at strange angles in order to capture her nightmare-come-true. The snake bitch, massaging her husband with her tits out and only wearing the apron from the maid uniform. Arthur, shirtless on the couch with the woman curled at his feet and her face in his crotch. It didn’t take much imagination to figure out what was going on.

Tears streaked her cheeks. She knew her makeup was smeared, and her face was red and puffy underneath. She didn’t care. Her hands shook with barely contained fury as she flipped through more and more images. Did he have to take so goddamn many of them? Confronted with the reality of the situation, Megan felt as if she were being mocked—by Arthur, his lamia whore, the investigator, by God. Maybe all of them were conspiring against her.

Worse than the soft-core amateur pornography in the photos was the little details no one but she would notice. The fact that the lamia was wearing jewelry now, for example. Arthur had bought Megan jewelry when they first started dating. What the fuck was that all about? It’s bad enough that he would think about sticking his dick in that monster whore. Megan’s head spun as she considered there might be more to their relationship than just Arthur’s physical needs.

If Arthur replaced Megan with that fucking snake, she’d have to kill herself. If it had just been a younger woman, she might be able to survive the humiliation. Megan took good care of herself, but plenty of men traded in their loving wives for some hot new tart the moment they started feeling a bit limp in the dick. She’d hardly be the first woman to lose out in a battle of age.

But a fucking monster? It was disgusting on every level. There would be no possible way to recover from the shame of being traded for a beast like that. It had never even occurred to her that Arthur might be… perverse.

She would forgive him, of course, when he realized they still belonged together. She was certain they could hush up any rumors before they did too much damage to her public image.

“How could he do this to me?” she whispered, her voice hoarse from crying. “With… with that thing?”

And she could tell that Arthur was walking around more. Many of the pictures of the pair involved Arthur doing things he hadn’t been able to do when Megan had left him, which she just knew he’d attribute to that bitch’s ‘caregiving.’ He was already deluded enough to have the monster in his home. Megan couldn’t stand the idea of Arthur comparing the lamia to her, and somehow believing that beast was better.

A monster, better than his own wife? It made her sick to think about.

Bile rose in the back of her throat, burning her esophagus. Megan looked at the picture that seemed to depict the lamia whore with her mouth wrapped around Arthur’s cock—her cock. It was hers! No one was supposed to touch Arthur that way but her. Megan gagged and flipped the picture over.

The investigator shifted uncomfortably on the couch. “Sorry, ma’am. I hate this part of the job. But the good news is, you should have plenty of ammo to nail his ass to the wall in divorce court.”

Megan shook her head. She muttered, “We’re already divorced.”

The man’s eyes widened, and he rubbed a hand under the brim of the cheesy detective’s hat he was wearing.

“Okaaaay…” he said. “So, what. You’ve just got me spying on your ex for shits and giggles?”

Megan shot him a glare, shutting down any further questions. She was beginning to hate the man and his stupid brown suit, polished dress shoes, and fedora. What did he think this was, some pulp noir movie from the 1930s? Her life was in shambles, and he was cosplaying Dick Fucking Tracy.

“He can’t just… move on like this,” she said, her voice shaking. “Don’t you get it? I left him. I’m the one who’s supposed to move on. How dare he do this to me. And with some monster slut from the ghetto? People will talk!”

“Listen, lady,” the man leaned back into her mother’s sofa and crossed his arms over his chest. “I got the pictures. I know it ain’t easy but these things happen, you know? If you divorced the guy, there’s not much you can do about him movin’ on, is there?”

Megan threw the pictures on the floor and shot to her feet, pacing the small room filled with her mother’s collectible porcelain dolls. It felt like the dolls were watching her fall apart, their coy little smiles painted just for this moment. Her pulse throbbed in her temples, and she began to sweat. She needed something to take the edge off, a drink or something.

Or something to harden the edge. To give her that little extra viciousness she’d need to do what needed to be done.

“I don’t know, Dick,” she snarled, whirling on the man. “Isn’t there something I could do?”

“Well…” He stood from the couch and brushed some imaginary lint off the leg of his wrinkled wool pants. “I’ve done my part. Sorry it didn’t turn out the way you wanted, ma’am.”

He slung his suit jacket over his shoulder and walked toward the door.

Megan’s heart beat like a rabbit kicking its legs inside her chest. She felt faint. But she had an idea. “Wait—”

The man turned and gave her a pitying look, which was almost enough to make Megan lunge across the room and scratch his eyes out. But she took a steadying breath and said, “As a private investigator, you probably know a lot of people, right?”

“Sure, I know folks,” he said. “What do you need?”

“You know people on both sides of the law?”

The man smiled and straightened his shoulders, clearly pleased that she bought into his whole persona. But he hedged his answer. “I’ve got to deal with all kinds in my line of work. But I can’t be talking about that with just anyone.”

“Not even if someone needed a referral?” she asked, wiping her eyes and trying to look a little less crazy than she felt.

The investigator mistook the motion for Megan attempting to clean herself up for him, and he dragged his eyes up and down her body.

“You know, you’re a good-looking woman, Mrs. Cain,” he said. “If you want some help forgetting about that ex of yours, you let me know. It might make me more eager to organize a referral for someone if I knew her a little better.”

Megan felt her lips tighten, but she forced herself to smile. “You want to take me on a date?”

“Sure, why not? I bet you and I could get into all kinds of trouble.”

He wasn’t bad looking, Megan thought. Not nearly as handsome as Arthur, of course. But not half bad, either. If he had the information she needed it might be worth pursuing.

She ran her fingers through her hair and gazed up at him with her best sultry look, swollen face be damned. “I don’t know,” she said. “You might not like the kind of trouble I’m looking to get into.”

The man stepped forward, one hand in his pocket. He glanced around, checking for any obvious signs that he might be recorded, and gave her a roguish grin.

“You like bad boys, do you Mrs. Cain?” he said, bouncing his hand in his pocket so that his car keys jingled. “I can be bad.”

Megan swayed her hips as she walked toward him, biting her bottom lip. “How bad?”

“Break and enter, weapons smuggling, sex stuff.” His gaze lingered on her as if gauging her reaction. “I know lots of places we could go, things we could do, if you really want to forget about the man in those pictures, honey.”

Megan swallowed hard. “I need something… badder.”

The investigator’s eyebrow went up, but he didn’t back away.

Violent images ran through Megan’s mind in a montage of garish red fantasies, and she licked her lips, which drew the man’s attention like a magnet.

“Can I ask you a question, Dick?” she whispered. “Off the record?”

“My name’s not…” The investigator shook his head. “Never mind. Sure, you can ask me a question. I believe in client privilege.. You don’t have to worry about me ratting you out. What’s your thing, girl? What do you need?”

“Murder.” She dropped the word like a bomb between them, and the man started back. His eyes widened and she scoffed. “A monsterkin. Not a real person.”

But he shook his head and backed farther away from her, no longer staring at her lips or her tits or anything other than the floor.

“I’m no killer,” he said. “And I don’t roll with no killers neither. What is this, some kind of set up?”

He glanced nervously around the room and raised his voice. “I ain’t never killed nobody in my life, you hear?”

“Please?” Megan followed him, desperation making her voice harsh rather than seductive. “I have connections of my own, you know. I can call in some favors. What do you want, drugs? Whores? I’ll pay anything you want, Dick.”

“No.” The investigator put a hand up to stop her from coming any closer. “Jesus, lady. Want me to spell it for you? N-O. I don’t play that way. I thought you might want to go out and have a good time. I don’t need some dead body on my conscience.”

Tears started flowing again, and Megan wiped them angrily away. “Help me then,” she begged, switching tactics. “Help me do it.”

“Fuck no,” he said. “And get caught aiding and abetting? Maybe framed when you get cold feet? I sure as hell don’t need to waste the rest of my life behind bars from some jaded housewife’s petty revenge. Hey, back off—”

Rage coursed through Megan’s veins as she ripped a vase off her mother’s cabinet and hurled it at the man. It smashed into the side of his head as he was reaching for the doorknob, knocking him on his ass. He cursed, rolling onto his side, and scrambled to his feet wild-eyed and bleeding from the temple.

“You crazy fucking bitch!”

The black eye of a gun barrel pointed at Megan. She took a step back.

“I dare you to shoot me in my own home,” she shouted. “With my daughter in the other room. Go on, do it! You’re a coward and a fucking hack. You tell anyone about this conversation, and I’ll ruin you. No one will believe some seedy wannabe detective over me. I’m an upstanding member of this community!”

The man wrenched the door open and backed through it. “I’m leaving,” he said. “Don’t contact me again. You’re psychotic.”

He stumbled down the steps, keeping the gun pointed at Megan as he ran toward his car. Her entire body shook as she watched him go. As he peeled away, she leaned against the doorframe, suddenly feeling weak and exhausted.

“I’m not psychotic,” she muttered shivering and sweating now. “I’m just… a woman in love. True love makes everyone a little crazy.”


Chapter 17
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Arthur

Sharky’s Pool n’ Pub was noisy and crowded. Thursday was wing night, so platters of steaming deep-fried goodness wafted by the table, making Arthur’s mouth water. He laughed at something Mark had said and took a swig of his ice-cold lager. Life was pretty good.

Music blared over the speaker system, competing with five different televisions showing five different fights and games. Servers in short shorts and tight tops with big smiles and bigger hair shouted orders over the bar and giggled as their patrons flirted—some with more grace than others. It was good to be out of the house. It was even better to be able to go out without his chair, even if Sansara hated that he did it. He was pleased she’d transitioned from nagging him about it, to just quietly seething when he left the chair behind.

At first Arthur had been worried that going to Sharky’s now would be different since his accident, like he wouldn’t fit in anymore. But the old pub felt like he’d never left, and squeezed into their favorite booth with Mark and the other guys from the Fire Department, it could have been any Thursday after work. Arthur had to admit he’d missed the place.

“All right, boys,” Mark said once the usual greetings and insults had been traded around the table. “Before we get into anything else, I have to be the one to share the good news with Arthur.”

A couple of the guys clinked glasses, and Stacy Allison—the only female firefighter on the crew—made a face at Mark. “I wanted to tell him!”

“Tell me what?” Arthur asked, glancing between them. “What happened?”

Stacy made a drumroll on the table with her fingers while Mark made a show of trying very hard to remember something important. Finally he put a finger up in the air and said, “Barbos is toast!”

“Chief Barbos?” Arthur said in disbelief. “He’s not dead, is he? Did someone finally give him a rage stroke? The Fire Department didn’t try to hire an orc, did they? It was hard enough for him to accept Stacy.”

“He’s not dead,” Mark said. “Yet, anyway. But he did get fired. Knowing how well he handles stressful situations, it might only be a matter of time.”

The guys cheered again.

“Fired?” Arthur said. “But he was so tight with the Mayor. He always bragged about how untouchable he was because he played golf with Grimwad on his private course.”

A cute redheaded server with green eyes and freckles arrived with two huge plates of mixed wings. The guys ogled her cleavage as she dipped lower than she needed to place the plates on their table, and she left with a wink that made Stacy roll her eyes.

“Oh, come on Stace,” Mark elbowed her in the ribs. “Don’t be jealous.”

“Goddamn right I’m jealous,” she said, casting a scornful look at her colleague. “I bet she makes more than I do if everyone in this pub tips like you jackasses do. I’ve got to risk my life for my paycheck, why? Because I was too dumb to be born with tits.”

“Nobody is born with tits,” Stu Henderson, one of the other guys at the table, said. “But you could always buy some.”

“With whose salary?” Stacy shot back. “Yours?”

Stu gave her a lascivious wink. “Would you let me play with them if I bought them?”

“Cool it, Henderson,” Mark said, giving the younger firefighter a good stare down. “Your pathetic attempts at flirting are ruining my story.”

“The press started talking about all the things you brought up,” Stacy said, leaning across the table conspiratorially. She stage whispered, “That Barbos was a sexist, racist, piece of shit who was playing dirty so the mayor could secure the votes of some groups who were very not-so-subtly against the monsterkin neighborhood moving into town.”

“My story.” Mark shoved a beer in Stacy’s face. “Drink up and let me talk, damn you.”

Stacy’s eyes lit up as she brought the golden pint to her lips. “All part of my plan… If you really want to shut me up, you can buy the next round, too.”

“Anyway, I figure it’s all thanks to you,” Mark said, turning back to Arthur. “After your accident, when you lodged those complaints about the building codes and the slower emergency response times in Havenseed Heights, it seemed like nobody was listening. Nobody cared. But an independent newspaper ran an article on Mayor Grimwad’s corruption and cited things we’ve heard you say as coming from ‘an anonymous source.’ The day after the paper ran that story, Grimwad threw Barbos under the bus and claimed he’d been acting against the mayor’s express orders to protect the innocent monsterkin immigrants, yadda yadda yadda.”

Arthur couldn’t believe what he was hearing. It’s true, he did offer some interviews to small time reporters, not expecting it to go very far, but he’d entirely forgotten with the passage of so many months since the accident.

He certainly never expected this. Chief Barbos had been all but untouchable thanks to Grimwald’s protection. He’d have been livid to be sacrificed for the mayor’s career like that. “So, who’s going to be the new Chief? You?”

Mark laughed. “No, the mayor is bringing in someone from downtown. Some guy with lots of big white teeth and a tanning bed complexion who’s good at smiling at cameras and saying the right thing for the upcoming anti-racism press releases.”

“Huh,” Arthur said, unable to imagine the Fire Department under a new Chief after all the years he’d served under Barbos. The guy was definitely an asshole, but he’d been a fixture on the team. “Hope the new guy turns out okay.”

“That’s it?” Mark threw his hands in the air. “I thought you’d be happy about this! Don’t you feel vindicated?”

Arthur shrugged. “I guess,” he said. “I haven’t spent much time thinking about Barbos, really. Or firefighting. I focus on physio mostly.”

“Well, it’s working, man,” Mark said with a laugh. “Every week I can’t believe the progress you’re making. Soon you’ll be coming to the door without your cane. At this rate you’ll be back at the fire department, and I’ll have to up my push-up game again.”

Arthur grinned at his friend. “Maybe I’ll show up every once in a while just to add a few reps to the PR board.”

“Seriously, man,” Mark said. “Would you come back?”

Arthur shook his head. “I used to think about it a lot,” he said. “That was one of my big goals when I started physio, one of the things that kept me motivated. But… I don’t know. I don’t think I’ll ever be as strong as I was—”

Stacy snorted. “You’re probably stronger than Henderson, and he’s still on the team.”

“What about you?” Stu looked affronted. “You’re a girl!”

Stacy glanced down at her modest chest and gasped. “Oh my God, you’re right!” Then she chugged the rest of her pint, slammed it onto the table and grinned evilly at him. “And my PR is still higher than yours, jackass. I bet twenty bucks Cain could whoop your ass with one hand tied behind his back.”

Stu winced.

“It doesn’t matter,” Arthur said, laughing again. “I don’t think I want to go back. I’m set to hit six figures at this work from home job later this year, and I usually only have to work five hours a day. Pretty hard to say no to a cushy gig like that.”

Mark snorted. “That’s not the only cushy thing you’ve got at home, either. Can’t say I blame you.”

Arthur shot him a look and Mark stared innocently at the ceiling. He wasn’t sure he was ready to tell the others about Sansara. They knew he had a live-in caregiver, but they were probably picturing some little gray-haired nurse who couldn’t afford to retire—not the vivacious lamia with an insatiable appetite for her boss. He redirected the conversation to the other firefighters, and soon they were back to insulting each other and ordering more wings and beers and Arthur relaxed again.

They’d gotten up to play a round of darts when Arthur’s phone rang. He glanced down to check the caller ID.

Tanya. His heart gave a little lurch. He hoped nothing was wrong. Still, it was probably better that Tanya was calling and not Megan. At least then he could be sure his daughter was okay.

“Sorry guys,” he said, excusing himself from the came. “Tanya’s calling. Gotta take this.”

He answered the call with one hand, supporting his weight on the cane with his other, as he moved toward the door. It was too loud in the pub to hear anything, so when he saw that the call had connected, he said, “Just a sec, Tanya. Let me get outside.”

Once he was standing on the sidewalk outside Sharky’s, he could hear his daughter’s voice. “Daddy?” she said. “Where are you?”

“Hey sweetie, sorry about that. I’m just out with Mark and the guys from the Fire Department. Wing night at the pub. What’s up?”

“Are you all right?” Tanya asked, her voice tight and kind of quiet.

“Yeah, I’m doing great,” he said. “Looking forward to seeing you tomorrow. Why?”

Tanya was silent for a moment, and Arthur thought he could hear her taking deep breaths on the other end of the line.

“Tanya?”

“It’s just…” her voice was shaking now. “Mom hasn’t been home in like a day, and I found these photos of you and Sansara in her room. They have spots that are all wrinkled like they’d been wet, like she’d been crying when she looked at them.”

Arthur’s shoulders stiffened. “Pictures? What kind of pictures?”

“I wish you’d just told me,” Tanya said, sounding upset. “I like Sansara. I wouldn’t have minded if you’d told me you were… together like that.”

He let out a breath, his mind reeling. “I’m sorry, Tanya. I like Sansara very much, and we’re kind of testing the waters on something more. I didn’t want to talk to you about it until we knew what this was.”

Tanya’s laughter sounded brittle. “Okay, Dad. Well, the pictures make it look like you were testing things pretty thoroughly.”

“Why does your mother have pictures of me and Sansara?” Arthur felt ice running down his spine. “Has she been spying on us?”

“I have no idea,” Tanya said defensively. “I told you she’s been acting weird. But like, I don’t know what she does when I’m at school. I assumed she just went to work like normal, but there was a message on grandma’s home machine today about her missing shifts at the Book Nook. So…”

“When did you see her last?”

“Yesterday morning,” Tanya said. “She wasn’t home when I got back from school. And the day before she had some guy at the house that she got in a fight with. I hid in my room and pretended not to hear anything, but she sounded really mad. I tried to record through the door, but it didn’t get anything.”

Arthur’s heart twisted, not at the thought of Megan with another guy, but because he knew some of the other guys she used to hang around—before they were married—and none of them were the kind of guys you wanted in the same house as your teenage daughter.

His nerves formed a hard lump in his belly as he considered all the places Megan might have gone. But his mind kept coming back to the threats she’d made and her preoccupation with Sansara and his blood ran cold. He didn’t really think Megan would be crazy enough to go after the lamia, but he had to be sure. Which meant he had to get Tanya to make sure Megan’s gun was still where it was supposed to be.

“Hey, sweetie,” he said, fighting to keep his voice calm. “Can you do me a favor? Does your mom still have that orange planter with the big cactus in it?”

“Yeah, it’s on the windowsill overlooking grandma’s garden.”

“Can you check something for me?” His pulse hummed with anxiety. “Mom keeps a key there, on the plate under the planter. Or she used to.”

There was a scraping sound and a muffled rustle as Tanya checked the planter. “Got it.”

“Okay, she’s got a safe in her room. Check any drawers close to the nightstand on her side of the bed. Or maybe the closet.”

Tanya was breathing harder as she ran up the stairs and started rummaging through drawers. Finally, she said, “Got it, Daddy. What is this?”

“The key opens the safe,” he said. “Unlock it, okay? But don’t touch anything inside, do you understand?”

“Okay.” More rustling as his daughter fought with the lock. After a moment Tanya gasped. “Holy shit!”

Arthur felt a surge of relief.

“Good, the gun is still there, then?”

“What gun?” Tanya hissed. “Daddy, there’s like… a shit ton of drugs in here.”

Nausea rose in Arthur’s stomach. “Tanya, don’t touch anything. Tell me what you’re looking at.”

“White powder in little baggies.” Tanya said, her voice shaking again. “O.M.G. is Mom a drug dealer?!”

Cold sweat broke out on Arthur’s back. Why the fuck did Megan have drugs in their house? She’d gotten clean years ago, and as far as he knew had never relapsed.

“Tanya, listen to me,” he said. “I need you to hang up the phone now, and take pictures of everything you find without touching anything.”

“I get it, Dad, you’ve said that like a hundred times. But what the hell is going on?”

“I’m on my way, sweetie,” he said. “We’ll make a police report over the phone. I’m coming to get you now. Okay?”

“Okay,” Tanya said, sounding small. “Hurry though. I’m scared.”

If Megan was using drugs, that explained some of her erratic behavior. But that wasn’t the worst of it. Megan had always kept a gun in that safe. He’d never been able to convince her she didn’t need it, not after she’d spent her youth running with petty crime gangs. Megan had insisted that it was better to have a gun and not need it than to need one and not have it. The best Arthur could do was convince her to keep it in a safe rather than under her pillow where their young daughter might find it.

“I’m coming to get you now,” Arthur told Tanya as his fears spiraled. “I’ll be there as soon as I can.”

If Megan was missing, along with the gun, that meant his crazy ex-wife was about to do something even crazier than normal. And Sansara was home alone.

***

Sansara

The tray of protein cookies smelled divine as the lamia pulled them from the oven, humming happily to herself. She was beginning to enjoy—or at least not completely hate—the evenings that Arthur went out with his friends from the Fire Department. It gave her a couple of hours to putter around and prepare for the next day, and she loved being able to surprise Arthur with little treats when he came home. Like the cookies, a new recipe she’d found online with chocolate and almonds, which she was certain he’d love as a post-workout snack.

She was washing up the dishes when her phone rang. The only person who ever called her was her mother, unless it was an emergency. And usually Mama would be getting ready for bed this late in the evening. Sansara hurried to pick up her phone, which she’d left on the side table in Arthur’s bedroom.

When she saw that it was actually Arthur calling, she felt a thrill of excitement, followed quickly by worry. She answered as fast as she could. “Hello?”

“Sansara, thank God,” Arthur said, his voice strained. “Is everything all right there?”

“Of course.” Confusion tinged her tone. “I just took some cookies out of the oven. What’s the matter?”

“Listen to me,” he said. “I need you to lock all the doors, okay? Turn off the lights. Stay low to the ground when you move around the house and keep away from the windows.”

“What?” A jolt of adrenaline shot through Sansara’s body as she heard the urgency in Arthur’s command. “Why, Arthur? What’s going on?”

“I think Megan is coming to confront you,” he said. “And she has a gun.”

Immediate panic surged through her. “A gun? Arthur this is crazy! Why would she be coming for me with a gun? I haven’t done anything to her!”

“She’s not in her right mind.” He blew out a breath of frustration. “Maybe you should call the police as well. Tanya’s already on the line with them right now.”

Sansara slithered low on the ground as she hurried to do as Arthur had asked, keeping the phone pressed to her ear as she did so. “I don’t think that’s a good idea,” she said. “The police won’t take my word over hers. And I don’t think they’ll take kindly to a monsterkin woman making accusations before a crime has even been committed.”

“Are the lights out?” Arthur asked.

“Yes, but please stay on the line with me. I’m scared, Arthur.”

“We’re coming as fast as we can, Sansara. I’ll be there in twenty minutes tops. Fifteen if I’m lucky—and don’t hit any speed traps.”

She could hear Tanya’s panicked voice in the background. Arthur must have left the pub and picked her up in his van. The lamia couldn’t hear everything the girl was saying but she heard something about drugs and a safe and that Megan had been missing for a couple of days.

Terror tore through Sansara at the thought of the crazed woman from the market showing up at Arthur’s home with a gun in a drug fueled rage.

“I have a gun too, Arthur,” she said. “A small pistol for self-defense. I’d feel better if I had it with me.”

“Is it close?”

“Yes, just in my old room. I can get there without going by any windows.”

“Okay,” Arthur said, exhaling loudly. “But try not to use it unless you absolutely have to.”

Sansara swallowed a biting remark, knowing that her fear was making her touchy. Still, she couldn’t help but worry that Arthur was still trying to protect his ex-wife, even when she was potentially on the prowl to murder Sansara.

Her phone buzzed again and Sansara pulled it from her ear.

“Arthur, my mother is calling. I’m going to put you on hold.”

“Fine,” he said. “But don’t hang up on me, Sansara. I don’t want to lose contact with you.”

“I’ll come right back, I promise,” Sansara said quickly before switching to the other line. “Mama, are you all right?”

Her mother, sobbing in terror, shouted something indiscernible, her voice far away. Sansara’s stomach twisted as another voice came on the phone, so loud and close that it distorted into static.

“It’s a nice night for a walk,” Megan snarled. “Be a good little monster whore and come visit your mother. If you don’t, I’ll make sure you never see her again.”


Chapter 18
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Sansara

Her heart lurched, banging against her ribs in a frantic attempt to escape her body. Sansara couldn’t believe what she was hearing. It was like something out of a nightmare. But with her mother’s life on the line she had to remain in control of her emotions.

She took a deep breath and attempted to speak calmly to the madwoman. “Megan,” she said. “You need to think rationally. Arthur saved my mother from a fire. Do you really think you can win him back by harming her?”

Megan screamed and Sansara heard a crashing sound as something in the background broke. Her mother’s cries grew louder and then very, very quiet.

“I’d be doing Arthur a favor if I killed both of you!” Megan shouted. “Your dumb cunt of a mother destroyed Arthur’s life, our marriage, and our family! No man has ever made me happy like Arthur did. No man was ever brave enough or sexy enough for me until he came along. I had everything! I was happy. I had a daughter who loved me. I had Superman for a husband. This whimpering lamia hag—” There was another crash and another scream from Sansara’s mother. “—took my Superman away. And now you think you can steal my husband? Fuck you! I’ll fucking destroy you both!”

Sansara’s blood froze to hear the venom in Megan’s voice. She truly seemed to believe the horrible things she was saying. Sansara knew there would be no point in arguing with the woman. She just needed to stall her for a little while.

“Please, Megan,” she begged as she hurried out the door. She didn’t even bother to close it on her way out. “Stay calm. We can talk about this. I’m coming, okay? I’m on my way. We can talk about it in the street, somewhere public where we can both feel safe. We can come to an understanding—”

Sansara didn’t know what kind of understanding that would be, but the safest thing seemed to be keeping Megan talking and then getting her somewhere she couldn’t threaten her or her mother, preferably somewhere with witnesses.

Megan barked a laugh. “Nice try. Make no mistake, you disgusting little slut, by the end of the night—one way or another—my husband will be back in my bed. You and your whore mother will be out of the picture, either of your own free will, or burning in hell where you belong.”

Sansara could hardly think past the hammering of her pulse through her head. Her lungs burned as she sped through the streets toward her mother’s home. Fear and anger propelled her as she moved faster than she’d ever moved before.

Her voice shook as she whispered into the phone. “You’re crazy.”

“Maybe I am,” Megan said, a sing-song tone to her voice. “Maybe I’m not. But you’re the one who thinks a man like Arthur could be happy with a worm like you. Maybe you’re the crazy one, hmm? Ever think of that?”

“No,” Sansara said. “Because Arthur chose to be with me, not you, Megan. You showed him who you really were when you left him and there’s no going back from that.”

“You’re the one who tempted him away from me, you fucking snake!” she shouted madly. “You—you’re the serpent and Eve wrapped up in one evil package, tempting my husband away from God! From me! You burned down Eden, you bitch! He would have come back to me when I called out for him but—you fucking ruined it!”

Sansara steadied herself before speaking. “Megan. Listen to your own words. You’re unwell.”

There was a crack of pistol fire and Sansara’s mother screamed. Megan laughed. “We’ll see who’s unwell when this is over. Now hurry, hurry little worm. Mommy’s waiting, and she seems pretty impatient.”

“Leave my mother alone, you fucking psycho!” Sansara screamed, panting as she rounded the corner, the house in sight.

“Mmmm, no. I think I’ll unload half this magazine into your mother’s head,” Megan said. “Unless you give me a better target…”

Sansara felt a surge of relief as she heard her mother crying. She was still alive, for now at least.

“I’m on my way,” she hissed into the phone, whimpering with the pain in her lungs. “Don’t hurt her, Megan. I’m almost there.”

***

Arthur

The minutes seemed to stretch into hours as Arthur waited for Sansara to come back on the line. He kept the phone pressed to his ear with his shoulder as he careened around corners, doing double the speed limit in some places. Tanya clutched the edge of her seat, her eyes wide and scared, but she didn’t give him a hard time about his driving.

Unfortunately, the police hadn’t been as concerned about the drugs as Arthur had hoped. They’d promised to send an officer to investigate Tanya’s find in the safe and if necessary put out a call for Megan’s arrest. But as it wasn’t an emergency, it would likely be hours or even the next day before they had an officer to spare.

When they arrived home, Arthur’s stomach dropped. The lights were out, the house looked dark and empty, but the front door was wide open and swinging in the evening breeze.

He parked the car, ready to rush inside. But he didn’t want to do that if Megan was in there waiting with a gun pointed at the door. Sansara had been on the phone with him, so if she’d left, hopefully she had it on her. He kept the call window open, and opened the GPS tracking app he’d synched to Sansara’s phone.

It was the same app he, Megan, and Tanya had used to keep track of one another as a family. The one he’d stupidly reminded Megan of when he’d threatened to call the police if she kept stalking Sansara. Megan had removed herself from his tracking list, so now it was him, Tanya, and Sansara who made up the Cain Family grouping in the app.

He hadn’t thought of the significance of that until this moment, with fear that Sansara might be in danger tearing him apart.

There. Her marker had Sansara pinned at her mother’s house. She wouldn’t have gone to her mother’s house unless there was an emergency, especially with the threat of Megan lurking around in the dark with a gun. Either Sansara’s mother had fallen suddenly, desperately ill, or Megan had lured Sansara there by threatening the woman she blamed for Arthur’s injuries…

Arthur’s stomach dropped like he was in a falling elevator. This was bad. This was very bad.

“Tanya,” he said. “I need you to get in the back of the van, okay? There’s a storage compartment where I keep my wheelchair. You’ll be safe in there.”

“You want me to hide in the trunk?” Tanya looked at him with a horrified expression on her young face. “Do you know how many dead bodies they find in car trunks, Daddy? They aren’t safe!”

“Tanya, this is not a discussion.” He grabbed a flashlight from the glove box and a blanket from the back seat and shoved them into her arms. “Here. You can make yourself comfortable. And I think those numbers are inflated because trunks are a good place to transport dead bodies, not because trunks are inherently deadly.”

“That does not make me feel any better!”

“Good thing it’s not a trunk then,” he said, reaching across and pushing the passenger side door open for her. “It’s a wheelchair storage compartment. Now move. Keep your phone with you, okay sweetie? You’re going to need to call the police again.”

Tanya grumbled, but she looked too scared to argue. She could tell her dad was serious and that there were bigger risks than being stuffed into a small cold space.

“Okay,” she said, taking the blanket and flashlight. “Be careful, Daddy. I love you.”

Arthur’s heart twisted at the fear in her voice. But he kept his own as calm as he could. “I love you, too, sweetie. It’s going to be okay.”

She nodded and closed the passenger door. He got out to make sure the storage compartment was closed properly once she was inside, stooping to give her shoulder a squeeze. He walked without his cane, hardly notice the twinges of nerve pain in his legs with all the adrenaline shooting through his limbs.

When Arthur climbed back into the van, he turned the headlights off and drove toward Sansara’s mother’s house by the light of the street lamps above.

He parked to the side of the small wooden home where the orc, Ogrim, and Sansara’s mother now lived, and shuffled toward the front door. His legs hurt, but followed his directions, their pain a dull ache that he was able to force into the back of his mind. He still limped badly when he walked, but he could move around without his cane if he needed to.

Turning the corner around a hedge, Arthur’s breath caught in his chest. Golden light spilled out of the large front window onto the small square of grass out front. Sansara was inside the living room, her hands up, tears streaming down her face. Arthur crept forward, unable to see Megan, but knowing that she must be in the room as well. The older lamia on the floor was weeping uncontrollably, shielded by the body of her daughter. Arthur couldn’t tell if she’d been hurt, but it was clear that Megan had threatened the woman.

As he got closer to the window, he could see Megan standing in the corner near the front door, as if waiting for someone to come through. She held her pistol steadily, with practiced hands, and Arthur had a moment to regret all the hours she’d spent at the shooting range, preparing herself for just such a moment with the lessons he signed her up for. Though in his imagination, she’d always been the victim, the one who would need to defend herself from bad people in her past life.

Arthur felt his stomach churn as he realized she probably still thought of herself as the victim, even now when she had broken into someone’s home and was threatening an unarmed woman and an old lady.

He couldn’t go through the front door. Megan would hear him coming and likely shoot before she realized who it was. But Arthur thought he might be able to get in through the window. A hefty wooden beam above it would hold his weight if he could get up there, and with a little momentum he’d be through the pane of glass and in the middle of the room before she realized what happened.

But how was he going to get up there?

Sansara had mentioned that the orc who owned the house was a bit of a green thumb, and Arthur could see evidence of this all through the yard. Sturdy lattice covered in flowering vines bordered the large front window, and Arthur was pretty certain they would hold his weight. He moved to the side of the window Megan wouldn’t be able to see and hauled himself hand over hand toward the beam across the top of the frame. His muscles burned, but he’d been doing so much extra physio lately that the climb was well within his abilities.

The jump, on the other hand, was going to hurt like a bastard.

He was only going to get one chance at this, so he hoped the orc’s house was built with the same substandard building materials as Sansara’s mother’s house had been, where the glass was thin and single-pane. He wished he could aim for Megan when he landed, but his only chance was going to be to get Sansara to the ground and deal with Megan once she was safe.

Arthur took a deep breath, kicked off the wall with his legs, and allowed his weight to swing toward the window. With a crash, he flew through the glass feet first, and landed on the floor between his lamia lover and his crazed ex-wife.

Sansara screamed. Megan shouted, whirling with her gun.

Arthur’s knees and hips exploded with pain as he landed, but he rolled with his momentum and tackled Sansara to the ground, hoping he’d be able to protect her with his body as Megan fired.

There was an “oof” as the air was pushed from Sansara’s lungs and the crack-crack-crack of multiple gunshots bursting right by Arthur’s ear as Megan fired. A burning line of agony tore through Arthur’s shoulder, but he couldn’t tell if it was from the fall or the gun.

He rolled over to see Megan pointing the gun at him, shock and horror flickering in her expression as her bright, manic eyes took in the sight of her ex-husband on top of the lamia. Arthur winced, as blood coursed out of the wound on his shoulder, pouring down his arm.

He had been shot, then. Wasn’t that nice?

Megan was sweating. Her pupils were so dilated that her irises looked black. Blood trickled from her left nostril, but she didn’t wipe it away. She didn’t even seem to notice it as she stared at Arthur.

“What are you doing here?” she screamed. “Don’t tell me you came to save your whore!”

“Megan, you’ve really lost it this time.” He sucked in a gasping breath as he forced himself back to his feet. “You’re so high you can’t think straight. Put the gun down.”

Megan’s hands shook and she began to laugh. “You really did. You came here to save her. You couldn’t save our marriage, but you’ve risked your life twice now for these fucking creatures, Arthur. They aren’t even human!”

“You got off these drugs once before,” he said, attempting to appeal to whatever reason might be left in her cocaine-addled mind. “We worked hard to make sure you didn’t sink to these depths again, Megan. We did that together. We can do it again, but you’ve got to listen to me now.”

Sansara and her mother cowered behind him, both weeping quietly.

“Why should I listen to you, Arthur?” Megan screamed, spittle flying from her mouth like a snarling, rabid dog. “It’s your fault I’m like this. You told me you would help me and you would protect me and you would save me. And then you left me alone! What the fuck did you expect?”

“You left me,” he reminded her gently. “I would never have left you, Megan. I was prepared to keep those promises. You didn’t want my help anymore. But I’m willing to help you again if that’s what you need. Where’s the orc who lives here? You didn’t hurt him did you?”

Megan’s eyes flashed with panic, and she shook her head. “There was no one else here.”

“He’s on the neighborhood watch,” Sansara said softly from behind him. “They’re probably on their way already. I’m sure someone heard the gunshots.”

“You’re running out of time to do the right thing, Megan,” Arthur coaxed her. “It’s not too late. Put the gun down and everything will be okay.”

Megan’s hands trembled as she moved the gun from Arthur and down to the ground, then back to Arthur again. “Listen to me, baby. Just listen, okay?” She sniffed, her eyes pleading with him. “You never gave me a chance to tell my side of things.”

Arthur nodded, keeping his eyes on the gun, hoping he could distract her long enough for help to arrive.

Words tumbled from her blood-smeared lips, so fast that Arthur could hardly keep track of what she was saying. “Why didn’t you fight for us, the way you fight for her?” Megan said, her voice rising an octave. “I loved you more than anyone else ever could, Arthur. More than that snake bitch or any other whore like her. We have a history together, a daughter. We built a life together and we can have it again. Look how much better you are now. You’re my Superman, baby, you never stopped being my Superman. I was stupid before. I thought I could do better, that I deserved better than some cripple. But I was wrong! You were the best. You shouldn’t waste yourself on a subhuman slut who fucks you for money!”

“Watch your mouth,” Arthur snapped, startling her out of her rambling. “You have no idea what you’re talking about. If you truly loved me, we’d still be together. But the only one you’ve ever been able to love is yourself.”

Megan’s eyes darted around the room like she was seeking some way to escape. A lamp in the corner of the room had been knocked aside, casting odd angles of light up into her face, making her look like a Hollywood villain.

“That’s not true!” she screamed. “I love you! I love you, Arthur. I can’t live without you. Look what you’ve let me become. You can’t do this to me!”

“The cops are on their way.” Arthur fought hard to maintain the composure in his voice. “Tanya already reported your drugs. She’s outside in my van, calling again to tell them what’s going on. All those gunshots will have others doing the same. I’ve got recordings of our conversations. If you put the gun down now, you can plead insanity due to your drug use and we can get you the help that you need. If you kill someone, though, Megan, no one can help you.”

“You’re the only help I need, Arthur.” Her voice shook violently now, her teeth chattering. “I promise I won’t hurt anyone if you come back to me, okay? Just come back, and I’ll suck your dick every day. I’ll serve you just like that snake bitch does. I need you, Arthur. I’ll do anything it takes… and if I can’t have you…” Her arm shook as she put the gun to her head. “If I can’t have you, I’ll kill myself.”

Every muscle in Arthur’s body tensed. “Megan, put the fucking gun down.”

“I saw pictures of her sucking your dick, Arthur.”

Arthur clenched his teeth and took a step toward her. “No one asked you to take those photos,” he said. “My private life is none of your business, Megan.”

“Do you have any idea what that did to me? To see the love of my life with his cock between the lips of a lesser woman?”

He took another step, but she backed away. He said, “You don’t want to kill yourself, Megan. Think of what that would do to Tanya. To me.”

“I will. I will kill myself!” She backed further away, until her back was against the wall. “Tell me you love me, admit it. You love me. You’ve always loved me. Tell me or I’ll blow my brains all over this wall!”

Arthur stepped closer now that she had nowhere else to go. “I love you, Megan,” he said, calmly. His shoulder burned as he held a hand toward her, blood making his shirt stick to his skin. “Let’s go back to my place and talk about this, okay? Who knows what we’ll agree to if we just have a chance to talk.”

Sansara whimpered. “Arthur… no!”

Megan’s eyes darted around the room, like she was looking for a trap. But when they landed on Arthur again, she nodded, shivering, and slowly brought the gun down. “Okay, baby,” she said. “I’ll go with you. Let’s talk, okay?”

Arthur held out his hand, waiting for the right moment.

The moment Megan dropped her arm to her side, Arthur lunged for her, grasping for the gun. She screamed and tensed before he hit her, pinning her to the wall, and there was another crack as the gun went off a final time.

Fire tore through Arthur’s chest as he fell to the ground, Megan falling on top of him.


Chapter 19
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Sansara

A scream ripped through her throat when she saw Arthur fall, clawing painfully from her chest like an animal trying to escape. It was as if everything she feared, which she’d been trying to tamp down and keep a lid on throughout this nightmare encounter, came rushing out of her at once.

Arthur collapsed. Megan dropped the gun on the ground and slid down the wall, her eyes glazed as she stared ahead, unseeing and unresponsive. Sansara couldn’t tell which of them had been shot at first, until she saw the blood spreading over Arthur’s back. Megan’s head leaned back against the wall, the blood from her nose now streaming down her neck. Her gaze rolled from side to side, refusing to land on Arthur to acknowledge what she’d done.

Sansara got up off the floor, dread filling her like cold water, threatening to freeze her solid if she didn’t do something. “Arthur?” she gasped, slithering forward cautiously, her eyes darting to Megan and the gun on the floor. “Honey, are you okay?”

She hated the sound of her voice, weak and trembling, as she called his name. Her mother, still sobbing, filled the silence with her gasps and shudders. Megan was mumbling something that didn’t make any sense.

Sansara threw herself down next to Arthur, her arms wrapping around him. “Please, Arthur, you have to say something. Please tell me you’re all right!”

Megan lurched toward them suddenly, her eyes wide and crazed. “Get away from him, you whore—”

The snap of Sansara’s tail was as loud as the impact with Megan’s jaw as the lamia knocked the drug-addled woman unconscious. She pushed the gun a safe distance away from Megan’s limp fingers, and went back to trying to revive her lover.

The door slammed open, making Sansara jump, but when she turned to see Ogrim standing in the doorway, relief replaced her fear. “Oh, thank God,” she gasped. “You have to help. Arthur’s been shot!”

“The police are on their way,” Ogrim said. “The sirens are getting closer. Is your mother all right?”

“I’m fine,” Mama said, her voice shaking through her sobs. “Just bruised and embarrassed that I couldn’t do anything to help. That poor, poor man!”

Remembering what Arthur had said about Tanya being in the trunk of the van, Sansara rifled through his pockets to retrieve his keys. She tossed them to Ogrim.

“Arthur’s daughter is in the storage compartment at the back of his van,” she said. “Please take her home and make sure she’s okay. She doesn’t need to see this.”

Ogrim looked as if he wanted to argue, but Mama got up off the ground and slithered toward him. “I’ll come with you,” she said. “So, you don’t have to worry.”

Sansara rolled Arthur onto his back, and gasped as she saw the wound on his chest. She tore her apron off and used it to plug the wound, whispering a silent prayer that she would be able to stop the bleeding. She could feel his heart pumping beneath her hands, not as strong as it should have been, but still beating. That was what mattered.

“Stay with me, Arthur,” she said, stroking the side of his face. “Please stay with me.”

Emergency services arrived far more quickly than if they had been responding to the Havenseed Heights neighborhood watch, so Tanya’s call must have gone through as Arthur had tried to tell Megan. Relief surged through every fiber of Sansara’s body when she saw an ambulance as well as police cars arrive.

But the relief quickly vanished when the police officers barged into Ogrim’s home with their weapons drawn on her.

“On the floor!” one of the officers shouted. “Move away from that man immediately!”

Outside, Sansara could hear Ogrim attempting to explain that he had placed the call. Tanya was crying, and asking about her father. All Sansara could focus on was the gun barrel in her face.

“I can’t,” she pleaded with them. “I have to keep pressure on his wound. He’s been shot, Officer. You have to help him.”

“I said stand down!” the policeman shouted. “Move away, or I’ll move you away in a fucking body bag, do you hear me?”

More shouting erupted outside, and fear ran in electric rivulets through her chest. She hoped Ogrim wasn’t getting in trouble too. This was exactly what she’d worried about when Arthur had suggested calling the cops. Why couldn’t they just see her kind as people, the same as humans? Why did everything have to be complicated by hate?

EMTs came into the house and Sansara reluctantly moved away from Arthur as they moved him onto a stretcher. She kept her hands in the air as the officer kept his gun trained on her. “Why are you pointing that at me?” she said. “That woman is the one who shot him. The gun is right there!”

The officer glanced down at the gun and motioned at his partner with his head. “Bag it,” he said. “And get the EMTs to check the woman too.”

“She’s on drugs of some kind,” Sansara said. “I think he said it was cocaine. Be careful.”

“Did I ask you?” the police man snarled. “Keep your goddamn mouth shut until I decide if I want to arrest you or not.”

Sansara wilted at his tone, the fight suddenly drained from her. There was nothing she could do if the police officers decided she was somehow at fault. She could only try to stay calm and stay out of the way, hoping not to annoy anyone else with her presence. She watched in silence as the EMTs got Arthur on the stretcher and carried him out of the house.

A wail from Tanya cut through the night and broke Sansara’s heart. “Daddy, no!”

She wished she could be there to comfort the girl. But what would she even say? She didn’t know if Arthur was going to be all right. She didn’t know if any of them would be all right ever again.

A screech of tires signaled a new arrival on the scene and Sansara turned to see Arthur’s friend Mark step out of a small black car.

“Uncle Mark!” Tanya’s voice cried out from the front yard. “They’re in there, Mark. My dad is in the ambulance and Mom is in there and someone is yelling at Sansara and they won’t let me go inside.”

Sansara heard the familiar voice of Arthur’s friend rising above the commotion of sirens and shouting first responders. “Who the fuck is in charge around here?” he said. “Is that Noah Donovan in there?”

The ambulance siren sounded again as the vehicle pulled out, heading for the hospital. The second police officer tried to stop Mark as he barreled in through the front door, shouting at the top of his lungs. “Donovan, you prick,” he said. “I should knock you out, you idiotic son of a cunt. Do you have any idea who that is?”

The officer who had been yelling at Sansara turned to face Mark, a bewildered look on his face. “McGuiness?” he said. “What the fuck are you doing here? This ain’t a fire call.”

“I’m here because that’s Arthur Cain you just had loaded into the ambulance,” Mark said, eyes wild with anger. “And his daughter tells me you’re in here yelling at his caregiver. What the fuck is wrong with you? Don’t they teach anyone respect on the force anymore? My father would be ashamed of you.”

The back and forth between the men washed over Sansara like a confusing dream. She caught enough to understand that Mark’s father had been a police officer, and that Arthur had informed Mark before he’d called Sansara about Megan being missing. The second officer helped get Megan loaded onto a stretcher, and repeated Sansara’s warnings to the EMTs. At least one of them had been listening to her, she thought as her brain began to feel fuzzy and unfocused.

Tears spilled down Sansara’s cheeks as she sat on the ground, her hands still up in the air, her arms aching from holding the position for so long. Finally, Mark’s voice pulled her out of her trance. “Sansara,” he said, gently. “Hey, put your arms down. Donovan’s got his head screwed back on straight. Nobody’s going to shoot you, okay?”

She nodded, her muscles aching with relief as she lowered her arms to her sides. “But Arthur,” she said. “They took him away. I don’t know where he is. She shot him, Mark, Megan shot him.”

“I know,” he said. “I’ll take you to the hospital. Don’t worry about Arthur, okay? He’s been through a lot worse than this and gotten through just fine.”

Sansara heard the worry in his voice, but she appreciated the effort. “I don’t know if I can leave—”

“These jackasses can get your statement later,” Mark said. “I called the Chief of Police to complain about their treatment of you. You’re not going to be in trouble if we go now.”

“Thank you,” she whispered, rising to her full height. “But… your car… I don’t know if I’ll fit. Could you drive Arthur’s van?”

“I’m sure I could learn to use the hand controls,” Mark said with a quick smile. “But now might not be the best time to test that theory. The car will be fine. It’s a hatchback. All the seats fold down. We’ll get you in there, don’t worry.”

Sansara nodded and followed him out the door.

On the way to the hospital, all she could do was sob, despite everything Mark said to try to calm her down.

“He lost his legs because of my mother,” Sansara muttered, weeping. “And now he’s been shot because of me. My family will be the death of him, Mark.”

“That’s not the way he tells it,” Mark said, watching her in the rearview mirror. “He makes it sound like you saved him, Sansara. And he’ll make it through this, too. Just you wait and see.”

The shock of the situation had begun to wear off and she shook violently in the back of Mark’s car. Tanya was getting a lift from one of the police cars, since both of her parents would be at the same hospital, and the cops had refused to let her stay in the care of any of the monsterkin. Mark raced after the ambulance toward the hospital. Sansara put all of her energy into trying to hold herself together, at least long enough to find out if Arthur was going to be okay.

When they arrived, Mark helped Sansara find her way through the ER, fielding questions from doctors and nurses who balked at the sight of a lamia in their building. monsterkin were usually taken to the smaller, underfunded public hospital on the outskirts of town, not the fancy new privately-owned facility downtown.

“I’m his caregiver,” Sansara pleaded with a stern faced nurse as they wheeled Arthur into an operating room. “I’m the closest thing he has to next of kin.”

“It’s true,” Mark said, turning to one of the EMTs—a woman he knew by name. “Arthur would want her to be with him. Please, Becca.”

“He’s a firefighter,” the EMT explained to the nurse. “So was the guy in there. If Mark vouches for the lamia, then what she says is true.”

“All right,” the nurse said, still frowning. “The family waiting area is through there. Stay out of our way or I’ll have security drag you out of here before you have a chance to blink, you hear me?”

Sansara nodded, whispering her thanks to Mark who insisted he’d wait outside until Tanya arrived with the police. She slithered about in the waiting area, her eyes fixed on the door that the doctors took her lover through. Somewhere beyond, emergency surgery was happening—the thought of it made her nauseous. But even though she couldn’t see Arthur, the fact that no one had yet emerged with a frowning face seemed a good sign.

After a time, the nurse popped her head through the door and gave Sansara a somewhat tired but gentle look, beckoning to her. “The doctor was able to remove the bullet,” she said. “No major organs were damaged. Your boss should be okay. But he’ll need a blood transfusion.”

“His blood type is AB,” Sansara said immediately, then blushed. “I mean, I’m sure you know that already. He’s had surgery here before.”

The nurse glanced down at her clip board and her eyebrows lifted in surprise. “Right you are,” she said. “I think I remember that one, too. If he’s going to keep playing the hero, maybe he should invest in some body armor.”

Sansara laughed nervously. “Thank you,” she said. “Thank you so much.”

“Once he’s stable, we’ll be taking him up to the recovery ward. We’ll send someone for you when you can come and see him, all right?”

“Yes, ma’am,” Sansara said. “I’ll be waiting.”

Tears of relief burned in her eyes as the nurse returned to the operating room, shouting something to the doctors. Sansara waited at the window as the nurses got him hooked up to an IV, bringing bags of blood out of a storage cabinet in the back of the room. Then, minutes or hours later—Sansara couldn’t tell—they wheeled him out of the OR and she followed.

Mark met her at the door, and she relayed the information she’d been told. He grinned. “See,” he said. “What did I tell you? Arthur’s a tough bastard. Hey… why aren’t you smiling.”

Arthur’s friend stared at her in concern as Sansara burst into tears again. “I’m scared, Mark. What if Megan gets away with what she’s done? What if they don’t lock her up? What if we have to spend the rest of our lives living in fear of the next thing she might do to us? Arthur shouldn’t have to live that way because of me.”

Mark grabbed her by the shoulders and pulled her into a rough hug. “Hey, hey,” he said. “Listen. Megan is a fucking hyper-controlling, self-absorbed psychopath. Everyone who’s ever met her can attest to that. And that’s not your fault. Now she’s shot a hero firefighter and threatened an old lady in her home. She’ll definitely get what’s coming to her, okay? Jail time for a while, hopefully some rehab. Don’t worry about that, got it?”

Sansara nodded, trying to make herself believe the man’s words. She slumped onto a bench in a quiet corner of the hospital, waiting for someone to come tell her she was allowed to see Arthur. All she wanted was to be able to see Arthur.

“Where’s Tanya?” she asked, suddenly realizing that the girl wasn’t there. “Is everything okay?”

“Everything is fine,” Mark said. “She just texted me to say she’s on the way. She had a panic attack in the police car, and they had to stop and get that sorted out. But she’s feeling better now. She’ll be here soon.”

“That poor kid,” Sansara sighed, feeling the last of the adrenaline that had been keeping her away slowly seep from her exhausted body. “She doesn’t deserve all this…”

The lamia slumped in her seat as Mark chatted companionably at her side, filling the silence with anecdotes from Arthur’s time on the Fire Department and stories of Mark’s father’s years on the Police Department. Blackness crept into the sides of her vision as she let Mark’s voice carry her away to sleep.

She woke when Mark shook her shoulder. “Hey, sleepy head,” he said. “Your Prince Charming is awake. Shall we join him?”

Sansara shot upright so fast she nearly knocked Mark out of his chair. A kind-eyed young nurse smiled at her from the doorway. “Follow me, Miss Aspidis,” she said. “He’s awake and on the mend.”

“That’s wonderful,” Sansara replied shakily. “I’m allowed to see him now?”

“Ahh,” the nurse said, chuckling. “Well, normally we’d wait a little longer. But he’s demanding to see you and threatening to get out of bed to find you himself, so yes. We’ll allow it. This time.”

Sansara blushed deeply. Mark’s laughter echoed through the corridors of the hospital, loud enough to wake the dead.

***

Arthur

He still felt a little groggy, but with the morphine drip the pain was manageable. If he had to do one of them over again, Arthur was definitely sure he’d take getting shot over having his legs crushed by falling debris. Hopefully he wouldn’t have to do either, though. If there was a God, he prayed for mercy.

Preferably at the hands of his beautiful lamia caregiver.

Sansara appeared in the doorway of his private room as if she’d been summoned by his thoughts. Okay, probably she’d been summoned by his constant harassing of the nurses to let her come up, and his threats to go find her himself if they wouldn’t. Either way, the sight of the lamia was better than any drug they could give him. Arthur was so relieved to see that she was all right he felt like he could get up and dance around the room—twisted legs and gunshot wounds be damned.

“Arthur?” Sansara gasped when she saw him, tears already streaming down her face. She had her hands clutched to her chest like she, too, had been praying. He grinned at her, and she cried out his name again, “Oh, Arthur!”

Rushing across the room, she flew into his outstretched arms and smothered him in kisses, careful to avoid his wounds. The nurse who had been adjusting his IV stood next to the bed looked shocked. A doctor who had come in behind Sansara, with Mark at his side, glowered and cleared his throat.

“Someone control the lamia, please,” he said curtly. “If she can’t behave in a civilized manner, I’ll have security remove her.”

Mark crossed his arms and stood very close to the much smaller man. “Since when is kissing a loved one uncivilized?” he asked. “Maybe you should mind your own fucking business and quit gawking, you pervert.”

Arthur heard the exchange like the distant memory of a bad dream as he allowed himself to be pulled into Sansara’s embrace. The burning heat of her body was all he wanted to think about in that moment. He’d heard the gunshot that dropped him, and another, and he’d woken from surgery in a panic that his beautiful lamia had been shot by his crazy ex-wife. Even when the nurses had assured him that his caregiver was in the waiting room and that his daughter was safe, Arthur hadn’t been willing to believe them until he saw her with his own eyes.

He was fairly certain they wouldn’t have lied to him about Tanya’s well-being. But he knew they were sure to underestimate his feelings for Sansara, and might have covered up her injuries if they thought he was being unreasonable. Besides, Tanya had been safe in the van. Sansara had been in the room with him, dodging flying bullets. He found it impossible to believe they’d gotten out of the attack unscathed.

Well, unscathed except for the bullet in his chest, and the hole in his shoulder. But that really didn’t feel so bad anymore.

The nurse left Arthur’s bedside as Sansara continued to kiss him, rubbing her hands over his arms, gasping when she saw the blood-stained bandage on his shoulder from the first bullet that had grazed him.

“Come on, doctor,” she said. “We’ll come back later for those readings. Mr. Cain isn’t going anywhere for a while yet.”

“But—” The doctor, still aghast, refused to move from the doorway. “But protocol… subhuman races are not allowed to be with human patients unsupervised… She could be dangerous!”

“You want to see dangerous?” Mark said, stepping into the doctor’s space. “Call her subhuman again, I dare you.”

The nurse grabbed the doctor’s arm and pushed him out of the room before Mark was forced to demonstrate how serious his threat was. Once they were alone, Arthur said, “Thanks, man. And thank you for taking care of her for me.”

Mark nodded, his eyes a little bloodshot—either from being tired or from holding back his true feelings, it was hard to tell.

“What are friends for?” His voice was tight. “I’ll wait outside and watch the door. You two probably want to be alone for a bit, huh?”

Sansara squeezed Arthur’s hand and turned to Mark. “You are a very good friend, Mark McGuiness. Thank you.”

When he had stepped outside and closed the door, Sansara whirled on Arthur. He thought he was about to be ravaged in the hospital bed—and he wasn’t opposed to that despite his injuries—but instead, the lamia burst into tears.

“Arthur, I’m so, so sorry,” she wailed. “You could have been killed because of me!”

Arthur held her shaking shoulders and stared into her face. “You’ve got to be joking.”

Sansara’s eyes were puffy, her cheeks pink and tear-stained. She shook her head in disbelief. “Arthur, this is the second time you’ve been put in danger because of me and my family,” she said. “Aren’t you… aren’t you worried that we must be bad luck? Aren’t you going to tell me it’s better if we part ways?”

“Sansara,” he said, almost laughing at the absurdity of her fears. “I’m the one who should be apologizing to you. I’m the one who got you roped into this insanity. My ex-wife tried to kill you for fuck’s sake. How is that your fault?”

Sansara sank onto the side of his bed and lowered her head to his uninjured shoulder, gingerly avoiding the bandages on his chest. “I still sometimes forget that you aren’t like other humans, Arthur,” she sniffed. “When things are good, I can believe that you love me like you say you do. But when things go wrong… my experience tells me that monsterkin are the ones who are blamed. You were shot trying to protect me and my mother. For most humans, that would be enough reason to cast me aside.”

“If I didn’t think you were worth getting shot for, I wouldn’t have gone through all the trouble of trying to save you.” Arthur ran his fingers through her hair, attempting to keep the IV line from getting tangled in the process. “Sansara, listen to me. I love you. And it is not your fault that Megan is insane. If anything, all of this is my fault. I should have seen the signs that she’d fallen back into addiction. I’ve seen her this way before and I refused to believe that she’d relapsed after being clean for so many years. My foolishness endangered you and your mother. Is she all right? I couldn’t get any answers about her.”

“She’s with Ogrim,” Sansara said, lifting her head from Arthur’s chest. “She’s scared and a bit bruised, but she wasn’t hurt.”

Arthur reached up to wipe the tears from her cheeks, only for more tears to spill down over his fingers. “So everything is fine then,” he said softly. “Why are you still crying?”

Sansara only started to cry harder. “I just love you so much, Arthur!” Her shoulders shook as she took a deep breath, trying to regain control. “It hurts me to see you this way after all the progress we’ve made. I just… I want to have you at home again, where I can spoil you rotten. I don’t want these mean doctors and nurses to do my job for one second longer than they need to. You need to come home!”

“I will come home as soon as I’m able,” he said, his face splitting into a wide grin. “But you know, that doesn’t sound so different from usual.”

She sniffed. “Do you… want things to be different?”

They sat in silence for a minute, with the machines beeping and whirring in the background as Arthur considered how he wanted to say what he’d been thinking about every minute since he’d woken up.

“You know,” he said slowly, taking her hands in his. “When I woke up from surgery, and I couldn’t get a straight answer from anyone about whether or not you were okay… I had so many regrets, Sansara. Not just about not realizing that Megan had gone off the deep end. But I also didn’t realize how deeply I care about you. I love you, and I’ve told you that before, but Sansara… I—” He felt his throat tighten as he tried to get the words out, suddenly overcome by the emotions he’d held at bay all morning. “I don’t want to live without you by my side. I want to make things official. I understand if all this craziness with Megan has given you some doubts, and I’m willing to wait as long as it takes for you to come around. But you need to know where I stand.”

Arthur glanced down at his legs and let out a harsh laugh. “Christ, Sansara, it’s because of you that I can stand much at all. And you need to know that I want to be with you for the rest of my life, and I don’t care who knows it.”

Sansara paled and her fingers tightened in his. “Arthur… I am scared. But…” Sweat broke out on her brow. “You know there isn’t a single part of me, body or soul, that can stomach the idea of being separated from you. I will sleep on the floor of this goddamned hospital room if they will let me, just so I don’t have to say goodbye again. Arthur, you’re my soulmate. I’ve known that since the moment I met you and nothing has changed.”

Arthur grinned. “Good. I’m glad we’re on the same page.”

Sansara bit her lip, watching him carefully. Her cheeks flushed as he returned her stare, his gaze roving over her beautiful face and marveling that this gorgeous woman was his.

“Arthur?” she said after a time. “What page are we on, exactly?”

Arthur laughed and brought her fingers to his lips. He kissed her, not taking his eyes from her.

“Sansara Aspidis,” he said. “How do you feel about becoming Mrs. Cain?”

She froze, going even paler than before. For a moment Arthur feared she was going to faint, and he got ready to call the nurses.

“You…” she stammered. “You want to marry me?”

He nodded. “If you’ll have me.”

“And we can have babies?” Sansara asked. “How will Tanya feel about having some little sisters?”

Arthur laughed again. “She won’t know what to do with them. But I’m on board. Completely, Sansara. I am one hundred percent on board with you.”

Sansara just stared, her mouth open in shock. Then she burst into even louder tears, wailing at the top of her lungs before she threw herself on Arthur, crying. “Yes, yes, I’ll marry you, Arthur. I would be so proud to be your wife!”

Arthur winced, grateful for the painkillers running through his system. “Ouch!” he said, laughing. “Okay, I didn’t expect to be assaulted or I would have waited to ask.”

“Oh my goodness, I’m so sorry,” Sansara reared back with her hands over her face. “How could I do such a thing?! Are you all right?”

“I’m all right,” he said. “I might just need a little extra taking care of when we get home.”

The sound of someone clearing their throat drew both their attention to the door where Mark stood, looking a little sheepish. Under his arm was Tanya, her bright blue eyes wide and her mouth hanging open. The raccoon eyeliner was streaked down her face like black waterfalls.

“Daddy?” she said uncertainly. “Did you just… propose to Sansara?”

Arthur’s stomach twisted. He had wanted to talk to his daughter about it before he popped the question, but seeing Sansara after being so worried… things had kind of taken on a life of their own.

“Tanya, sweetie,” he said, sitting up as best he could in the bed. “I’m so glad to see you’re all right.”

Tanya nodded. “Yeah, I’m fine. I kinda freaked out at first, the police officers said it was a panic attack. But I’m better now. How are you? You look better than I thought.”

Sansara stiffened on the bed next to Arthur, then moved away giving Tanya room to see her father. The girl sidled almost shyly up to the bed and sat down, taking Arthur’s hands.

“I feel much better now that you’re here,” Arthur said. “I’m sorry, Tanya, I didn’t mean for you to find out like this…”

Tanya glanced at Sansara and frowned. “So… you did just propose to her.”

Mark coughed into his hand. “Sorry man, we should have knocked.”

Arthur waved his friend’s comment away. “Yes, sweetie. I did. I love Sansara and I want to spend the rest of my life with her. Is that okay with you? You’ve always gotten along well with Sansara, haven’t you?”

Tanya shook her head, tears brimming in her eyes. Her cheeks flushed under her artificially pale makeup.

“No, it’s not okay!” she shouted. “You don’t even have a ring or anything! How can you do this to her? You can’t just propose without any kind of preparation, Daddy! She’s going to remember this moment for the rest of her life, and you don’t even have a ring or flowers or… or anything! That’s not fair!”

Arthur reared back at the sudden outburst, expecting something completely different. Sansara burst into a fresh wave of tears and Tanya joined her, but looking between the two Arthur had a feeling they were both crying for different reasons.

“Oh, Tanya,” Sansara cooed, sweeping the girl into a warm embrace. “You really wouldn’t mind if I married your father?”

“Are you kidding me?” Tanya wailed. “You take such good care of him that I’ll never have to worry. I’m happy for you. But he should have waited to propose until he could do it properly! Just because he’s been married before doesn’t mean he shouldn’t make a big deal and be all sweet and romantic for you.”

“What if… I buy her a really nice wedding dress?” Arthur asked, glancing at Mark for help, who just stood shrugging in the doorway. “Maybe you can help her pick it out?”

Tanya sniffed and nodded, somewhat appeased by the idea of dress shopping. Then she realized she’d left a smear of black mascara on Sansara’s shoulder, and she started to cry again, apologizing profusely.

“I would love for you to help me pick out my dress, Tanya,” Sansara said, pulling her into another hug. She whispered in the girl’s ear, winking at Arthur over Tanya’s shoulder. “Maybe I’ll even find a black one, in case we start crying again.”

That, finally, made Tanya laugh enough that the tears stopped, and she came to give Arthur another hug. “I’m so glad you’re okay, Daddy,” she whispered. “And I’m glad you have Sansara to help take care of you. You deserve someone like her to love you. But… if I’m going to be living with you now, and you guys are already talking about babies… we might need a bigger house.”

Arthur winced, realizing she was right. “I guess it’s a good thing I’ve got my insurance payout and that raise lined up, then, isn’t it?”

Mark cleared his throat again from the doorway, blushing almost as deeply as Sansara was. “Hey,” he said. “I’ve been thinking… maybe I could get a business card or something for Maid for You?”

Sansara beamed at him. “Mark, I’ll give you a personal reference. You just tell me what you’re looking for and I’ll make sure you get the best Maid for You has to offer!”


Chapter 20
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Arthur

It took over a year to get everything organized. First, they focused on getting the house ready for sale, and finding a new place in a suburb at the edge of the city. It was still close enough that Sansara could easily visit her mother, but they were officially a mixed-race couple living in an all-human neighborhood. Arthur had been nervous about that, but the transition had gone better than he’d expected.

Tanya was right, the younger generations weren’t nearly as stuck up or racist as people his age and older, and because the neighborhood had lots of kids Tanya’s age the adults accepted the unusual new couple without too much fuss.

Arthur had gotten his raise, along with a substantial end-of-year bonus when it came time for his performance review, which helped pay for a proper ring and dress and all the wedding accouterments. He’d also gotten a surprisingly large insurance payout, which he’d been able to invest. Along with the Fire Department pension, suddenly Arthur was making more than he’d ever thought he would.

He didn’t think he’d ever seen Tanya so excited and engaged about anything in his life, and he wondered if his pink-ruffle-loving little princess might still be there, hiding under the black shroud of pre-teen rebellion, waiting for her moment to shine.

As he waited at the altar, sweating in the late-spring sunshine beating down on the Centennial Park Gardens, surrounded by his and Sansara’s friends and family, Arthur couldn’t help but feel they were on the cusp of a big change. His half of the guests were human and Sansara’s half were monsterkin of every kind. The magnificent six-tier wedding cake at the reception in the flower garden had been baked by an orc, many of the decorations were woven from Arachne spider-silk, and there were minotaur cheeses amidst the fruit platters. Not one of the human guests had batted an eye.

Maybe, he hoped, his and Sansara’s meeting was meant to be all along—not just for his sake, but for the sake of all human and monsterkin diplomacy in the city. His accident had prompted changes at the Fire Department. Mark’s complaints had resulted in an investigation of the Police Department. One of the nurses had reported the doctor who had tried to remove Sansara from Arthur’s recovery room. Things were changing in New Justice City, and for some reason, he and Sansara were in the middle of it all.

The crowd whispered to one another in hushed conversation while they waited for the music to start and the bride to arrive. Arthur’s legs were aching a bit, and no doubt he’d be hurting by the end of the reception, but the fact that he was able to stand for his own wedding and that he’d be able to dance with his bride that evening still felt like a miracle.

A monsterkin band began to play the traditional bridal music from Sansara’s homeland, and the whispers of the crowd ground to a halt. Arthur turned, feeling his heart suddenly in his throat.

Tanya came first, carrying a huge bouquet of exotic flowers that had been grown by the orc, Ogrim—the same orc who had baked their wedding cake. She strew blossoms on the path behind her as the audience oohed and ahhed over her beautiful dress. It was the first time since his divorce from Megan that he’d seen Tanya wear anything other than black.

Arthur hadn’t seen Tanya or Sansara all day as his daughter had taken responsibility for all of the bride’s needs. He found his eyes welling with tears as he saw his little girl in the simple white pinafore, her makeup soft and youthful and without pretense, and her smile as big and bright as it had ever been.

Tanya did a little curtsy when she got to the top of the aisle and took her place behind the altar. Arthur could hardly take his eyes off her, until he heard the hushed gasp coming from the crowd as Sansara appeared.

He hadn’t been allowed to see the lamia’s dress either, even though it had been billed to his credit card. Tanya had delighted in teasing him with all kinds of outlandish descriptions of what Sansara would be wearing. All black, feather boas, a garland of shiny green beetles… he was actually impressed that she’d been able to come up with as many fabricated styles as she had.

But the dress Sansara had chosen, and which he now saw her gliding down the aisle in, completely took his breath away.

Like the music, Sansara’s dress was traditional from the lamia homeland. She looked as if she’d been wound in a single, endless strand of silken ribbon the way it wrapped around every curve of her body and fluttered around her waist. Rather than the white that was traditional for wedding dresses in the city, Sansara glittered and shimmered head to tail in radiant gold.

Her hair was piled high on her head, exposing her long, slender neck and bare, perfect shoulders to the warm sunlight. She carried a simple bouquet of fuchsia flowers that matched her lipstick, and as she swayed her hips back and forth, floating up the aisle toward him, Arthur would have sworn she was glowing from the inside out.

He could hardly concentrate on the officiator’s speech, he was so enamored with the sight of his bride. The audience of their friends and family disappeared from his consciousness as his world narrowed to Sansara’s beautiful face, and the tears of joy that shimmered in her slit-pupiled eyes. She was perfect in every way, and she was his.

“Do you Arthur Cain, take this woman to be your lawfully wedded wife, to live together in matrimony, to love her, comfort her, honor and keep her, in sickness and in health, in sorrow and in joy, to have and to hold, from this day forward, as long as you both shall live?”

Arthur’s throat tightened, and he nodded. “I do.”

“And do you Sansara, take this man to be your lawfully wedded husband, to live together in matrimony, to love him, comfort him, honor and keep him, in sickness and in health, in sorrow and in joy, to have and to hold, from this day forward, as long as you both shall live?”

“I do,” Sansara said, already weeping openly. “Forever and ever, Arthur. I promise to care for you until the day I die.”

The rest of the ceremony passed in a blur after they exchanged rings—a simple golden ouroboros for Arthur, and a golden ouroboros with diamond eyes for Sansara—and whispered together:

“With this ring, I thee wed.”

Forever and ever.

“I now pronounce you man and wife,” the officiator said.

The audience cheered as Arthur swept his bride into his arms and kissed her so deeply that he thought he might not ever come up for air again.

“Master and maid,” Sansara whispered in his ear as he broke away from her, and she tugged at something on her dress.

Arthur glanced down, only to see the golden ribbons of her wedding gown unravel to reveal a golden apron with ruffled edges, like the one she still wore around the house when Tanya was at school—even though she’d had to quit Maid for You once their relationship had become public.

He nearly choked when he saw it and had to cover his surprise by dipping her for another kiss. This time, he didn’t worry about losing himself in her embrace.

She was his, and he didn’t care who knew it.

She was his, and he never wanted to let her go.

***

Sansara

It was only half an hour before Tanya got home from college for the weekend and Sansara was hurrying around the playroom picking up toys. It seemed that no matter how many times a day she picked up the den-turned-toddler-battle-dome there was another explosion of toys the next time she turned around.

“Girls,” Sansara called, listening for the tell-tale sound of giggling that always erupted when they were ‘hiding’ from their mother. “Where are you? Mommy needs a kiss before she leaves!”

She paused in front of the big gilt-framed mirror in the entryway, double checking her outfit. Sansara had gone with a black pencil skirt and white blouse, like she used to wear when they’d first started dating. While she wore a sexed-up version of her old uniform in the bedroom, she hoped the reminder of when they’d first met would drive Arthur wild enough through dinner that he’d whisk her home and fuck her senseless before rather than going to the movie they’d planned on.

Not that Sansara didn’t like going to the movies, of course. She just liked making love to her husband more.

And who could blame her? The man made adorable babies!

“Girls!” she called again. “You aren’t hiding are you?”

Sansara adjusted the new earrings Arthur had bought her for their fifth anniversary, a dazzling pair of golden snakes entwined with flowers, which she absolutely adored. She caught a glimpse of a little golden tail disappearing around the corner.

“Was that you Adella?” She moved slowly toward the corner to the hallway. “I saw something moving over here…”

A cascade of giggles burst from behind the coat rack and Sansara pulled aside Arthur’s overcoat to reveal three tiny lamia, gazing up at her with wide, slit-pupiled eyes—two pairs of green and one of gold. “Aha! There you are!”

She scooped them up in her arms and they squealed with delight at being found.

“Mama, mama!” the twins, Cora and Kaliya, wriggled in her grasp. “Where Tan-ah?”

“She’ll be here soon, loves,” Sansara said, glancing at the clock once more. “What I’d like to know is where your father is… we’re going to be late if he’s not ready soon.”

She set the lamia babies down and slithered over to the bottom of the stairs.

“Arthur, are you coming?”

Adella, the golden hair and golden scaled four year old put her hands on her hips and scolded the twins. “Tan-YA!” she said, looking exasperated. “It’s Tan-YA! You should learn how to say the name of your sister.”

The front door opened and the three girls squealed with fresh delight as they hurried to greet their nineteen-year old sister. Tanya came through the door with a huge grin on her face and dropped to her knees with her arms open wide. “Did someone ask for me?” she said, laughing as the little lamia plowed into her. “I knew you wanted to see me, and I came as fast as I could. I’m going to let you stay up all night and watch scary movies and eat junk food.”

“Yay!” the girls screamed, and rushed with a flash of glinting tail scales into the living room. “Scary movies!”

Sansara crossed her arms and gave Tanya a stern look. “What did you bring this time?”

Tanya grinned at her and pulled a DVD from her purse. “Beauty and the Beast,” she said. “You look beautiful, Sansara. Where are you going tonight?”

Tanya had grown tall, and now that she had taken to wearing high-heels, she was actually taller than Sansara. She no longer dyed her blonde hair black, and had it swept back in a no-nonsense ponytail. With her ripped jeans and the tattered men’s suit jacket she wore over an old band t-shirt, one might not suspect that she was one of the top students in the fashion department at the local Fine Arts college.

But wedding dress shopping with Sansara, and learning about monsterkin fashion had inspired Tanya to blend Otherworld styles with human styles in a fresh new street fashion which had caught the eye of a local designer, who had offered her a scholarship at the college. Tanya was loving every minute of her studies, and was now taking her love of fashion in a different direction. She’d gotten into set and costume design for stage productions.

“Well, we’re supposed to go to dinner and watch some new rom-com at the theater,” Sansara said. “But I think your father has forgotten. He’s been in his office all day!”

“Dad, get down here!” Tanya bellowed from the bottom of the stairs. “You’ve got a hot date waiting for you, and if you’re not here soon I’m going to take her out and you’ll be stuck at home babysitting!”

“Yay!” the little lamia girls squealed from the playroom. “Daddy!”

A door upstairs slammed, and Arthur hurried down the stairs, dressed impeccably in a suit and tie. Sansara noted how much his legs were still improving thanks to the elven salves she continued to procure. He didn’t even limp on the way down, when stairs used to be a sticking point in his recovery.

Arthur beamed at Tanya and Sansara. “I’m here, I’m here.”

The lamia toddlers shot out of the playroom to intercept him before he made it to the door, swirling around his feet in a little tornado of shimmering scales and bright, excited eyes. “Daddy, are you staying here?” Adella asked. “We want you to, but Mommy looks so pretty you should take her out like you promised.”

Arthur picked up each of his daughters one by one and planted big wet kisses on their cheeks as they squirmed and giggled in his arms. “I don’t know…” he said, teasingly. “I hear you’re going to watch scary movies…”

His gaze moved to Sansara, and she felt her cheeks heat as he took in her outfit, and stilled. He set the girls down and moved toward his wife. “But Mommy does look very, very pretty, doesn’t she?”

“Hey now,” Tanya said, stepping between them and waving her hands in front of her father’s face. “I know that look. Don’t be looking at her like that if you plan to leave the house.”

Arthur grinned. “Hi sweetie,” he said. “How was your week? Did you visit your mom?”

“Just left actually,” Tanya said with a sigh. She shrugged. “Mom’s… Mom. She’s doing better in this program, I think. Her therapist says she’ll never stop being a narcissist, but she’s adjusting well and has been responding to treatment and therapy much better these days.”

“That’s good,” Arthur said, sounding genuinely happy for Megan. “I’m glad to hear it.”

A flicker of jealousy shivered through Sansara, but she shook it off and smiled. “Any word on parole?”

“Yes,” Tanya said, drawing out the word. She glanced nervously between Arther and Sansara, but Arthur came to stand next to his wife, putting a comforting arm around her waist.

Tanya continued, “But she’ll be wearing an ankle bracelet that monitors her movements, and the restraining order is still valid. So, they’ll be keeping an eye on her. She’s actually talking about moving to a different city for a work program… but, I think it’s because she’s started dating someone she met in therapy. Another narcissist. I’m not sure who to feel sorrier for.”

“It’s okay, Arthur,” Sansara said, noting the worry in her husband’s face at the mention of Megan being free again. “I’m not scared with you here. You protected me last time, and this time we’ve got the police on our side. It will be fine.”

“She’s right, Dad,” Tanya said. “Mom’s really preoccupied with her own stuff lately. The whole narcissism thing at work, I guess. She doesn’t talk about you guys much at all. She’s more interested in this new job opportunity and her new guy. It will be okay.”

Adella tugged on Arthur’s pant leg. “Daddy, are you going to stay for the movie?”

“We could stay home,” Sansara proposed, leaning against Arthur’s side, loving the feel of his strong arms around her. “I’d be just as happy, if not happier, to pamper you all night…”

Tanya stuck a finger down her throat and pretended to gag. “Ew! Mommy’s talking about smooching! Let’s get in there and start this movie before we all catch cooties just by being in the same room as these lovebirds.”

Adella, Cora, and Kaliya burst into high-pitched, gleeful cackles and grabbed Tanya’s hands, tugging her toward the playroom.

“If you need anything and you can’t get through to us,” Arthur shouted after them, “Call Uncle Mark.”

“Got it, Dad,” Tanya said. “Get out of here!”

“Come Tan-ah! Come! Movie time!” the twins chorused in perfect synchronicity.

“Have fun, you two,” Tanya cat called as she allowed herself to be dragged away by her little sisters. “Happy Anniversary!”

“Maybe we should wait for them to get back,” Adella said, ever the diplomat. “That way they don’t have to miss it.”

“Oh no, Daddy hates scary movies,” Tanya stage-whispered to the girls. “He has nightmares!”

This set off another volley of giggles as the girls and their older sister disappeared into the playroom.

When they were gone, Arthur whirled on Sansara and pressed his mouth hungrily to hers. “God, you look so sexy,” he murmured between kisses. “Please tell me you have a Maid for You apron in your purse…”

Desire flushed through Sansara’s entire body. “Are you going to ask me to wear it to dinner?”

Arthur growled, nipping at the side of her neck as he pushed her toward the door. “Ask?” he said. “Since when do I have to ask? I demand you put it on right now, little maid.”

Sansara sank against him, feeling suddenly weak as her insides melted.

“Mmmm, say it like that again…” He grinned and pulled back, leaving her panting for more. “Please?” she whimpered.

“Get in the van, Sansara,” Arthur said in his most commanding tone, making her shiver as he opened the door for her. “I’m going to take you out on a nice date. I want to spoil you and pamper you for once. I want to show you off on the town and make every man in this city jealous of what I have.”

Sansara pulled her apron from her bag and tied it around her waist. She bit her lip as she noticed Arthur’s lustful gaze upon her.

“Yes, Master,” she purred. “Anything you say.”

Arthur caught her hand as she moved toward the vehicle and pulled her back, dropping his mouth to hers as he wrapped his strong arms around her body and squeezed her tightly.

“When we get home,” he whispered against her lips. “I’ll let you return the favor.”

Sansara gazed into his green eyes and pure happiness burst inside her. Even after all this time she found it hard to believe that her fairy tale ending had come true. She wriggled her hips and felt him stiffen in response to her body. She looked forward to teasing him all night, before they came home, and she could perform her most explicit services for her man.

“I can’t wait,” she giggled. “Happy Anniversary, boss.”

Nobody had ever had as faithful a maid as Sansara was to her husband. She’d known it from the moment she’d met him, but it had proved truer with every day they spent together.

She was made for him.

***

A parting word from the authors: If you enjoyed this book, please review it. We were thinking about making a series out of it, and your encouragement would definitely be helpful in making that a reality!
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