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Chapter One
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Mark

Mark McGuiness nursed a flat, lukewarm beer and let his gaze slide across the dingy bar, wondering if he’d made a mistake. While sitting alone in his house, wishing for some company, it had seemed like a good idea to come to Havenseed Heights for a night of anonymous, drunken fun. The bars and clubs in the monster-kin district of New Justice City were a little dirtier than the ones he usually frequented. A little louder. A little rougher around the edges.

But the ones he usually frequented didn’t have many cute monster-girls in attendance, either. And ever since his best friend had married a beautiful, doting, and completely dedicated lamia woman, Mark hadn’t quite been able to get the idea of a monster-kin lover out of his head, though he’d tried.

Besides, Mark was a big guy. He knew how to throw a punch—and more importantly, he knew how to take one. He wasn’t worried about drinking in a dive bar in the monster ghetto.

He was just… disappointed.

“Horns and Tails” had ended up being more of a club than a proper bar, much to his chagrin. It was packed with sweaty dancers—mostly monster-kin, but more humans than he’d expected. He watched them with a growing sense of awkwardness and unease.

Mark wasn’t much of a dancer. As coordinated as he was when training at the gym or the fire hall, on the dancefloor he seemed to sprout two left feet. It was the only time he felt his size really worked against him. He was too big, like a clumsy bull surrounded by delicate porcelain dolls.

Yes, even when some of those delicate porcelain dolls were muscular orc-women with green skin and tusks or towering arachnes on eight legs.

It didn’t seem to matter that he wasn’t actually that big compared to a lot of the monster-folk, even if he was by human standards. In fact, being one of only a few human males in the dance club just made him feel like everyone was watching him.

Which made him nervous and self-conscious.

Which made him even more clumsy.

Which was why he was glued to the bar, hoping to catch the eye of an exhausted female dancer who might like to catch her breath and let him buy her a drink.

Maybe the night wouldn’t have felt like such a letdown if the music had been better. Mark didn’t like dancing, but he did like music.

Real music. Not the twitchy, electronic noise currently stabbing him in the ears. How did anyone dance to something that sounded like screeching alley-cats mating inside an oil drum, anyway? The bassline throbbed through the air of the club like the arrhythmic heartbeat of an enormous dying—or, he amended, perhaps fucking—animal. Mark cringed internally as the song picked up the pace, and the lights around the club strobed in tempo. His head pounded, too, with each beat making him regret the impulse that had brought him here.

Some of the city’s monster-folk hardly looked different from humans, except for a pointed set of ears, or slit-pupiled eyes. Other’s, like Sansara, the lamia woman Arthur had married, were much more… monstrous. Watching them, Mark realized he was the one who was out of place here.

His eyes wandered the enthusiastically gyrating crowd, sliding over luscious monster-girl asses with tails shaking, bouncing hair with horns protruding, big round breasts with skin colors and textures that he never would have dreamed of before the otherworldly immigrations had begun.

They were different. Exotic and enticing in a way that Mark couldn’t explain. Part of him wanted nothing more than to sample a girl or two from each of the monster races, spending his life exploring the most intimate depths of human-monster relations.

He’d hardly be the first human man to develop a kink for monster-girls.

Unlike Arthur, though, human men tended to keep their monstrous mistresses behind closed doors, like dirty little secrets that polite society knew about but wouldn’t discuss. And until recently, Mark had been no different.

If he was being completely honest with himself, Mark didn’t want a parade of exotic women marching past his bed.

What he really wanted was one girl, just one girl who looked at him the way Sansara looked at Arthur. And Mark had dated enough human women to be fairly certain he wasn’t going to find that kind of devotion amongst the hardened, cynical bachelorettes of New Justice City’s human singles’ scene—at least not those around his age. They were all single mothers, career women with no interest in serious relationships, or jaded divorcees. All of them were as worthy of love as he was, but he just didn’t think he could make a woman like that happy and vice versa. He was afraid he’d gotten serious about romance much too late.

Mark had had trouble believing his best friend when he’d admitted to falling in love with a snake woman, but after seeing Sansara dote upon Arthur, Mark could admit—if only to himself—that scales, fangs, and tails wouldn’t be enough to hold him back if a monster-girl ever looked at him the way Sansara did Arthur.

He would marry a girl like that on the spot.

Mark took the last swig of his tepid beer, suddenly feeling morose. He was too old to be prowling the town like he used to. He didn’t really want some mindless hookup, and there was no sense in staying if all the girls were too busy dancing to talk with him.

He slapped some cash on the bar and slid off his stool, ready to spend the night alone in his living room, where—at least—he wouldn’t have to listen to this awful ‘music.’

As he finished this thought, the music in question died, and the dancers broke apart on the dance floor. A pair of giggling satyr women stumbled happily toward him—one with a pair of stubby ivory horns sticking out of her short blond hair and the other with longer, black horns curled into her longer, blacker hair. Full, red lips glistened as they smiled at him, marching up to the bar on cloven hooves. They wore miniskirts that barely hung below their flicking fawn-like tails, and halter tops stretched so tight across their ample chests that Mark wondered how the fabric hadn’t split in two.

His body decided immediately—and without consultation with his head—that he was actually not too old to be prowling the town. He had more than enough energy to go all night if that was what was called for. He sat back down and watched the pair approach, his mouth watering.

“My, you’re a big one,” the blonde said as she squeezed up to the bar, pressing her chest against his side as she glanced down the row of quickly filling seats. “Have you got room for two more?”

Mark leaned against the bar and winked. “I have two knees.”

The girls tittered, and the blonde whispered something to the brunette which made her smile and lick her lips. The friend nodded, and with a single springy hop both satyresses were perched in Mark’s lap.

The brunette ran her fingers over his left bicep, biting her lip. The blonde massaged his chest, her bright blue eyes piercing his. There was nothing loving in her gaze, just hunger. The spot of heat on each of his thighs told him exactly what these girls were hungry for.

“What’s your name, then?” Mark asked the blonde, as the brunette seemed much more interested in his arm than in him.

“Chloe,” she said. “Chloe Starfell.”

“I can guess how you got that name,” Mark said, feeling his lips quirk into a familiar flirtatious grin.

Chloe tilted her head, one soft ear flopping to the side. “What do you mean?”

“You must have gotten it when you crashed down to Earth from the Heavens,” he said, hating himself a little bit for the cheesy line. But cheesier lines had worked before, and it was always worth a shot.

Chloe shook her head, wrinkling her brow as she cast a glance at her doe-eyed companion. But the Brunette was still stroking Mark’s bicep like she’d forgotten it was attached to him. Chloe wriggled her hips on Mark’s lap and gave him a curious look.

“No,” she said, finally. “It’s a family name, from my homeworld, Valestria.”

Mark sighed. Not even a laugh. He supposed he still had a bit to learn about flirting with monster-girls. But Chloe seemed already to have forgotten the awkward line. She reached for his beer bottle, and tipped it back, frowning when she found it empty.

“Uh, would you like me to buy you a drink?” Mark offered.

Chloe’s frown immediately disappeared, and she nodded excitedly. “I like wine. Red wine.”

“Me too,” the brunette said, not looking away from Mark’s bicep, as if she expected his muscles to answer her. Her voice was softer than he expected and dripping with sensuality. “Lots of red wine.”

Dutifully, if a bit perplexed, Mark ordered the drinks.

As his back was turned, he heard Chloe whispering to her friend.

“You were right, Mona,” she said. “You can come to these places and have men buy you all the bacchanalian delights you want!”

Mark sighed as he saw the look of hunger flash across Chloe’s blue eyes again—this time directed at the overfilled wine glass the bartender had deposited in front of her. She downed it with alarming speed, licking her lips and grinning at him with purple-stained teeth.

“More,” Mona demanded, and Mark noticed her glass was also empty.

It didn’t look like he was going to find his true love that night after all. But with Chloe and Mona wriggling in his lap, their hands wandering over his chest and arms, Mark was quickly considering the advantages of not being in love.

Namely, the ability to pursue more temporary companionship.

When the bartender returned, Mark put his hands over the girls’ glasses and they both protested loudly.

“I have wine back at my place,” he said, his gaze darting between the two thirsty satyresses. “Lots of wine. If you’re interested, and you’re not too drunk to enjoy my company, that is.”

The girls’ eyes lit up.

“You mean sex?” Chloe asked brightly. “We like sex, too.”

Mark grinned, thinking maybe the night wouldn’t be totally hopeless.

Mona nodded and licked her lips again, her dark eyes finally tearing themselves away from Mark’s bicep long enough to meet his gaze directly.

She grinned up at him, nodding excitedly. “Yes,” she declared, “almost as much as wine.”

***

They weren’t lying. Chloe and Mona demonstrated appetites for both wine and sex that would have put most human women out of commission for weeks. Empty wine bottles littered the floor of his bedroom, and Mark marveled that the satyr women had managed to consume so much without actually getting drunk.

Mark was rather proud of himself that he’d managed to keep up with them, in bed at least. He’d had to tap out of the drinking long before they’d worked their way through his stash, though. Apparently, satyrs metabolized alcohol differently than humans did.

By the time the wine was gone, the girls had sprawled across his bed, sweaty, naked, and temporarily sated.

And completely unapologetically taking up all the room on the bed.

Mark stumbled out of the room, regret already setting in.

Not to mention a headache.

Chloe and Mona were fun enough. He’d certainly had worse evenings. But compared to what he really wanted in a relationship, the night felt hollow.

Mona treated him more like a sex doll than a person, which—while it was kind of hot to watch her bouncing on his dick like she’d just won the sex toy lottery—was admittedly an empty sort of pleasure.

Chloe had seemed more genuinely interested in him, beyond his ability to produce wine bottles from cupboards. She’d even asked him what his name was, and mostly remembered to call him by it. But when he’d asked for her number, she’d informed him that she didn’t date humans.

He’d managed to ignore his disappointment while she wrapped her lips around his shaft and began suckling at him like a bottle of wine.

But by the time the satyress girls were snoring in his bed—obviously with no intention of allowing him to share—the disappointment had crept in again.

God, who was he? It wasn’t that long ago that Mark would have considered a night of hot, sloppy sex with a couple of ridiculously cute monster girls a roaring success, even if he had to sleep on the floor afterwards. It wasn’t that long ago that the sex was all he wanted.

Now… It wasn’t enough. He’d been kidding himself to think otherwise.

Fuck. He was getting old. When the hell did that happen?

Mark stumbled out of the bedroom and weaved his way toward the living room couch, contemplating the fact that his life had been just fine until Arthur had met Sansara.

Not that he didn’t like Sansara. He was over-the-moon happy for his best friend. But when Arthur had been married to Megan, it had hardly made Mark jealous. Even when his goddaughter, Tanya, had been born, Mark hadn’t felt any longing for domestic bliss. He loved Tanya, and he’d always figured he’d have his own kids someday. But… he’d never really seen anything to envy about Arthur’s life while he was married to his beautiful and completely bat-shit crazy ex-wife.

Mark was pretty sure that anyone who’d known Arthur and Megan had felt the same way. He’d just assumed that Arthur liked Megan’s brand of crazy, because he’d put up with it for almost as long as Mark had known him. And he’d seemed happy enough.

Or so he’d thought until Mark saw Arthur with Sansara. Mark didn’t think he had truly known that a person could be as happy as they were. Now that he knew, the fact had wormed its way into the back of Mark’s mind, poisoning the things he’d used to enjoy with the knowledge that his happiness was just a shadow, a shallow puddle of what he could have if he found the right woman.

A belch from one of the sleeping satyresses echoed down the hall from his bedroom, making Mark cringe.

Had his life always been like this? He was sure he had enjoyed himself once. Once, the prospect of an entire life full of one-night stands and no commitment would have sounded just grand.

Now…

The thought of being alone like that didn’t sit right anymore. In fact, it scared the shit out of him. He was willing to try just about anything to meet a nice girl he could settle down with. He’d even considered signing up for Maid for You, like Arthur had. Sansara had given him a card and put in a good word for him. But he’d never quite been desperate enough to call.

It felt a little unsavory, of course... Hiring a maid with the intent of seducing her. Arthur and Sansara were different, because they hadn’t set out to form a romantic attachment. It had just happened naturally. How could it not? They were obviously meant for each other.

Mark scoffed at himself, sinking deeper into the couch cushions and rubbing his fingers over his exhausted, wine-blurred eyes. Good Lord, he was becoming a romantic. He’d used that cheesy fallen star pick-up line on Chloe, not because he’d thought it would work, but because a part of him felt like that was the only way he was going to find the right girl. She’d have to fall from the heavens and land in his lap at this rate, because he’d tried everything else.

He’d tried meeting a girl at church. He’d tried speed dating—even at interspecies events. That had been promising. He’d gotten a second date with a human woman named Chelsea and another with a half-orc named Ritasha. And he’d liked them both, but he couldn’t see himself falling in love with either of them.

He’d joined social clubs, too—even a book club, and he wasn’t really a big reader. There he’d met a very cute half-elf named Stellara that he’d put on the charm for. But she’d shut him down cold because she was dating someone else—fair enough.

And in between those efforts, he still tried his hand at picking up girls the old-fashioned way, at bars and dance clubs. More and more often those bars and dance clubs were in the monster district, not because he had some kind of kink for monster girls or anything, but he just had a feeling that if he’d been meant to find a human girl he’d have done it by now. That had been his focus for his entire life, after all.

The guys at the station had given him a bit of ribbing when he started openly dating monster-kin women. People were a lot more accepting of it since Arthur and Sansara’s wedding, and the announcement of Sansara’s pregnancy. But true changes in the social expectations of their city were going to be a long time coming. He supposed he should be grateful he hadn’t been ostracized, but he found he didn’t actually care that much.

He was much more interested in finding the right woman than he was in fitting in with social norms. Especially when those norms were stupid, racist, and outdated.

But Mark was serious about finding something real. It was like his mind was on repeat, coming back to the same thought over and over again, refusing to be derailed by his attempts at distraction. Bars and clubs, wine, sexy satyresses… It wasn’t enough.

He didn’t just want a change, he needed it. He just knew that the rest of his life was going to feel as empty and hollow as this night had unless he could find The One.

And, okay. There was no denying the fact that he felt a little desperate, too. He was far on the wrong side of thirty by now, and while he didn’t have to worry so much about biological clocks as women did, he sure as hell didn’t want to keel over from a heart attack before his hypothetical kids were out of Pampers, either. It wasn’t like he had all the time in the world.

Mark groaned, reaching instinctively for the Maid For You card he’d stuffed between the couch cushions the last time he’d been plagued with these thoughts. Sansara had mentioned something about asking for “open-minded live-in maids.” That was his best shot for finding a girl who was up for dating a client.

Maybe he’d try a short-term appointment.

Maybe he didn’t need to date the girl. He didn’t want to be sleazy, after all. And requesting an “open-minded” maid felt a little bit like asking a massage parlor if they offered happy endings. That wasn’t his style.

He didn’t need that. Sex wasn’t what was missing from his life. He didn’t need an “open-minded maid” to find that kind of relationship. Truth was that he was just lonely.

What Mark wanted wasn’t something he figured they were going to have on the Maid For You application form. He wanted the comfort and satisfaction he could see in Arthur’s eyes since he’d married Sansara. That woman had healed him in ways far beyond the physical damage he’d suffered in that house fire.

Mark wanted to feel taken care of. He wanted someone to come home and make conversation with. Someone to share daily tasks and chores so they didn’t feel so meaningless. Someone who would notice if he stayed late at work or who would call in the middle of the day to cancel whatever dinner plans they’d made and insist on ordering pizza and watching a movie just so they could hang out.

It didn’t have to be a wife. It didn’t have to be sexual.

And yet… he still felt weird about making the call.

Sighing, Mark texted Arthur. It was late, but it wasn’t that late. Although, if he had a wife like Sansara waiting for him, Mark had to admit he’d probably make some life changes to accommodate a much earlier bedtime. Oh well, they could talk about it in the morning—

Mark jumped when his phone rang.

“What’s up?” Arthur asked the second he answered, feigning casualness, though Mark could hear concern in his voice.

Mark shook his head in amazement, even though Arthur wouldn’t be able to see him. “Shouldn’t you be asleep?”

“I should be,” Arthur said. “But my pregnant wife insists on eating everything in the house the moment it strikes midnight.”

“Or she turns into a pumpkin?”

“She says it’s the only time of day she doesn’t want to puke,” Arthur said. “And as she currently looks like she swallowed a pumpkin, I’ve added late-night culinary escapades to my physiotherapy routine.”

Mark laughed, ignoring the lump of jealousy that formed in his throat. He was happy for Arthur, he truly was. He just also wanted that happiness for himself.

They chatted for a while, Mark catching him up with all the goings-on at the station that Arthur had missed—but likely wasn’t missing all that much—while Arthur cooked.

Once they’d run out of things to talk about, there was a lull in the conversation, Arthur cleared his throat. “So, what’s this really about?”

“You called me,” Mark said, suddenly feeling awkward.

“After you texted me,” Arthur reminded him. “Bad date?”

Mark grumbled something under his breath and leaned against the back of the couch, staring at the ceiling. “I wouldn’t call it bad exactly. Just… I don’t know.”

Arthur didn’t say anything. Mark could hear the sound of a knife on a cutting board as Arthur continued to work, happy to wait out his best friend’s sullen silence. Mark cursed to himself, realizing this was exactly why he’d wanted to talk to Arthur, because Arthur knew exactly how to wheedle information out of him when he needed to say something but didn’t know how to say it.

Finally, Mark couldn’t bear the silence any longer, and he found all the jumbled thoughts he’d been fighting with that evening spilling out of his mouth. Arthur just listened.

When he was done, there was a pregnant pause while Arthur waited to make sure Mark was actually finished. Mark felt his neck burning as he waited for his friend to reply. He was drunk. He was rambling. He hoped to God he hadn’t said something embarrassing or insulting. But he felt better, too, to have all that off his chest.

“I get it,” Arthur said, finally. “I developed feelings for Sansara long before we did anything about it, and the reason I didn’t do anything at first was because I didn’t want to take advantage of a woman who was working for me.”

“Exactly,” Mark agreed.

“But I don’t think you have to worry,” Arthur said. “Sounds to me like you’re looking for companionship more than anything. Maid For You is perfect for that. If it develops into something more… you just need to talk about it. Make sure she knows her job doesn’t hinge on her answer. As long as there’s enthusiastic, willing, and eager participation from both of you, I really don’t see how it’s anyone else’s business how you meet a girl.”

Mark let out a long, slow breath, feeling his heart rate calm. He hadn’t realized it was beating faster than normal until he began to relax. “Thanks, man. That’s what I needed to hear. I’ll give it a shot, expecting nothing but a maid. A companion.”

There was a thump from the bedroom, as if one of the girls had fallen out of bed. Then both of them started giggling. Mark quickly said his goodbyes to Arthur, thanking him again for his advice, and hung up the phone.

When the two naked satyresses stumbled out of the hallway into the living room and crawled into his lap, Mark was feeling good enough that he figured he could go another round. Mona lapped at his chest with her hot tongue as Chloe kissed his neck, grinding her sex against his thigh.

She nibbled on his earlobe, sending a shiver of pleasure through him. Then she whispered, slow and seductive in his ear. “More red wine, please.”

Zuzu

Zuzu dashed around a corner, skidding across the pavement as she attempted to dart into a dark alley. She tugged her hood over her face, covering her pointed black ears and making sure her tail was still tucked into the baggy hoodie. There was no way the police officer in pursuit had gotten a good look at her. She just needed to find somewhere to lay low and she’d be safe.

She could hear the officer’s feet pounding the pavement before he shouted for her to stop. Zuzu wondered if that ever worked. Why would anyone stop when they were being chased down by a man with a gun and a badge that would allow him to lock her up and throw away the key? You’d have to be a fool.

Or have simply given up.

But Zuzu wasn’t the type of girl to give up. Especially not when her life was on the line. She’d been on the streets for three years now, and the only reason she was still alive was because she stubbornly clung to life with her claws out and her teeth bared, hissing at anyone who dared to get too close.

The parcel of elven healing salves she’d stolen from a Werifesterian Apothecary at the edge of Havenseed Heights was still tucked tightly under her arm. Zuzu herself was from Werifesteria, so it wasn’t truly stealing. That’s why she’d taken the job. It was a bit like she was liberating the medicine of her homeland from whoever ran the place.

Mind you, that logic only worked if the owners weren’t Werifesterian, too. So, Zuzu made a special point of not doing too much homework before accepting the heist. Morals and standards were all well and good, after all, but having food to eat was much better.

Zuzu’s bright yellow eyes widened as the police officer careened around the corner and locked eyes with her where she huddled in the dark. Her entire body tensed, muscles preparing for fight or flight. Or, as was usually the case for a catgirl turned cat burglar, both.

“Stop right there,” the officer shouted, pointing his gun into the shadowed alley. “I’ve got you now. Don’t move a muscle.”

Zuzu bared her teeth in a savage grin. All right then, he could have it his way. She wouldn’t move a muscle. She had another trick up her sleeve. Or rather… in her feet.

The limbs in question began to tingle and glow, and the police officer took a step back, his brow furrowed in confusion.

In Zuzu’s homeland, magic functioned through a system called Mastery. By practicing something with complete focus and dedication, a Werifesterian could unlock supernatural abilities to aid in the pursuit of their passions. There was a story of an inn in her world where a demoness could make paintings so realistic they came to life, and a man so talented with massage that he could literally heal a person’s soul with his ministrations.

Zuzu’s talent wasn’t artistic or altruistic. But it was far more practical.

Activating her mastery, Zuzu’s legs and feet thrummed with power. She launched herself—without moving a muscle, at least at first—up into the air, kicking sideways off the alley wall, and flying over the head of the stunned police officer. The moment she hit the ground on the other side, she was running. Bouncing off of cars, sprinting up the side of a bus, soaring through the air to swing off a fire escape and land in a crouch upon a rooftop.

There was a crack as the officer fired his weapon, and Zuzu flinched as she felt the zing of a bullet shoot past her face.

What the fuck? She hissed as she darted behind cover and began sprinting in a different direction. It was just some harmless medicine. It wasn’t like she was a drug lord.

Speaking of drug lords…

Zuzu maneuvered deftly to another roof and watched with satisfaction as the police officer continued running in the direction she had been going. She’d lost him. Quickly, Zuzu pulled her phone out of her pocket and speed-dialed the only number in her contacts.

Boss.

There was no answer on the other line, but she heard the click of the call connecting. “I’ve got the stuff,” she said, barely out of breath.

“Good kitty,” the voice on the other end replied, distorted as usual, but obviously the Boss. He was the only one she let get away with the nickname, not because she liked him, but because he scared the shit out of her. “Drop it off at the agreed upon location.”

Zuzu waited for the click that signified the Boss had hung up. She wouldn’t dare hang up before him. But the moment he did, she stuffed the phone back in her pocket and hopped off the roof, landing nimbly in the middle of the sidewalk.

Right in front of another pair of police officers. The lazy bastard must have called for backup.

Zuzu cursed, pushing more magic into her feet as she darted in the opposite direction. Each time their guns went off, she flinched, feeling her heart rate skyrocketing. Did they have to shoot at her? If she’d known she was going to end up working as a thief on Earth, maybe she would have focused her Mastery on becoming bulletproof rather than agile.

So far, she’d managed to avoid actually getting shot, but she knew it was only a matter of—

Pain seared through her hand a split second after another shot echoed off the concrete buildings surrounding her. Zuzu hissed, dropping the package mid-leap as she kicked off a parked taxicab in a perfect back-flip. Using her power to direct her momentum, Zuzu launched herself directly at the police officers, her feet connected with one startled head after the other before she dashed into an alley toward the drop off location.

The address belonged to a humble office—Maid For You HQ. She realized with surprise that it was the monster girl maid service that seemed to be all the rage these days. The drop was actually behind the building, but it did seem a little high-profile for a parcel delivery—

Fuck. Her brain finally caught up with the burning pain in her right hand. She’d dropped the Boss’s cargo, so…

At the last minute, Zuzu veered away from the alley toward the front door of the office, hoping she could find a place to hide before the cops found her.

A bell rang as Zuzu ran inside the building. Panting, her heart feeling like it was about to hammer its way through her chest—not from exertion, but from fear—she leaned against the counter and gasped, “I’d like to apply for a job.”

The receptionist, an older, very stern-looking satyress, lifted an eyebrow. “Would you, now?”

Zuzu wanted to scream. Of course she didn’t want to be a maid. There wasn’t a servile bone in her body and she was sure it was written all over her face. But she needed to disappear, and what better way to do that than by donning a nondescript uniform like… like the one hanging from the coat rack to her right.

She snatched the outfit off the rack. “Mind if I try this on?”

The receptionist didn’t have time to respond before Zuzu was stripping off her oversized hoodie and jeans and slipping into the slightly snug uniform. Her tail twitched in irritation at the too-tight fabric. Then, she balled up her clothes and shot them like a basketball through the covered trash can in the waiting room. The satyress’s eyebrow rose even higher.

The lid to the bin was still swinging when two police officers slammed through the door, nearly knocking the bell off its hook. They glanced at the receptionist first, then at Zuzu, eyes scanning the otherwise empty office. Zuzu hid her hand, bleeding from the graze of the bullet, behind her back as she attempted to pose like a dutiful maid.

“Either of you see someone in a big black hoodie?” the first officer asked.

Zuzu felt her tail puff out and cursed her inability to hide her feelings when she was stressed.

“Noooo,” the satyress said, drawing out the word for longer than Zuzu felt was completely necessary. The woman’s eyebrow rose even higher into her graying hairline. She smirked. “But I’ll keep an eye out.”

The second officer glanced at Zuzu and her puffed up tail. He gave her a hard stare.

“You startled me,” Zuzu said, her voice trembling. “It’s… it’s my first day.”

She didn’t know why she’d said that, but it seemed to do the trick. The cops gave another look around the office before nodding to Zuzu and the receptionist and joining a dozen more men and women in uniform now going door to door to harass other businesses in the area.

What the hell did they think was in that package? Zuzu wondered as she stepped away from the window.

The receptionist cleared her throat, and Zuzu spun with a hiss.

The satyr woman was looking down at her from her elevated desk, an amused and curious look on her face. Zuzu felt her hair bristle even more.

Then, her own face split into a grin as she realized what the woman had done for her, a stranger—and a trouble-making stranger at that.

“Thank you,” she said, unable to stop the rumble of a purr from escaping her throat. “Thank you so much!”

“You’re very welcome,” the satyr woman said, leaning on her elbows. Zuzu could see a little gold nametag on her blazer, which read, Evelyn. “You know… that uniform doesn’t look half bad on you.”

Zuzu stopped purring. Her ears twitched. “It… it doesn’t?”

“If you’re really looking for a job,” Evelyn said. “I might just be looking to hire.”


Chapter Two
[image: image-placeholder]


Mark

Monday morning, Mark arrived early at the firehouse, wanting to get in a workout before his shift started. Since the new Chief had been appointed, Mark had been privileged with a relatively normal shift schedule—a perk he had no doubt was meant as a kind of hush payment to keep him from dragging the slime-ball Mayor Grimwad’s name through the mud.

After his accident, Arthur had threatened to expose the racist corruption at the heart of New Justice City’s government and Mark had backed him up. Mark’s father had retired from his job as Commissioner of the Police Department years ago, but the McGuiness name was still enough to strike fear into the hearts of any politician old enough to remember it.

Grimwad had almost shit his pants when he realized the son of the Marty McGuiness was threatening to crack his head open. The former Commissioner had made his name by doing exactly that. He’d taken down more white-collar crime rings in New Justice City than the past five Commissioners combined. Never mind that Mark was a firefighter and not an officer of the law, Grimwad seemed to have developed a wariness for the McGuiness name that Mark was more than willing to capitalize on.

Mark had never been one to ride his old man’s coattails. He’d spent a good number of his younger years running in the opposite direction of wherever the elder McGuiness tried to point him, to the point that he’d gotten involved with unsavory characters from the undercity before finding his calling as a firefighter. But if it meant working a semi-regular schedule for a few years Mark was willing to let Grimwad stay a little clammy under the necktie.

“There’s nothing quite so dirty as a white collar,” Mark’s father had been fond of saying, which Mark had always found a little annoying as a kid. But the older he got, the more he realized it was true. At least the kingpins of the undercity were honest about what they did. He had to admit a begrudging respect for some of the crime bosses he’d met throughout the years.

Not that Mark was inclined toward a life of crime. Heroes didn’t work in the shadows, and he’d always aspired to being a hero—a vision of himself that had grown more poignant since Arthur had shown him just how much a single act of heroism could change the lives of a person and everyone around them.

Mark was good at his job, and he’d certainly saved lives, homes, and livelihoods in his work as a firefighter. But he didn’t really consider himself a hero, yet. Not like Arthur. Not like his father. He was still waiting for his moment.

Now that his dad was retired and spent more time at the family cabin fishing for lake trout than stringing up corrupt government officials, Mark found the old man’s words ringing more and more often through his head. Especially as he got to know more about the plight of monster-kin in New Justice City. It seemed the gains made against government corruption hadn’t extended beyond the border of Havenseed Heights—or Halfbreed Heights as the bigoted referred to it. If any part of the city needed a hero, it was the monster district.

Mark sweated his way through a round of high intensity interval training and followed it up with some powerlifting. He’d decided he wasn’t going to go for a spot in the Hotshot Heroes calendar this year, so he was focusing more on overall strength than bodybuilding.

Mark and Arthur used to have a little playful competition to see if Mr. May or Mr. September would be voted the hottest hunk at the annual Fireman’s Ball—the event that the calendar was the main fundraiser for. But last year, his win as Mr. September had felt a bit hollow with one of the new guys taking over for Arthur’s Mr. May. Maybe it was time for Mark to step aside and let the younger guys have a shot.

But he still ended his workout with push-ups.

He wasn’t going to give up on that until he’d at least matched Arthur’s new record of one hundred and twenty-seven. Even though his best friend had retired from firefighting, Mark kept a tally of their years’ long competition on the whiteboard in the gym as a way of keeping Arthur a part of the team.

He knew it was sentimental and probably a bit silly. He definitely knew the rest of the crew thought it was. But, where they didn’t spare him the ribbing on any other topic, no one cracked jokes about Arthur. Everyone at the fire hall could see that his best friend’s life altering injury in the line of duty had affected Mark more than anyone else at the station. They might not understand it, but they respected it.

Mark was grateful for that small mercy, because sometimes he felt like that damned whiteboard was the last pin holding together the confused mess that his life had become. It was the last bit of the old him, the him that knew who he was and what he wanted and how to get it. Without it, he felt like he’d be forced to confront the new, nebulous version of himself that was still only half-formed.

That was a more frightening prospect than Mark wanted to admit.

When he’d finished his set—only one-seventeen that morning, clearly he was still suffering from his weekend of ‘bacchanalian’ excess with the satyresses—Mark hit the showers, dressed in his uniform, and made his way to the briefing room where Chief Singer was preparing to go over ongoing incidents carrying over from the last shift.

Mark wasn’t sure what to make of the new Chief Waldo Singer, but if he was appointed by Mayor Grimwad, Mark wasn’t inclined to trust him as far as he could throw him.

Still, he thought the morning briefings were a good idea. It was amazing how often they were called out to the same places for the same problems. Knowing this had reduced their response time by nearly twenty percent.

And in the business of saving lives, any improvement was to be celebrated. Even when it came from the mind of a morally bankrupt crony of Mayor Grimwad.

Chief Singer was a tall, wiry man with slightly stooped shoulders and graying hair. But he carried himself like he was three feet wide and three-hundred pounds. He wasn’t what Mark had expected when they’d heard that Grimwad was pulling someone from downtown to take over the disgraced Chief Barbos’s position. He’d expected someone flashier, someone with a twenty-carat smile to daze the reporters at press-conferences with.

Mark felt Singer’s piercing gray-eyed gaze the moment he stepped into the briefing room. Singer didn’t smile, but he did nod, and Mark nodded back before heading to the back of the room where the coffee maker was simmering.

A few others straggled in after Mark, looking like they’d had equally ambitious weekend plans, though they looked young enough to bounce back within the hour. Mark found himself feeling a bit embarrassed that he was still acting the same way as the new recruits ten or fifteen years his junior. He poured himself a coffee, burning his lips as he took the first sip, distracted by the thought of how a man his age should be spending his weekends.

“All right, men—” Chief Singer’s sharp gaze roved over the room, and he nodded at Stacy Alison, the only woman on the team, who Barbos had steadfastly refused to acknowledge as such. Singer added, “And women. There’s not much to report at this time that you aren’t already familiar with. The biggest item of note is that the Police Commissioner has flagged some labs in our database which may be engaged in illegally tampering with elven salves. This kind of activity doesn’t usually result in fires or explosions, but we’ve been asked to keep our eyes open if we take any calls in the area. It’s been a tough nut for the PD to crack, and the Mayor wants everyone on it.”

“Is that our job?” Darrell Williams, one of the younger recruits interrupted. “Sounds like mob activity. Might be dangerous.”

“It’s our job if the Mayor says it’s our job,” Singer said crisply, though Mark noted his lips had gone tight with irritation. He couldn’t tell if that was directed at Williams or the Mayor. Singer continued, “As the Department of Magical Regulation is still in its infancy, it falls upon us to help the police ensure the safety of the people in our jurisdiction in cases like this. It’s just quick visual inspections when we’re in the area, nothing major.”

“Sure, boss,” Williams said. “Just curious.”

Singer nodded, then continued in his business-like manner with the rest of his announcements which, as he’d said, were nothing Mark wasn’t already aware of.

“That’s all,” Singer said when he was finished. Then, without fanfare, he waved them out of the briefing room and stalked back to his personal office. Mark watched him go, marveling at the difference between Singer and their previous, blustering Chief Barbos.

With the meeting over, Mark took the fresh shift to do equipment checks. Stacy Alison, Darrell Williams, and Stu Henderson followed him without having to be asked. As they made their way into the main equipment bay, the sun was high enough to cast warm beams of light in through the top windows, illuminating the shiny red and chrome trucks parked in their stalls.

Mark stood tall, clipboard in hand. He scanned the room, taking in the array of firefighting tools and machinery that lined the walls. It didn’t matter how many times he did it, he always treated the equipment checks as if it was his first time, forcing his eyes to take in every detail. The moment you took the condition of your equipment for granted was the day someone got hurt on the job, and he sure as hell wasn’t going to allow that kind of mistake on his watch.

“Alright team, let’s get started,” Mark called out, and his three companions stood immediately at attention. Mark couldn’t help but notice they were starting to treat him differently, with more authority—which wasn’t such a bad thing—but also like he was less one of them and more one of their superiors. He knew he’d been a bit withdrawn since Arthur had left, but he hadn’t noticed until that moment how much it had changed the whole workplace dynamic. “Stacy, you take the hoses—”

Henderson snorted. “Oh, she takes the hoses all right…”

“That’s right, Henderson,” Stacy shot back, a vicious grin on her lips. “McGuiness knows he can trust me with a big hose. You, on the other hand, wouldn’t know what to do with one.”

“First shot, below the belt,” Williams said, shaking his head. “You’re one cold hearted bitch, Stace.”

Her smile widened, then she opened her mouth like she was about to retort with something even more pointed.

“Williams!” Mark barked, finding himself more irritated with the banter than he usually was. “You do the vehicle checks. Henderson, personal protective gear. I’ll handle the rest.”

Williams and Henderson both shot Stacy glowering looks and then stalked off to do their checks.

“Is it just me, or are they being more petulant than usual,” Mark grumbled, tossing Stacy her clipboard.

“Their feelings are hurt because I beat them both at pool and darts at Sharky’s on Saturday,” she said, tossing her blond ponytail over her shoulder. “And… maybe because I went home with Henderson’s younger brother afterwards.”

Mark lifted an eyebrow. “Younger than Henderson? You sure that was legal?”

Stacy punched him in the shoulder. Then she blushed, which, Mark was pretty sure was the first time he’d ever seen Stacy Alison blush. “Jeeze, he’s not that young. And he was nice. I’m pretty sure Stu only brought him because he thought we were going to pick on him.”

“Pick on him,” Mark said. “Not pick him up.”

Stacy rolled her eyes as she headed towards the rows of neatly coiled hoses. She unrolled one, inspecting it for any signs of wear or damage. “Stu is such a jackass, I would never have guessed he’d have a brother like Daniel. At first, I was just talking to him because I felt bad.”

“Every man’s dream,” Mark said. “The pity of a woman who could pick him up, toss him over her shoulder, and run up five flights of stairs without breaking a sweat.”

Stacy paused, considering the image. “I’d probably sweat a little.”

Mark snorted. “Just please don’t tell me you slept with the guy to piss off Stu.”

“As if,” Stacy said, giving him a scornful look and her best valley girl impression. “That’s just why I started talking to him. But I really like him, actually. Not the kind of guy I usually go for at all. He’s… sweet. A teacher, believe it or not. And don’t tell Stu, but I actually didn’t sleep with him at all. We just talked.”

“Holy shit,” Mark said, shaking his head and laughing. “You’re getting old, too.”

Stacy checked the couplings and nozzles, ensuring they were clean and free of any blockages. Satisfied, she moved on to the next hose, methodically working her way down the line. “I know you’re trying to get under my skin, McGuiness, but it’s not going to work. I—” She stopped, then narrowed her eyes at him. “Wait, what do you mean ‘too.’ You aren’t thinking of settling down, are you? Mark Man-Meat McGuiness?”

“Nobody calls me that,” Mark said.

“Mr. Fucking September?” Stacy continued, stepping toward him with a hose brandished like she was ready to wield it in a very inappropriate manner. “Voted hottest hunk of the Hotshot Heroes calendar for the last three years in a row?”

Mark grinned wryly. “Only because I cheated. Arthur should have won his last year.”

Stacy sucked on her cheeks as she dragged her eyes over Mark’s body. “Debatable,” she finally said. “I mean, Arthur’s hot. But I doubt you had to cheat that badly. Who’s the girl?”

Mark felt his smile slip. “No one, yet,” he said. “Maybe not ever. I just feel…”

“Ready.” She said the word with such finality that Mark was forced to meet her eyes to make sure she wasn’t laughing at him. Not that she sounded like she was teasing, but it was such an unlikely conversation to be having with the woman who was—probably—the rudest, crudest member of the entire Fire Department. He suddenly wondered if the over-the-top machismo was just an act, so she’d fit in with the guys.

“Yeah,” he admitted, seeing that she was looking at him with an unsettling seriousness. “I feel ready.”

“I know exactly what you mean,” she said, her voice quieter than before. Then she snorted. “Oh my God, we are getting old.”

“So… when do you see him again?” Mark asked.

Stacy bit her lip. Then she squealed in a definitely-not-Stacy kind of way and did a ridiculous little shuffle dance, like she was too excited to hold it in. “Tomorrow,” she said. “Dinner and a movie after work. I’m nervous, Mark. Actually nervous. Who am I?”

Williams let the hood slam closed on the fire engine, the sound echoing through the equipment bay. Mark glowered at him, and he shrugged, not looking the least apologetic.

When he moved on to inspect the tires, Mark turned back to Stacy. “I’m happy for you.”

Stacy blushed again, her smile lighting up her whole face. “You’ll find someone too,” she said. “I refuse to believe in a world where Mark Man-Meat McGuiness can’t find someone to love.”

“No one calls me that!”

Stacy waggled her eyebrows. “I call you that.”

Mark frowned. “Since when?”

“Wouldn’t you like to know,” Stacy said, swinging one of the hoses in a lazy circle before hanging it back on its rack. Then she sighed. “I guess I’ll have to retire that particular fantasy though, if I’m going to be off the market.”

“You’re just fucking with me,” Mark said, turning back to his check list. “Get back to work.”

Stacy cackled, but the look in her eyes told Mark she wasn’t entirely joking. Had she been interested in him all this time, and he hadn’t even noticed? Stacy was an attractive woman, even if she was a bit abrasive. And Mark liked that she was strong enough he didn’t feel like a total ox around her. He wondered if they could have worked as a couple if not for being coworkers.

Not that it mattered. Now she’d found someone—someone decidedly unlike him, based on her description. They were both getting old, but she wasn’t going to be doing it alone.

Mark grumbled to himself as he continued moving through the equipment bay, checking tools such as axes, halligan bars, and thermal imaging cameras. He inspected the portable generators, jaws of life, and chainsaws, ensuring they were fueled and ready to go. He tested the portable radios, confirming they were fully charged and in working order.

As he worked, he did his best to stay focused, pushing his worries to the back of his mind. He’d made up his mind after talking to Arthur, and now he was even more sure of what he had to do. Desperate times called for desperate measures.

After work, he’d call Maid For You.

***

As if sensing Mark’s impatience, Chief Singer called him into his office shortly after the equipment checks were finished and informed him that he’d be doing a community service assignment that day.

Mark was surprised to find himself relieved. He wasn’t sure he could take another minute of listening to Williams and Henderson brag up bar conquests Mark was sure were more fantasy than fact. Some men might quake in horror to hear that they’d be spending the afternoon giving a presentation on fire safety to an auditorium full of 7th and 8th graders, but Mark thought a trip to a junior high school might offer a dose of intelligence and maturity that was missing amongst the majority of his coworkers. The school he’d be speaking at was near the border of Havenseed Heights, too. Maybe he’d take the long way back and tour through the monster-kin district before returning to the station.

The speech went off without a hitch, which wasn’t all that surprising. Mark could do the fire safety presentation in his sleep after so many years of practice. In fact, he probably was half asleep by the time the Q&A at the end was finished. As he was packing up his presentation equipment, he was startled to hear someone shouting his name.

“Mark!” It was obviously not the first time they’d called for him.

When he turned, he was almost bowled over by a girl dressed head-to-toe in black running up to his table. He put his hands up to stop her before realizing who it was.

“Tanya?”

Arthur’s fourteen-year-old daughter opened her arms for a hug, but Mark kept his hands up to hold her back. “Nope, no hugs. Sorry, kid. I’d rather not be escorted out of the building in handcuffs.”

“Don’t be ridiculous,” she scoffed as only a fourteen-year-old girl could scoff. “You’re my godfather.”

“That may be,” Mark said. “But rules are rules. You should see the stack of paperwork we have to sign before we’re allowed on school property. I… uh… didn’t even know you went to this school, actually.”

“Dad had to transfer me when he got full custody,” Tanya said, her lips quirking up in the hint of a smile. “What are you doing here?”

“Weren’t you at the presentation?”

Tanya’s big blue eyes were lined in so much dark makeup Mark was amazed he’d recognized her. “I mean yeah, but… I didn’t know you did stuff like that. I thought it was all dead bodies and burned-out drug warehouses.”

“You’ve been watching too many true crime shows,” Mark said with a laugh.

“There’s no such thing as too many true crime shows,” Tanya quipped, whipping out her cell phone. “If I can’t have a hug, can we at least take a selfie? I’ll send it to dad and Sansara.”

“All right,” Mark said, crouching so he could get in the shot.

Tanya made a pouty face that made Mark cringe internally, and took the picture. Her fingers darted over the phone screen as she sent it to Arthur with a stream of happy emojis he wasn’t sure how to interpret. He wondered if Arthur did. Did kids come with a manual these days? Mark was suddenly having doubts about whether or not he was as ready as he’d thought he was to settle down. A girlfriend was one thing. But a wife? Kids? Teenagers? He shuddered.

“Soooo… How’ve you beeeeen?” He dragged the words out awkwardly, trying to see if he could wrangle a smile out of his dark and moody goddaughter, though he did feel a twinge of guilt that he hadn’t been around much. Not that he didn’t want to be around… but Arthur and Sansara’s marital bliss could be a bit much for a single guy to stomach.

“Pretty good,” Tanya said with a nonchalant shrug. “They moved mom to a new women’s facility that apparently has better councilors.”

“Are you still visiting?” Mark didn’t know why that surprised him. Tanya seemed more able to accept her mom, Megan’s, psychotic tendencies than anyone else had been. But it was weird to think of a kid as young as Tanya visiting her mother in prison. No kid should have to go through that.

“I think she’s getting better. I mean, she’s still a psycho, but… I think she knows it now. And she’s sober again, so that helps.” Tanya shrugged again, like it was a habit. Mark wondered if the nonchalance was as much an act as Stacy’s tough-girl persona. Tanya’s lips quirked. “Plus, it’s kind of cool having a criminal for a mother. Gives me a bit more street cred.”

Mark shook his head. He still pictured Tanya as a little girl, when she was obviously growing up and able to handle herself, despite the awkward situation with her mom going on a coke-fueled rampage and attempting to kill Arthur’s live-in caregiver. There were some things life just couldn’t prepare you for, and he guessed this was one of them. It was sink or swim, and Tanya was swimming.

“That’s good,” Mark said, not knowing what else to say. “And how are things at home?”

“Oh my god, Sansara is ready to pop!” Tanya broke character for a moment and let out an excited squee! “I’m so ready to be a big sister. To a monster! How cool is that?”

Mark laughed, and a grown-up voice shouted over the crowd of milling kids, calling Tanya’s class to form a line.

“Gotta go, Uncle Mark,” Tanya shouted, rushing back into the sea of kids. “Don’t be a stranger!”

Mark just waved and finished packing up his things. When the kids had filed out of the auditorium, Mark made another stop at the front office to sign the school’s records documenting that the safety session had been taught, shook the vice principal’s hand, and headed back to his vehicle.

He’d taken one of the old, out-of-commission engines, which he liked to do when on community relations gigs. People got a kick out of the ancient fire trucks, and it still had a radio and a bit of equipment in case of an emergency. Technically they weren’t supposed to use it, but Mark felt better knowing it was there.

As he was pulling out of the parking lot, the radio crackled, and Chief Singer’s voice came through the speakers.

“All done with the presentation, McGuiness?”

“Yes, Chief,” Mark replied, holding the button down and speaking into the clunky handset. “You want me to head back to the station now?”

“Actually, we just got a call in your area,” Singer said, uncharacteristic amusement in his otherwise stern voice. “An old lady with a cat stuck up a tree.”

Mark snorted with laughter. “You’ve got to be kidding me. Didn’t think that was a real thing these days.”

“I figured it was better to send you than tie up one of the real engines,” Chief Singer said. “I pulled it out of the call log, but I’d feel a bit guilty if no one showed up.”

“Got it, Chief,” Mark said. “Just give me the address.”

He had to use his phone for directions since the antique engine didn’t have GPS, but he set his route and turned the truck around. A cat in a tree. It was an iconic call, but one from a different century. Mark switched on the FM radio, half expecting to hear swing music from the roaring twenties and find that he’d been transported back in time.

Instead, it was a news report.

“—hundreds of thousands of dollars’ worth of elven salves were reported missing,” the announcer was saying. “This heist is the third in a string of attacks on apothecaries in the Havenseed Heights area—well known for its high-crime neighborhoods and gangs of roving monsters—and police suspect the illicit medicines are being sold to humans who are not permitted to use them. While it is unclear whether or not the string of burglaries are connected, police are seeking one person of interest. A female, lithely built, and wearing loose fitting clothes that disguised her race is wanted for questioning. Police suspect she may be an elf, eldarin, or beast girl. Witnesses report shots fired, and a surprising number of officers in Havenseed Heights’s business district, though the Police Department is not willing to offer comment at this time.”

Mark switched stations, feeling annoyed. The laws preventing humans from using elven healing salves and medicine were the product of yet more corruption from Mayor Grimwad’s government. It was an open secret that the ban had only been implemented after lobbying from pharmaceutical companies desperately trying to keep their products relevant as long as possible. It was well known, too, that the rich and well-connected of New Justice City used the magical medicine whenever they wanted. It was only regular folks who suffered.

Mark had seen evidence of the salves’ restorative properties himself, which made it all the more frustrating to know there were people in the city who needed them and couldn’t afford the bogus licenses to procure the life-saving cures.

After his accident, Arthur had been badly crippled. Sansara had insisted upon spending her Maid For You earnings on the healing salves that she, as a lamia, was entitled to purchase for her ailing mother. Try as he might, Mayor Grimwad had not been able to restrict monster-kin usage of the salves—since the otherworldly medicines could not be made without cooperation from monster-kin healers. It was illegal for Sansara to do what she’d done, but without those healing salves, Arthur might not have recovered the use of his legs.

Mark found himself hoping the stolen salves found their way to people who needed them, rather than back into Grimwad’s net of control.

These thoughts dissipated as his phone alerted him that he’d arrived at his destination. Sure enough, an elderly woman in a floral printed dress was pacing shakily beneath the limbs of an oak tree that was probably twice as old as she was. In the upper branches, a tiny, frightened kitten was matching her pacing, back and forth along a crooked limb about thirty feet in the air, yowling at the top of its little lungs.

Mark jumped down from the antique fire engine and approached the elderly woman. “Is that your baby up there?”

“Oh, thank goodness!” she said, her eyes widening as she realized Mark was speaking to her. “Yes, young man, that’s my little Biscuit. She’s usually such a good kitty, but there was a stray dog and she—”

“Not to worry, ma’am,” Mark said, smiling reassuringly. “I’m sure I can get her down for you.”

Fortunately, while the old truck didn’t have all the modern firefighting equipment inside, it did have a perfectly serviceable ladder. Mark was up the tree and down in a flash, with the quivering Biscuit tucked inside his jacket.

“Oh, thank you, thank you,” the old woman said, holding out her trembling hands for the little kitten. “There you are, Biscuit… I told you not to chase that big brute, but you just got too big for your britches, didn’t you?”

The kitten blinked at Mark with wide yellow eyes, two brown spots looking like spectacles on its otherwise white fur.

Mark chuckled, imagining the kitten tearing off after a big dog only to get startled when it turned the tables. “Maybe she’s learned her lesson,” he said.

“I doubt that very much,” the old woman said with a slightly wicked grin. “That’s what I like best about cats, don’t you know. They’re always trying to punch above their weight class, as my husband Alf would have said—he was a boxer, you know, back in his prime. This little one will just get bigger and feistier as she gets older, and that’s fine by me. So long as she stays out of the tree.”

The woman gave him a sidelong glance. “Although… if you’re the one who’s going to come and get her down for me, maybe I don’t mind if she tries this trick again.”

“Glad to be of service,” Mark said with a laugh. “You know, I’ve always liked cats. I can’t say I’d mind coming back to help. She’s particularly cute with those little spots over her eyes.”

“Do you have cats?” the old woman inquired enthusiastically.

“I’ve thought about getting one,” he admitted. “But I live alone, and sometimes have to go out of town for a few days at a time to visit family. Didn’t seem fair to leave one home alone all the time.”

The door to the old woman’s house opened and a beautiful, pale-green half-orc woman called, “Mrs. Cadbury! Your tea is ready. Did you get little Biscuit down?”

Mark was startled to see that the woman was wearing a Maid For You uniform. Damn, they really were getting popular.

“Oh, that’s Shoga,” the old woman said. “I’d best be going before the tea gets cold. Thank you very much… Mister…”

“McGuiness,” Mark supplied. “Mark McGuiness at your service.”

“Ahh,” she said with a wink. “I thought it might be Mr. October?”

“September,” Shoga shouted from the porch, baring her tusked teeth in a lascivious grin. “That’s definitely Mr. September. You’ve almost had the entire calendar now, Mrs. Cadbury!”

Mark blinked. The old woman and the half-orc maid disappeared into the house, giggling like schoolgirls.

Had they planned this? Worse, Mark thought, thinking of Chief Singer’s barely contained mirth when he’d delivered the call, had Singer known what the old woman was about when he’d passed on the request?

Mark grumbled to himself as he crawled back in the truck, trying to find the energy to be truly upset. But he found it impossible to actually be mad.

He was too busy thinking about the maid.

Not that specific maid, though she had been very pretty. Just… the idea of a Maid For You companion. Hell, if Mrs. Cadbury could have a maid to make tea and crank call the fire station, why shouldn’t Mark have someone to greet him after work and share meals with?

It was like the universe was conspiring to twist his arm. How much longer could he put off the inevitable before fate intervened?

Fuck it, he thought, pulling the crumpled business card out of his pocket. If I don’t do it now, I’ll probably get hit by a Maid For You branded truck on the way home just so I don’t have any more excuses.

He wasn’t sure when he’d become so superstitious, but he wasn’t about to talk himself out of it now.

Mark took a deep breath, and dialed the number.

***

Zuzu

Zuzu had been given a spare room in the Maid For You dorms after Evelyn Ramsbottom had heard her story. It turned out the satyress ‘receptionist’ was actually the manager of Maid For You’s Havenseed Heights headquarters, and she didn’t need to ask anyone’s permission to fudge the rules a bit and get Zuzu’s room and board approved.

The catgirl wasn’t quite sure what to make of the woman’s hospitality. She hadn’t encountered much kindness on the streets, not unless there was some ulterior motive behind the gesture. Then again, it wasn’t like she was getting nothing out of the deal. She was getting a new hire, and from what Evelyn was saying it was a challenge to hire and train maids fast enough now that the service was becoming more popular.

Zuzu was unsurprised to receive a summons to Evelyn’s office the next afternoon, shortly before dinner.

“Here we go,” she muttered sullenly. “Now we find out what she really wants…”

Zuzu felt her ears flatten as she walked into the office, and her tail puff up. She gritted her teeth, wishing she was better at hiding how she felt. It was tough to play the calm, cool, and collected street cat when you were in an obvious state of high alert all the time. But when Evelyn spun on her office chair and offered her a warm smile, Zuzu relaxed despite her initial instincts to flee.

“You wanted to see me, Ms. Ramsbottom?”

“Come in, my girl,” the satyress said, gesturing to the comfy-looking guest chair in front of her desk. “Please sit down.”

Zuzu found herself trembling slightly as she sank into the soft cushions. Evelyn Ramsbottom exuded friendliness and a wry sense of humor, but she still felt nervous. Just not… ‘run away with all her hair standing on end’ nervous. “Th-thank you,” she managed to squeak.

“Have you had some time to consider my offer?” Evelyn reached up to rub one of her horns between her fingers, the way another woman might have played with her hair. It was a comfortable gesture, somehow, making Zuzu feel more at ease.

“You mean, about becoming a maid?” Zuzu glanced down at the tight uniform she was still wearing and shifted uncomfortably.

Evelyn nodded. “I’m afraid I threw away your clothes after the officers left. I didn’t want there to be any way for them to trace you back to our offices. Is that uniform too small?”

“Umm, I thought I might borrow some street clothes from one of the other girls,” she said, not wanting to state directly that she had no intention of becoming a maid. It seemed rude after everything Evelyn had done for her, but she really didn’t think she could stomach a job where she had to wait on some person like a slave. Zuzu licked her lips, feeling parched. “The elf girl, Trixala… she’s about my size, I think.”

Well, she was about the same height as Zuzu anyway. But Zuzu’s lithe, muscular physique strained a little at the seams of the waiflike elf’s clothing. But it would do until she found something loose and comfortable to change into.

“I see,” Evelyn said as she leaned back in her chair. She tilted her head to one side and then the other as she watched Zuzu with her unsettlingly goat-like eyes. “And where do you intend to go next?”

Zuzu clamped her teeth shut, forbidding herself from saying anything that might get her in more trouble than she already was. But it was as if the words were bubbling up in her throat without asking her permission. Before she even realized what was happening, she was halfway through the story of how she’d come to Earth from Werifesteria, how she’d been living on the streets and gotten mixed up with the wrong kind of people, and taking the kinds of jobs that—when they didn’t go well—sometimes ended up with New Justice City police shooting at her.

“And I messed up really bad this time, Ms. Ramsbottom,” she said in a rush. She was rocking back and forth in the chair and tapping her claws on the office manager’s desk. “I’ve gotta smooth this over with the Boss. Or hide. But I’ve gotta hide real good because he’s gonna kill me if he finds me—”

“Calm yourself, child,” Evelyn said, leaning forward in her chair and putting a hand on Zuzu’s tapping fingers. “I’ll help you, if you’ll let me. Whether you want to smooth things over with your boss or hide, you won’t have to do so alone. Are you registered in the monster-kin database? Do you have identification?”

Zuzu nodded quickly. “I have three sets of ID. All of them have different names. None of them are real or traceable back to me. I mean… they are real… they’re just not really me.”

“And who are you really?”

“Zuzu.” Her tail twitched nervously behind her. “I… I already told you my name, didn’t I?”

“Is that your real name?”

Zuzu paused, then shook her head sharply. She hadn’t used her real name since her mother had died when she was a child. “No, but I like Zuzu the best of the ones I’ve made up.” More importantly, it was also not the name she’d used with the Boss, but the nosy satyress didn’t need to know that.

“And how old are you?” The older woman gave her an appraising look. “I admit to having trouble guessing where cat-kin are concerned.”

“Twenty-six, ma’am. People underestimate me because I’m small, and that’s fine by me. But I’m not a child.”

She hissed the word the satyress had used.

Evelyn laughed and ran her fingers along the side of her desk, her eyes moving up to the ceiling as if she kept her thoughts up there and were trying to find the right one. “I think… Zuzu… that you might be very well suited for a little pet project of mine.”

Zuzu bit her lip, trying to stop her fingers from tapping on the desk again. She quickly stuffed her hands under her legs and took a deep breath. “A pet project, ma’am?”

“You are not the first girl to come through our doors looking for a new life more than a new job, you know,” Evelyn said, raising a knowing eyebrow in Zuzu’s direction.

Part of Zuzu wanted to protest, and say she wasn’t looking for a new anything. She’d just come through the doors of Maid For You so she could hide for a couple of hours, after all. But there was something about the satyress’s voice that intrigued her. “A new life, ma’am?”

“There are far too many monster-kin who arrive in New Justice City completely unprepared for how different this world is than their own,” Evelyn said, looking a bit sad. “And often it is the women and girls who suffer the most for the stigmas around our people. Too many of us end up doing work that puts us in danger.”

“Us?” Zuzu asked, her yellow eyes widening. “You mean, you too?”

“I was no different from you not so long ago,” Evelyn nodded. “One of the reasons I started Maid For You was because I wanted there to be a way to help girls like you, who wish to get back on their feet and leave the dark corners of their lives behind. Especially those from races, like yours, which require human mates to procreate.”

“First of all, just because catgirls need human males to make babies doesn’t mean we’re all on the hunt for a man. I don’t even want to have babies!” Zuzu couldn’t help the growl that came from the back of her throat. “And second, you want me to ‘get back on my feet’ by becoming a servant? Maybe I’d rather be a street rat than a slave. I—”

“I know you do not relish the idea of becoming a maid, Zuzu,” Evelyn said, her lips quirking back into the smile she’d worn before. It seemed as if she’d anticipated Zuzu’s reaction and was pleased that she’d read her feelings so easily. Again, Zuzu cursed herself. Evelyn continued, “But you could think of it as an opportunity rather than a job. A bit like a witness protection program, where you can assume a different identity until whoever is after you has given up.”

Zuzu squirmed in her chair. The blasted woman had prepared a whole speech for her, and it was obvious she was going to have to listen to it. Sullenly, she asked, “What would I have to do?”

“It depends on the client,” the satyress said. “Cooking, cleaning, caregiving…”

Zuzu could feel her face growing more and more sour and pinched as Evelyn listed off the things she would have to do as a maid. Finally, she hissed. “I don’t know about any of that stuff! I can barely take care of myself, damn it!”

“That’s fine,” Evelyn said. “We can provide basic training. I can tell you’re a clever and resourceful girl, Zuzu. I’m sure you’ll have no problem learning what you need to do. You might have to fake it a bit through your first week, but by then it will be easy.”

“I don’t want to—”

Zuzu’s protest was cut off by the sharp ring of a telephone. She yelped, jumping on top of the chair with her black tail standing on end and bushed up to three times its size.

“Excuse me,” Evelyn said, not mentioning Zuzu’s reaction as she spun around to answer the phone. The satyress listened and made agreeable noises, glancing over her shoulder at Zuzu before saying, “Yes, I think we might have a suitable fit for you. One moment, please.”

Zuzu watched as Evelyn covered the receiver with the palm of her hand and gave her a wide smile. The catgirl hissed. “What? Why are you looking at me like that?”

“We have an interesting prospective client,” the satyress said. “He’s a referral from one of our most famous success stories.”

“I haven’t agreed to anything,” Zuzu snapped, her eyes darting around the room for some way to escape.

The door to the office burst open and a round-cheeked bunny girl hopped inside, clutching something to her chest. “It’s him! I just looked him up. Mark McGuiness. Mr. September. It’s him!”

The receptionist, presumably the one who had transferred the call to Evelyn’s office, threw the calendar on the desk, exposing a picture of a half-naked man that seemed to be sculpted from a sea of rippling muscles. Zuzu leaned forward in her chair, unable to resist staring. Was that who was on the phone? Her eyes widened. Dear gods above, his tits were bigger than hers!

“I’m going to put him on speaker phone,” Evelyn said, a glint of mischief winking in her eye. “I’m sure he’d like to speak to you.”

“Me?” shrieked the bunny girl. “But I’m not done with my training yet!”

“No, Dotty,” Evelyn said, shooing her out the door. “Not you. You get back to the front desk. I meant Zuzu.”

“Me?” Zuzu almost fell out of her chair. “But I haven’t even started my training yet.”

“I don’t think that will matter, dear,” Evelyn said. “Just humor me a moment, will you?”

She removed her hand from the phone and pressed a button. “My apologies, Mr. McGuiness,” she said effortlessly. “I actually have a new hire sitting with me right now who might be very suitable for your needs.”

“I haven’t told you my needs yet.” The man’s voice was low, but soothing rather than gravelly. Zuzu’s ears twitched toward the sound of it, despite the fact that she was shaking in her seat. She thought she heard a hint of confusion in the man’s tone.

“Sansara mentioned months ago that you might be calling,” Evelyn said, waving off the matter. “We’ve been expecting your call, though it took longer than I thought it might given the success of your friend, Arthur Cain.”

“Well, I wasn’t sure…” He cleared his throat. “Arthur’s needs were a bit more obvious than mine. I have to admit I feel a little foolish hiring a maid when I’m perfectly healthy.”

“All our clients have unique needs,” Evelyn said, her voice almost purring. She picked up the calendar and made no attempt to hide the fact that she was ogling the picture of the tanned, muscular man leaning against a bright red fire engine. “And it’s my personal belief that the heroes of our fine city all deserve to be taken care of the way they take care of us.”

“That… uh… that sounds very nice,” he said, his voice cracking slightly before he cleared his throat a second time. “You said you have someone available?”

Zuzu wrapped her arms around her knees to stop herself from running away. She had to admit, she kind of liked the sound of living with a big, muscular hero like the man in the picture. Not just because he was hot—which she’d have to be blind not to see—but because there was no way the Boss would come after her if she was protected by someone like that.

“Yes,” Evelyn said delightedly. “As it so happens, there is a new girl here who will need an assignment soon. She requires a bit more vetting and training, but if all goes well she should be ready for placement next week.”

“That’s fine.” His voice through the speaker gave Zuzu a little shiver. He said, “That’s great, actually. I’m not in a rush. Perfectly healthy and all that.”

There was an awkward laugh, which made Zuzu’s heart leap. He sounded almost as nervous as she felt. Why would that be?

“She’s actually here with me right now,” Evelyn said. “Say hi, Zuzu.”

Zuzu stiffened, letting out a sharp yowl of surprise before clamping a hand over her mouth. She stared daggers at Evelyn, who just smiled and made a ‘carry on’ motion with her fingers.

“H-hello,” Zuzu managed to squeak.

Mark laughed, a little less awkwardly. “Hi. Zuzu, is it? I look forward to meeting you.”

There was a long, painful silence while Zuzu stared at the phone, not knowing what to say.

“Look, I have to get back to work,” Mark said. “I just wanted to inquire about the application process. I didn’t mean to interrupt a training session.”

“It’s no trouble at all,” Evelyn said, smiling widely and expectantly at Zuzu from across the desk. “We have your number, and we’ll text you the details. How does that sound? If you can fill out the required forms at your earliest convenience, we’ll get things moving on our end. If you like, you can come over this weekend to meet Zuzu before you decide.”

“Sounds great,” he said, and Zuzu thought by the sound of his voice that he might be smiling too. “I’m sure she’s fine, but… I… Yeah, sounds great.”

Zuzu sat, dumbstruck as they went over a few more details, as if she couldn’t quite believe they were talking about her. Since when had she agreed to this? Was Mrs. Ramsbottom just going to pawn her off on the first dude who called? Well, he was very handsome and heroic, and Zuzu didn’t really know if she wanted to say ‘no’ exactly. But she was pretty sure she hadn’t said ‘yes,’ either.

As Evelyn was finalizing the call, Zuzu suddenly came to life, waving her hands in front of the smiling satyress’s face and mouthing, “Wait, wait, wait!”

But Evelyn Ramsbottom did no such thing. She ended the call with a date and time for Mark McGuiness to come and meet his new maid, Zuzu, at the end of the week. Zuzu stared at her in shock, terror washing over her and crashing in chilling waves down her spine.

“You can’t send me to live with this guy!” she wailed. “Alone? With Mr. September?”

“I’d consider myself very lucky if I were you,” Evelyn said, rubbing the nub of her horn with a dreamy look in her eyes. “He’s more man than I’ve had the pleasure of spending any time with. And I married an orc!”

“He probably has a voracious appetite for women,” Zuzu growled, feeling her chest tightening.

“Your contract will not require you to sleep with him,” Evelyn said. “Though I’m not sure why you wouldn’t want to. My, my… Mr. September, indeed…”

“He’d probably expect me to actually cook,” Zuzu groaned. “Or worse, clean!”

“All right, yes,” Evelyn said with a sigh, closing the calendar and reeling herself in from whatever fantasy she’d been about to embark upon. “You will have to cook and clean if that’s what he needs. That’s kind of the whole thing we do. But it needn’t be a terrible thing.”

Zuzu’s body prickled as her hair stood on end. Her ears flattened. “It sounds terrible!”

“This is an excellent opportunity for you if you wish to escape your previous life, Zuzu.” Evelyn stood from her chair and walked around the desk, sitting herself directly in front of the catgirl’s seat. She took Zuzu’s hands in hers and squeezed. “You’ll be safe with a man like Mark McGuiness, dear. And by all accounts, from what Sansara says—she’s the wife of his best friend, you know—he’s a warm, compassionate, and moral man. You don’t have anything to worry about, I promise.”

Zuzu’s mind was whirling. It was hardly an hour ago she was trying to figure out how to thank Evelyn Ramsbottom for her help and hospitality, and to leave without insulting her. Now, suddenly, she was signed up to be the maid of some—she glanced at the front page of the calendar—Hotshot Hero.

Was it really a worse deal than what she’d been doing before? On the streets, she was her own woman. Or she had been until the Boss had gotten her under his thumb. Zuzu shivered, feeling scared and helpless and terribly alone. She didn’t really have any other options, did she?

Honestly, Zuzu was a housecat-girl by nature—she was tired of living on the streets. And if she went back to the street, even to hide, how long could she expect to stay hidden? The Boss always had eyes and ears creeping about the city. The places she knew, at least.

She needed this gig, even if she didn’t want it. She needed a safe home with a strong man to protect her, whether she liked it or not.

Besides… firefighters were friends with cops, right?

Maybe Mr. September could flex those impressive pecs and tell the New Justice City PD to back off if they ever found out about her.

Right?

Zuzu’s brain jumped back and forth as she debated with herself on the subject until eventually, she won. That was one of the benefits of arguing with oneself, after all. You always won.

You also always lost, but that was beside the point.

“Zuzu?” Evelyn Ramsbottom asked, squeezing her hands. “What do you think?”

Zuzu frowned.

“Fine,” she growled, feeling her claws dig into her palms so she didn’t scratch the ‘helpful’ satyress. “I’ll give it a shot. What have I got to lose?”


Chapter Three
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Mark

The week went by painfully slowly, with Mark agonizing over his decision every time he had a spare moment to think. Somehow, though, when Saturday arrived, he woke with a feeling of shock that the day had come so quickly. He’d been ambushed by the weekend after anticipating it all week long, as if he’d allowed his concentration to waver for just a moment and Saturday had snuck up and punched him in the gut.

He told himself he was being ridiculous and forced himself to get up and get ready as usual. But no matter how many times he reminded himself to calm down and stop making it into a big deal, he couldn’t quite shake the feeling that he was about to step into something… life-altering that day.

He just didn’t know if it was going to be a good thing or a bad thing.

Fortunately, he wasn’t going into it alone. After calling Arthur to tell him that he’d finally made the leap, Arthur had insisted that Mark take Sansara with him to ease his nerves. She knew most of the people at the Maid For You office, and would be able to have a good sense of whether or not this new maid would be right for Mark.

Especially if Zuzu was a race Mark wasn’t familiar with. He knew Zuzu would be a monster-kin, but the manager—Evelyn Ramsbottom—hadn’t mentioned what kind, and Mark had thought that might be rude to ask. Sansara had assured him that it would have been a perfectly acceptable question, but Mark wasn’t convinced. It seemed a bit like the kind of thing monster-kin would get used to, and accept as “the way things are,” but he would never ask another human what race they were before agreeing to hire them, and he figured he should extend the same courtesy to his new maid.

Besides, he hadn’t requested an “open-minded” girl like Sansara had suggested. So it didn’t really matter what she looked like, did it?

Mark had decided the only way he could go ahead with this strategy was to plan for a normal maid and platonic companion. If things developed from there, he would be open to it. But he didn’t want to have any expectations in that direction. Really, half the reason he felt the need to find a long-term relationship might just be a symptom of loneliness. It was possible that having a maid would be enough.

Still, he was damned curious.

Mark was shifting irritably in his seat when he pulled up in front of Arthur and Sansara’s house. The front door opened immediately, and the blonde lamia woman slithered onto the porch, waving excitedly at him. Then she paused, leaning back into the house for something. At first, he thought she’d forgotten her purse or something.

Then he saw Arthur’s arms wrapping around her waist and tugging her back inside the house. Mark groaned and averted his eyes. This was why he didn’t visit as much anymore. The two couldn’t keep their hands off each other!

Finally, Sansara broke away again, and descended the stairs with her hair slightly mussed, and her lipstick not quite as neat as it had been before. She was heavily pregnant—Mark thought Arthur’s description of her looking like she’d swallowed a pumpkin was actually pretty accurate—but she carried herself effortlessly as she slithered toward the car. Arthur waved from the doorway as Mark got out of the car, and Mark noticed he was using his cane rather than his wheelchair, which he seemed to be doing more often these days.

“Hi, Sansara,” Mark said, grinning at her as he went to open the hatchback for her. “Is Arthur working today?”

“Hi Mark!” she said, blushing a little as she attempted to fix her hair. “Sorry about that. Yes, he has a video call in five minutes. Otherwise, I think he’d be piling into your car with us! He’s very happy that you finally decided to call, you know. And so am I. You shouldn’t have waited so long!”

“I know, I know,” Mark grumbled. “I’m still not convinced this isn’t the biggest mistake of my life. But I guess I haven’t got anything to lose by trying, right?”

Sansara winked at him and slid into the vehicle through the hatch. Mark had flattened the seats to make it easier for her to fit inside. Lamia had very large tails, which became apparent the moment they tried to fit inside human sized rooms, houses, and vehicles. Once Arthur and Sansara married, and Arthur was making good money at his new job, they’d moved out of Havenseed Heights. They’d had to do a lot of renovations to their house to accommodate her—not to mention the hordes of lamia daughters they’d likely be having if they never managed to keep a lid on their lust for each other, which it didn’t look like they would be doing any time soon.

“Nothing to lose, and everything to gain,” Sansara said, smiling cheerfully at him as she arranged herself behind the driver’s seat with her tail filling most of the back.

Mark closed the door, careful to mind the tip of her tail, and got back in the car. “All right,” he said. “Here goes nothing. You comfortable back there?”

“Perfect,” Sansara said, leaning back to rest her hands on her swollen belly. “Never better.”

Pulling back onto the road, Mark glanced at Sansara in the rearview mirror. “You know, you didn’t have to come with me. I feel guilty dragging you out when you’re ready to pop any week now.”

“You didn’t drag me,” Sansara said with a giggle. “I practically forced my company upon you, remember? Besides, I really do feel fine. As long as I don’t try to eat anything during the daylight hours—or better yet, if I don’t even have to look at or smell anything anyone is eating—I feel great. I’m used to only eating once a day anyway, I just had to shift my schedule. And Arthur and Tanya’s… Okay, that part is a bit of a pain…”

Mark laughed. “How is everything on the home front? I saw Tanya at school on Monday. I had forgotten she’d switched to the junior high school near Havenseed Heights. She likes it there okay?”

Sansara looked pensive, her tongue flicking out to taste the air out of habit. “Yes, I think so. You know, it can be hard to tell with Tanya sometimes. She pretends not to like the things she does, and pretends to like things that any reasonable person would find repulsive…”

“What do you mean?” Mark joked. “Doesn’t every young girl like to watch gruesome serial killer documentaries and crime-scene clean-up videos?”

Sansara glanced at him in surprise, but then, seeing that he was joking, she laughed.

“Well, yes, exactly,” she said. “And she complains incessantly about her friends and the boys at school and whatever the latest fashions are. But I can tell she’s actually very interested in the whole social and fashion scene… she just hasn’t quite figured out where she fits yet.”

“It’s a tough age,” Mark conceded. “It was for me, and I think guys have it easier in a lot of ways. Or maybe it’s just that our problems tend to be less subtle. Fistfights I understand. I don’t know what I’d do with a teenage daughter. Arthur must be pulling out his hair on a daily basis.”

“Arthur does a wonderful job,” Sansara said, patting Mark’s shoulder gently. “Which is a good thing, too, because we’ll have nothing but daughters. I’d be in trouble if he weren’t a good father. I’m sure you’ll be good at it too. You two are more alike than I think you realize.”

Mark frowned. He wished that were true. He admired Arthur more than anyone he knew, besides his own father. But he didn’t quite feel he measured up to the kind of men they were. “I hope you’re right,” he said.

“Of course I am,” Sansara said in a tone that brooked no argument. She cast him a sidelong glance. “I’m an excellent judge of character, which is why I’m here after all.”

“Right.”

“Anyway, Tanya seems happy enough,” Sansara said. “Much better, actually, since her mother has been making progress in her programs. I think she feels guilty about what happened, like it’s a bit disloyal for her to go on and live a normal life while Megan is in prison.”

“It’s a lot of shit to have to deal with for a kid her age,” Mark agreed with a sigh. “As if being a teenager wasn’t hard enough. But Megan is an adult, and she’s the only one who is responsible for the way things went.”

Sansara nodded. “Of course. And Tanya and Arthur both seem to do much better when they are living together. She can boss him around all she likes, and he’s extra motivated to do his physio just to spite her.”

Mark laughed as he pulled in front of the Maid For You parking lot, able to picture the bickering dynamic between father and daughter perfectly. But as he glanced at the front door of the building, he felt his smile slip. Was he really going to do this?

He must have waited a bit too long, because Sansara cleared her throat behind him. “You can sit here and stare at the building all day if you like,” she teased. “But unfortunately, I do need you to open the door for me so that I can get out. The only other irritation with this pregnancy is that I have to pee every ten minutes, and I really don’t want to make a mess in your car.”

Mark felt his neck heat, and he apologized for spacing out, hurrying to get the door open for the lamia woman. He waited for her to slither out of the hatch before closing the door and locking up. She swayed toward the building in a hurry, but Mark stayed by the car.

“Aren’t you coming?” she said over her shoulder, her hand already on the front door.

“I thought you said I could stare at the building all day?”

“I lied,” she said. “Hurry up. Let’s get this over with so you can stop worrying about it. Honestly, men are so silly about some things.”

Mark frowned, feeling irritated. Not so much because of her jab, but because he’d just been chastising himself for the same thing. But he remembered Arthur calling him in the middle of the night as he agonized over whether or not it was okay to sleep with his caregiver back when Sansara had first started working for him, so Mark suspected she was right.

But that didn’t mean it was wrong to worry.

Wouldn’t he be a bit of an ass if he wasn’t worried, and just expected everything to go off without a hitch?

He shook his head, deciding that Sansara was right about one thing. It was best just to get it over with. If he didn’t, he’d always wonder, and that would probably drive him crazy. He didn’t have much choice in the matter anymore.

Worst case scenario, if he didn’t like the girl, they just wouldn’t sign the contract, right?

***

Evelyn Ramsbottom was waiting for them in the reception area. Mark was a little surprised to see that she was a satyress, and he had a moment of tense flashbacks to the drunken girls he’d picked up in the club last weekend. He hoped this woman, if she was the one who was going to be choosing his maid, wasn’t as big a lush as Mona and Chloe had been.

Ms. Ramsbottom wore a gray pinstripe suit with a knee-length pencil skirt, a frilly white blouse, and a small yellow cravat. She wore reading glasses perched on her nose, and had two short ivory horns poking up from her graying brown hair. She looked more like a librarian or a schoolteacher than a bacchanalian temptress.

Though after she’d greeted Sansara, and she turned her piercing gaze upon Mark, he thought he saw her cheeks flush. Maybe satyresses never outgrew their appetites, and they just got better at managing them.

“Mr. McGuiness,” she said, a little breathily. “I must say, you’re even more handsome in person.”

Her gaze darted guiltily toward the back wall of the office where the Hotshot Heroes calendar was hanging next to the watercooler. It was open to his picture, even though it wasn’t September.

“Uh, thanks,” he said, suddenly glad he’d decided not to participate in the next year’s fund-raiser photoshoot. The attention that he used to revel in was beginning to feel a bit burdensome. He cleared his throat. “We appreciate your support for the fire department.”

Ms. Ramsbottom nodded briskly, as if noting that he wasn’t quite as flirtatious as the calendar had led her to believe, and was suddenly all business. “Shall I give you a tour?” she said in the same crisp tone she’d used on the phone.

They followed her down the hall as she pointed out the various offices used for screening maid and client applications, and Mark kind of zoned out as the satyress droned on about recent success stories. Although he was paying enough attention to notice that some of those success stories had ended in romantic pairings, which sent his mind wandering again.

He was yanked from his reflection when he heard Zuzu’s name.

“I’m sorry,” Mark said, coming back to the present. “I missed that. What about Zuzu?”

“She’s not quite ready yet,” Ms. Ramsbottom said, giving him a curious glance.

“As in… today? Or…”

Sansara elbowed him in the ribs and gave him a stern look that suggested the satyress had already explained what she meant.

Mark stammered through an apology, “Sorry, I started thinking about… work. I didn’t mean to be rude.”

“Not to worry,” Ms. Ramsbottom said, her lip quirking up at the corner. “I was just saying that Zuzu has had some difficulty adjusting. I think she’ll do a fine job for you, but she’s not quite ready yet. Perhaps after she meets you, she’ll be more… motivated.”

“Motivated,” Mark said, feeling the first prickle of worry creeping in. “Doesn’t she want to work for me?”

The satyress pressed her lips together into a thin line, as if she were considering how best to say her next words. Mark’s nerves intensified.

“Zuzu is a special case…”

Sansara and Mark glanced at each other, and Mark was relieved to see that Sansara looked a bit suspicious, too. He was starting to feel a bit crazy for how paranoid he was feeling.

“Special how?” Sansara asked. Mark could have hugged her for taking the initiative, but it definitely wasn’t the right time or place.

“I think it’s best if she tells you about herself,” Ms. Ramsbottom said. “I don’t want you to be concerned. I’m certain that she will work very well for you, Mr. McGuiness. I’m just not so certain that she knows it yet.”

“Where is she from?” Sansara asked, and again Mark was flushed with gratitude. He was dying of anticipation now. What could be wrong with the girl that she was worried she wouldn’t do a good enough job? All she had to do was clean his house. Maybe she was one of the bigger monster species, like an Oni or an Arachne?

“She’s Werifesterian,” Ms. Ramsbottom said, which didn’t clear anything up for Mark until she added, “a catgirl. I’m afraid her time on Earth has been a struggle so far, the poor thing. But she’s quite smart and very… spirited.”

Spirited. Mark tried to imagine what that was supposed to be code for. Crazy? God, he hoped he wasn’t going to have a girl like Megan on his hands. He wasn’t sure he was up for being someone’s handler.

Sansara put a hand on his arm and squeezed reassuringly. “I’m sure it will be fine,” she said. “Evelyn is very good at what she does. If she thinks Zuzu will be a good match for you, I’m sure she’s right.”

“Thank you,” Ms. Ramsbottom said, putting her hand on a door that seemed to lead into a back room. “That’s what I keep trying to tell people. I’m never wrong about these things! Well, there was that one time with the succubus and the priest, but I mean anyone could have made that mistake…”

Mark’s eyebrows shot up, and Sansara giggled behind her hand. “In most monster-kin worlds, priests and priestesses are a bit more liberal minded than the ones here.”

That didn’t make him feel any better. Suddenly Mark was very aware that he was trusting a woman who might know very little about Earth to choose a suitable maid for him. Was his “spirited” catgirl maid going to end up being psychotic?

There was a chime sound and Ms. Ramsbottom removed her phone from her pocket, glanced at the screen, and smiled. “Perfect timing,” she said. “Zuzu’s ready to see you now. This way!”

Mark’s heart was racing as the satyress pushed open the swinging doors and clip-clopped into the room beyond. He held the door for Sansara as she slithered in behind Ms. Ramsbottom, keeping his gaze fixed on the floor.

A million thoughts were running through his head all of a sudden, and none of them were good. Worst of all, he suddenly realized that if he didn’t like this girl, he was going to have to tell them that. Even if he just told Ms. Ramsbottom, he’d still feel guilty for turning her down. He didn’t want to hurt her feelings after the satyress had already made a point of Zuzu’s rough time on Earth.

Which meant he was going to be stuck with her no matter what.

At least for a while.

Shit.

“Mr. McGuiness?” The satyress’s clipped tone cut through his doom-scrolling thoughts.

He sighed and stepped into the room. “Sorry, I was just—”

“Thinking?” Sansara finished for him in a teasing tone. “If I didn’t know better, I’d worry you were becoming philosophical in your old age.”

“I’m not that old,” Mark grumbled, though he really was starting to feel like it. “And I’m sure as hell no philosopher.”

Looking around, he realized they were in a large hall—or the imitation of one—where young women in maid uniforms seemed to be practicing everything from folding table linens to dusting to wrangling an out-of-date vacuum cleaner. Only one of the girls, however, was a catgirl. So when Mark’s eyes landed upon the pretty girl with shaggy, shoulder-length black hair, and black ears and tail with little white tips on the end—like she’d been playing in paint, Mark thought, unable to repress the smile that came along with the image—he knew this was Zuzu.

She had her back to them at first, and Mark couldn’t help but notice that she was very small. Petite, but lithe—like a dancer or gymnast. She was dusting a shelf of delicate glass ornaments and figurines with a feather duster. But her uniform seemed a tad too small for her, and she kept stopping to tug at it as she worked. Her tail twitched angrily.

“Zuzu?” Ms. Ramsbottom called out. “Mr. McGuiness is here to see you.”

The cat girl hissed, whirling at the sound of her name. Her tail puffed up and she knocked over one of the glass ornaments, which crashed to the ground with a shatter of glass. Zuzu’s bright yellow eyes widened, and she looked down at her feet, releasing a string of very unladylike curses.

She scowled at Ms. Ramsbottom as if it were her fault Zuzu had broken the figurine, then her gaze fell on Mark and she froze. For a moment, Mark thought she was going to run. He’d surprised alley cats before, and her expression reminded him of that. The stillness as they assessed the situation, and then the sudden burst of energy when they decided to run instead of fight.

Then Zuzu took a deep breath and let it out slowly. Her tail smoothed back down, and her ears flattened out to the side warily. But she moved hesitantly toward them rather than running away. Mark didn’t have the feeling that Zuzu was all that interested in being anyone’s maid, and he didn’t want to hire someone who was just going to resent him for it.

He wouldn’t, after all, trap a stray alley cat and expect it to be happy spending the rest of its life indoors. He wondered if it was considered rude to compare beast-kin monsters to their Earthen counterparts, but he couldn’t help himself drawing parallels.

Mark glanced at the rest of the girls, who all seemed to be enjoying themselves—except maybe the elf girl wrestling the vacuum cleaner that was twice her size. Zuzu was halfway across the hall, dragging her feet a bit. She definitely didn’t want to do this.

Mark turned to Ms. Ramsbottom, and asked, “Do all of these girls have assignments already?”

“One of them does,” the satyress said. “But the rest of them are available. If things don’t work out with Zuzu, you will certainly have other options.”

Mark nodded, but he didn’t really feel any better. Maybe this had been a terrible idea. He’d rather tell them that he changed his mind about needing a maid than tell them he didn’t want the one they’d chosen.

“I kind of hoped whoever took the job would actually want it,” he muttered to Sansara.

She squeezed his arm again, as Zuzu got closer, and whispered, “Just give her a chance, okay?”

Zuzu’s ears twitched and her eyes shot to Mark and Sansara as if she’d heard them talking. She stopped in her tracks, crossing her arms over her chest. Mark felt his heart sink as the girl’s ears flattened to her head and she scowled.

***

Zuzu

She knew she wasn’t supposed to scowl, but she did it anyway. Probably not the best first impression, but did it really matter anymore? It was obvious he didn’t like her. The stupid hot firefighter guy hadn’t even met her yet, but she could tell he’d decided he didn’t think she was any good.

And she wasn’t. Zuzu knew that. Which made the uncertain look on his stupid hot face sting even worse.

She’d fumbled her way through the last week of training, unable to get anything right besides cooking. She’d told Ms. Ramsbottom this was a bad idea. She’d begged for her to call Mark McGuiness and tell him there had been a change of plans. He’d be perfectly happy with Trixala, even if the elf girl didn’t have a single muscle in her stupid limp-noodle arms. At least she’d know to smile at her employer instead of making things worse.

But the know-it-all satyress wouldn’t listen, and now Zuzu was going to be humiliated in front of everyone, even worse than she was at the end-of-day scoring.

Zuzu’s scowl deepened, and she saw it reflected in the fire fighter’s face. Not, she realized as she studied him, the rejection that she’d feared. More like… resignation.

Which was even worse.

Anxiety clawed at the inside of Zuzu’s chest like a kitten inside a paper bag. Like the kitten, the feeling was trapped inside her, unable to get free and give her a moment’s peace. She sighed, trying to regain her composure. She’d been practicing this all week. Not being on the streets had made it a bit easier not to jump and hiss and scratch every time she was startled, but she still wasn’t very good at hiding her feelings.

Zuzu took a deep breath, feeling her claws prickle her palms as she clenched her hands into fists at her sides.

The handsome firefighter smiled at her. A fake smile. She could spot one a mile away. But it wasn’t a slimy fake smile, like people give you when they’re trying to trick you into doing something you don’t want to do. More like a… ‘trying to be friendly’ smile. Most like a nervous smile.

Those Zuzu understood. Maybe he wasn’t the worst, most stupid idiot she’d ever encountered after all.

Maybe he was just as nervous about this as she was.

Her gaze wandered over the size of the man. He was massive. Bigger than most orcs, even. What the hell would he be nervous about?

Maybe it had something to do with the beautiful lamia woman beside him. Lamia could be pretty scary. Zuzu had heard they could literally fuck a man to death, and even if they couldn’t do that, she was pretty sure they could crush someone with their tails.

Was that why he was scared? Was he here under duress? Why would the lamia woman be forcing him to get a maid?

Zuzu shook her head. She was doing it again. That stupid thing where her brain got nervous and started going off on tangents that made no sense.

She sighed. If he could fake a friendly smile, then so could she.

Zuzu painfully stretched her cheeks into a happy expression she hoped didn’t look too deranged and took the last few steps toward Ms. Ramsbottom, the fire fighter, and the possibly evil lamia.

“Hi,” the man said, suddenly extending a hand toward her. “I’m Mark McGuin—”

Zuzu jumped back like he was going to hit her, hissing and pulling up her claws. Mark and the lamia woman’s eyes went wide. Ms. Ramsbottom just sighed and shook her head.

“Sorry,” Zuzu muttered, her face flushed with heat.

There was a flicker of something in the firefighter guy’s eyes, almost like anger. That made Zuzu even more nervous. But when he spoke again, his voice was calm, and she didn’t think he was angry at her.

“I’m Mark McGuiness,” he said again, dropping his hand when she didn’t take it. “You must be Zuzu?”

“Yes, sir.”

He laughed uncomfortably. “You don’t have to call me, sir,” he said. “Just Mark would be great.”

“Okay.”

She didn’t know what else to say, and every time she tried to make eye contact with the guy her stupid traitorous eyeballs dropped down to his chest. Then she blushed and tried again. But no matter how many times she tried, she found herself staring at his muscles. There was no way the Boss’s thugs would dare mess with her if she was living with this guy.

Suddenly, Zuzu didn’t want to screw this opportunity up.

Mark cleared his throat and her eyes shot up to his again. Brown. They were brown, like dark chocolate, which she loved. Or espresso, which she definitely didn’t need. He said, “Do you want to tell me a little about yourself?”

“Sure… uh…” What could she say that wasn’t going to get her in trouble? Her claws bit into her palm again and she bit her lip. “I like sunshine. And napping. And napping in sunshine.”

“Is that all?”

She shook her head, eager to provide more details. “If you have a window that faces the sun in the morning, that would be great.”

“I see,” Mark said, a bemused expression on his face. “And why is that?”

The blonde lamia woman behind him was covering her mouth, but her eyes looked like they were laughing. Zuzu fought every instinct she had not to scowl at her again.

“Because morning sunbeams are the best ones,” Zuzu said, trying to imitate Ms. Ramsbottom’s crisp, matter-of-fact tone. She lifted her chin and looked the firefighter in the eyes. “And I like to sleep in them.”

Mark’s lips twitched and she thought she saw his pupil’s dilate slightly as he looked at her with fresh interest.

Ms. Ramsbottom cleared her throat, and Zuzu glanced at her. Then her eyes widened and she added, “After I’ve finished my work, of course.”

Mark smiled, a very different smile than the one he’d given her earlier. There was nothing fake about this one. “And what kind of work do you like to do?”

“Zuzu has practiced cooking and cleaning, as well as basic foot and shoulder massage,” Ms. Ramsbottom said, reading from a list that Zuzu thought probably had a list of failing grades marked beside most skills she’d ‘practiced.’ But she didn’t interrupt. “She can shop for groceries, answer the phone, make deliveries… Zuzu is still practicing, but she’s been a very good student and is willing to learn.”

Zuzu stood with her hands clasped in front of her, trying not to give in to the urge to tug at the too-tight skirt. She nodded enthusiastically along with the satyress’s white lies.

“And do you like doing any of these things?” Mark asked, the smile still tugging at his lips.

Zuzu shook her head. “Uh… Baking is fun, but otherwise, no,” she answered, truthfully, before her brain caught up with her mouth. “I mean—yes! I love it all. I am very dedicated to my new career. As a maid. I wish to be a very good maid. For you. Maid For You, that’s me!”

She let out a nervous laugh that sounded a bit more like a pained yowl than she meant it to.

Ms. Ramsbottom pursed her lips, looking like she wanted to say something. But it was the lamia who spoke first.

“What is your previous work experience?” she asked innocently, though Zuzu could tell she was fishing for something. This time she did scowl at the woman, though she had the grace to ignore the look. The lamia’s tongue flickered out between her teeth before she added, “You said new career. What did you do before?”

Zuzu glanced at Ms. Ramsbottom, who nodded, indicating that she thought it was safe to tell these people the truth. But Zuzu’s eyes were drawn back to the stunningly beautiful—and pregnant, she now realized—lamia who was positioned just behind Mark’s shoulder. The way a doting wife might do.

“Who are you?” Zuzu blurted, her curiosity getting the better of her.

Ms. Ramsbottom groaned and slapped her forehead. “Zuzu! That is not how you address a client. Or—in this case—their referral. This is Sansara Cain, I told you about her remember? She worked for Maid For You before she married Mark’s best friend. She was Arthur’s caregiver before they…”

Zuzu’s mouth fell open in shock. She’d known Mark’s friend had married a monster-kin maid. But she’d assumed she was an elf or something a bit more… socially acceptable. “I didn’t know you were a snake! I mean, lamia. I mean… oh! And you’re having his baby?”

Mark’s neck flushed an uncomfortable-looking shade of red as he glanced at Sansara, but the lamia only smiled. “No one has been more surprised than me, I assure you.”

“Congratulations,” Zuzu managed to squeak, feeling like a complete and total ass.

“Would you care to answer my question, now that you know I’m not going to be competing with you for Mark’s attention? I must admit, you do not appear to be a naturally servile type.”

Mark let out a loud laugh, and Zuzu startled, her tail puffing out again. He said, “I’d noticed that, too.”

Zuzu’s cheeks burned so hot it actually brought tears to her eyes. Had she been that obvious? Oh gods, this was going even more badly than she’d expected, and she hadn’t expected much. She’d broken an ornament, scowled at her prospective client, insulted his best friend’s wife, admitted she was more interested in napping in sunbeams than in cleaning…

Well, it wasn’t like she could make anything worse.

“I… Well, I really just need a safe place to stay,” she said, hating that her voice shook with emotion as she said it.

Zuzu hated feeling scared and vulnerable, but it was the truth.

And… she glanced up at Mark and saw his big brown eyes melt a little as he looked back at her. It made her feel… something. Like maybe it was okay for him to see that she was scared. Just this once.

“I’ve been living on the street since I arrived from Werifesteria and… it’s been really hard… and Ms. Ramsbottom said that maybe if I learned some more practical skills, I could get a fresh start.”

Mark’s brow furrowed as she spoke, and she was surprised when he held out his hand again. This time she didn’t jump back, though. She extended her own and allowed him to engulf her small paw in his huge one. He shook it, shaking her entire arm with it.

“If you need somewhere to stay,” Mark said, still shaking her hand, “I can give you that. I’m not sure I really need a maid anyway.”

Zuzu shot Ms. Ramsbottom a panicked look. If he wasn’t looking for a maid, what was he looking for? The satyress had said she wasn’t going to have to sleep with him. Zuzu wasn’t a prude, but she’d never slept with anyone before, and she wasn’t sure she wanted to start with a guy who looked like he’d tear her in two.

Plus, she’d kind of hoped her first time would be with someone she loved.

She scoffed internally. Big dreams for an alley cat. She was probably just lucky no one had taken her by force, given the life she’d had up until now.

“Maybe you could tell Zuzu a little bit about what you’re looking for?” Ms. Ramsbottom prodded.

Mark finally let go of her hand, looking a bit sheepish. He shrugged. “This was Sansara’s idea,” he said. “I don’t really know. I work during the day, as a firefighter. As far as I’m concerned you can sleep in a sunbeam all day, as long as the house is relatively clean. I’m just tired of coming home to an empty house with no feminine touch. I guess, cooking dinner, cleaning up a little, that’s most of it. Maybe we can chat in the evenings, you can tell me where the best napping spots are…”

Zuzu took a couple of deep breaths. It sounded good. It sounded too good to be true, if she was being honest with herself. But she’d take that over the too bad to be true world she’d been living in the past couple of years. She found herself nodding along, thinking maybe she could do it after all.

“I wouldn’t say no to the occasional shoulder rub, either,” he finished.

Zuzu tensed, biting her lips, her eyes darting back to the satyress who’d arranged all of this. Had she promised shoulder rubs? Zuzu had been forced to practice massage, but she wasn’t sure—

“No pressure,” Mark added quickly, putting his hands up as if in self-defense. “I don’t want you to feel like you have to. Just… if that’s something you do, then great.”

“Of course she can,” Ms. Ramsbottom said, making an encouraging motion with her hand behind the clipboard. “As I said, she’s been trained in massage.”

Zuzu blushed, watching her potential excuses fly out the window. “I’ll do it,” she said. “It’s my job. I’ve just never touched a man that way before. We only practiced on girls and you’re like… really huge, so—”

Catching a glare from Ms. Ramsbottom, Zuzu straightened, hoping her tail wasn’t still puffed out. “I mean—I’m always happy to try new things. Even though you’re so…huge.”

If possible, it seemed like Mark was blushing harder than she was.

“Great,” Ms. Ramsbottom said through a slightly clenched jaw. She fired off another warning look in the catgirl’s direction. “Perhaps, if it’s not too far, we can all visit Mr. McGuiness’s home together.”

“It’s about a twenty-minute drive,” Mark said, glancing nervously at Sansara. “It might be a bit of a tight fit with all four of us.”

Sansara smiled and rubbed her belly. “Don’t worry about me,” she said. “We’ll fit just fine.”

Zuzu took another look at the lamia woman’s tail and her eyes went wide.

“I call shotgun,” she blurted, startling the other three.

“Zuzu!” Ms. Ramsbottom scolded. “Mind your manners.”

Zuzu’s cheeks burned, but she stuck her chin up defiantly. “Well, it was worth a shot.”

***

It was a tight fit, and Zuzu did not get to sit shotgun. That honor went to the stuck up busy-body, know-it-all satyress, and Zuzu wasn’t shy about grumbling as much as she was wedged into the back seat with the pregnant lamia woman and her enormous tail.

If she hadn’t been practically buried in black and gold scales, Zuzu was pretty sure Ms. Evelyn Ramsbottom would have been shooting more than eye-daggers her way. She knew she was being horribly rude, but really. Didn’t these people know anything about catgirls? You don’t stick a catgirl in a little box with three other people and expect her not to claw someone’s eyes out. It just went against nature.

By the time they pulled up in front of Mark’s house, Zuzu was shaking with the barely restrained urge to hiss and bite and curse at the top of her lungs. How she managed to hold on, she would never know, but she suspected knowing that the big hunk firefighter was interested—maybe even excited?—about becoming her protector might have something to do with it.

She really, really didn’t want to mess this up by being… herself.

When she got out of the car, muttering about fossil fuels and environmentalists and circus clowns and whoever else she could think of to blame the undersized vehicle on, Zuzu looked up and was momentarily stunned.

Mark’s house was beautiful. She forgot all about her irritation at the too-small car and the too-big lamia the moment he opened the door and ushered them inside. She was going to live here? It seemed impossible. It seemed like the most impossible fairy tale dream she’d ever imagined.

As Mark showed them around, Zuzu was surprised by how nice everything was. And how well kept. He really didn’t need a maid at all.

She picked up a vase and checked underneath it for evidence of dust. Nothing. “It’s not even dirty!” Zuzu exclaimed, almost accusingly. “I never remember to check for dust around the vases in our training sessions. I always lose marks for that.”

Mark only laughed. “I’m not too bad at cleaning up after myself,” he admitted. “But having an extra set of hands to help will make my evenings and weekends more enjoyable, I think.”

Sansara and Ms. Ramsbottom were chatting about something, and pointing things out to Mark, and Zuzu tried to pay attention in case it was important. But as they passed the kitchen her eyes were drawn to Mark’s big, stainless steel refrigerator. Unlike pretty much every home she’d been in, Mark hadn’t put a bunch of random junk up on top of the appliance to keep it out of the way. It was perfectly clean, and—she couldn’t help noticing—would have a perfect vantage point if she needed a safe spot to nap during the day.

Zuzu eyed the kitchen window, and the one in the living room that she could see through the doorway, her mind working furiously to calculate what times of day the perfect napping spot would have sunbeams.

She glanced at Mark and the other two women, who were now looking over paperwork on the coffee table. Could she get up there without anyone noticing? Maybe she could just test it out quickly. Zuzu was exhausted after maid training and having to sleep in the Maid For You dorms where she couldn’t get any privacy. And they hadn’t let her nap all week!

She wanted nothing more in that moment than to strip out of the stupid uniform and curl up on top of the fridge and sleep for the next four—or sixteen hours. Zuzu’s muscles tensed as she prepared to make the leap—

“Zuzu!” Ms. Ramsbottom’s voice stopped her in her tracks. She spun, standing bolt upright and looking as innocent as possible, though she could feel her traitorous ears flattening against the side of her head, giving away that she had been up to something. The satyress said, “What are you doing over there? Come here.”

As obediently as she could—which meant dragging her feet, snarling, and muttering under her breath as she did it—Zuzu did as Ms. Ramsbottom asked. She sidled out of the kitchen, her eyes still half focused on the perfect sleeping spot as she slunk toward the coffee table.

“I was just saying that all the paperwork is in order, and Mr. McGuiness’s residence meets all of the requirements for our home inspection. I’d like to recommend a trial period before we finalize the contract, but…” Ms. Ramsbottom smiled at Zuzu in a way the catgirl didn’t quite like, the way she always smiled when she was about to do something ‘for her own good’ that Zuzu didn’t approve of. She opened her mouth to protest but the satyress cut her off. “In fact, if you’d like, Zuzu can start immediately.”

“Now?” Mark said, sitting upright on the couch. His tanned face looked a little flushed as he glanced at Zuzu’s shocked expression. “I mean, I thought we’d—”

Even Sansara, the lamia woman who had been a maid before, looked a bit surprised by the suggestion. She seemed to be making some kind of gesture to get Mark’s attention, and Zuzu’s eyes fixed on the motion.

“I’ll have some fresh clothes and cleaning supplies dropped off later this evening,” Ms. Ramsbottom continued, as if everyone were already in agreement. “It’s not exactly the way we usually do things, but in this case, I think Zuzu might get more out of practicing her skills in situ, if you will. The dorms haven’t been ideal for her, you see. Catgirls need a bit more freedom than some of the other monster-kin and I’m afraid some of her struggles are due to a poorly suited environment.”

Zuzu’s heart hammered in her chest, and she felt her throat closing up. That stupid, meddling, goody-two-shoes satyress should not just throw stuff like this at her. She wasn’t ready. She only agreed to meet him and come here because she knew she wasn’t ready and that Maid For You would never send her off to live with some stranger when she hadn’t even passed her training yet. She was supposed to have time to think about this, time to plan an escape route, an excuse for turning down the job if she didn’t like him—which she did, at least, she thought she did, but that was hardly the point, now was it?

The point was, she wasn’t ready for this.

And the lamia woman knew it. Zuzu could see her trying to catch Mark’s startled gaze. She was going to tell Mark not to hire her, Zuzu knew it. She could see it written all over her stupid, pretty, glowing face! And she was going to tell him that, and he was going to change his mind and—

“Excuse me for just a moment,” Sansara said, her tongue flicking out from between her full lips. “Can I speak with Mark alone, please?”

No, no, no, no, no, Zuzu’s mind was screaming.

“Of course,” Evenly Ramsbottom said, smiling beatifically, as if she hadn’t just ruined everything.

Zuzu didn’t know if she was more worried that she was going to get the job or that she wasn’t. She was furious with the satyress for pushing her into it too quickly, and she was equally furious with the lamia who seemed to suddenly be having doubts about the service she’d recommended.

She might not be ready to become a maid, but she really, really wasn’t ready to go back out on the streets to be hunted down by the cops, or by the Boss and his gang.

Oh, why hadn’t she tried harder with her training!

She hadn’t wanted this; she hadn’t wanted any of it. She’d spent her entire time at Maid For You resenting her captivity and her training and the idea that she’d have to serve someone else that she hadn’t stopped to think how nice it was that she wasn’t having to run every day, or eat scraps, or dodge bullets, or take sketchy ‘pick up and delivery’ jobs.

God, she was so stupid! And now, because she was stupid, she was probably going to be dead.

No nice cushy house in the suburbs with sunbeams and a nice guy to keep her company. Not even the safety of the Maid For You HQ, because obviously they wouldn’t keep her if she failed her very first assignment before she’d even technically been hired.

The catgirl’s claws dug painfully into her palms, and she broke into a sweat, as her thoughts ran away from her like a freight train with failed brakes.

Worst of all, she was frozen. She couldn’t even tell them that anything was wrong. She couldn’t apologize, or ask for a second chance as Sansara pulled Mark aside, whispering to him in urgent, hushed tones. Blood rushed in her ears, blocking out any other sounds like the roar of a jet plane in her brain.

Zuzu could only stand, still as a statue with her insides twisting painfully, feeling like she was dying as she watched her only opportunity disappear before her eyes.

Zuzu actually wished she would die, right there on the spot.

She was going to be out on the streets again for sure, after this, and this time she didn’t think she’d survive. At least if her heart gave out right now, it would save her the indignity of bleeding out in some dirty back alley like the worthless stray that she was.

It had been a long time since Zuzu had uttered a prayer to Bast. But in that moment, frozen with panic, she did.

She prayed that she would die.


Chapter Four
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Mark

Sansara had been making urgent motions with her hands as Ms. Ramsbottom went over the contract with Mark. He was trying to listen for a polite moment to interject and step aside to see what it was the lamia needed, but the manager of Maid For You seemed to be on a mission to get him through the sign up process as quickly as possible, as if she was so eager to place Zuzu that she was rushing.

Mark’s thoughts were pulled in fracturing directions as he tried to pay attention to the terms of the contract, listened for his opportunity to interrupt the eager satyress, tried to figure out what Sansara looked so worried about, and wondered why Ms. Ramsbottom would want to get rid of Zuzu.

The catgirl seemed kind of sweet to him. Maybe not maid material necessarily, but she had a scrappiness that he liked. Plus, she didn’t seem very good at hiding who she was which—while it might lead to a few awkward situations—actually endeared her to Mark. He didn’t think he’d ever have to wonder how Zuzu felt about him, which made him feel a lot more sure that he could avoid the whole hired-girlfriend thing. The last thing he wanted was a maid who pretended to be interested in him just so she could keep her job.

His thoughts ground to a halt, though, when Sansara’s voice cut through them like a knife. “Excuse me for just a moment,” Sansara said, hissing slightly. Though her words were polite enough, Mark heard the edge of impatience in her tone. Her tongue flicked out, like she was tasting the air before she added, “Can I speak with Mark alone, please?”

Ms. Ramsbottom looked up, startled by the interruption, her eyes widened slightly, but she covered her surprise with a warm smile. “Of course!”

Mark didn’t have time to say anything before the pregnant lamia grabbed him by the shoulder and hauled him to his feet with surprising strength. Although, he supposed he shouldn’t be surprised. The monster-kin’s entire lower body was made of muscle, and she’d been helping Arthur with his physio as well as intense therapeutic massage for over a year. That wasn’t the kind of work for a shrinking violet, after all.

“What’s up?” he asked, glancing over his shoulder to give Ms. Ramsbottom an apologetic smile.

“Over here.” Sansara tugged him farther away from the coffee table, then curved her tail around his feet so that she could slither around, putting her back to the Maid For You women, as if she didn’t want them to be able to see her face as she spoke to him.

She rested her hands on top of her swollen belly and took a deep breath, then closed her eyes as she exhaled slowly. Mark’s heart lurched.

“What’s wrong?” he asked. “Are you feeling okay? Do you want me to take you back home?”

“I’m fine,” she snapped, more harshly than he’d heard her speak before. Then, as she opened her eyes and saw the worried expression on Mark’s face, her golden eyes softened. “I’ve been having false contractions for weeks now. It’s nothing to worry about, but sometimes they are a bit uncomfortable. I usually get them when I’m feeling stressed.”

“Are you stressed right now?” Mark asked, a twinge of guilt surfacing. “You really didn’t need to come for all of this. You should be lying in bed, letting Arthur take care of you for once. Not babysitting me.”

“It’s not that,” she said with a small laugh. “Lamia women do not suffer as much as human women in the late stages of pregnancy. I don’t need to lie down. I’m just…” She sighed, glancing over her shoulder at Zuzu. “I think I pushed this too fast on you. Mark, I’m not sure this is the kind of maid you were hoping for, and I will feel horrible if you take on someone who is not right for you because I put too much pressure on you to apply. While I trust Evelyn Ramsbottom’s instincts in most things, I’m beginning to think this girl is just not… ready.”

“What do you mean?”

Sansara’s tongue flicked out again, drawing air into the sensory glands in her mouth. “I can’t put my finger on it exactly,” she said. “But there are so many strong, conflicting emotions coming off that girl that I can’t get a good read on her. Back at the office it was just a kind of stubbornness and petulance, which made sense given what we know of her background. And if that’s all it is, I’m sure you’d win her over in time. You’re very likable, you know. But it’s different now. Darker, more intense, tinged with fear. I’m worried there’s more to her than she’s letting on. Maybe it’s not a good idea to trust her in your home.”

Mark looked over Sansara’s shoulder at Zuzu, who was standing stock still and seemed to be staring at some invisible spot directly in front of her. Her ears were flat on her head, and her hands were balled at her sides, like she was trying very hard to control herself.

“I know what you mean,” he said. “But I was actually thinking the opposite. There’s a lot of conflicting emotions going on with her, but she’s not that hard to read. I kind of appreciate that she’s a bit rough around the edges. It’s just a trial, right?”

Sansara pursed her lips and she nodded. “I suppose so.”

Mark didn’t know a lot about catgirls, but he did know about cats. And he knew feral animals sometimes had trouble adapting to new homes. They could be aggressive and destructive and hard to get close to.

Not exactly ideal material for a companion, and definitely not for a girlfriend. He sure as hell didn’t want another Megan on his hands.

But Mark also knew that, once tamed, feral cats were often more affectionate and devoted because they fully appreciated what they had in a way that pampered house pets didn’t. Maybe it would be the same for a catgirl. It didn’t sound like Zuzu had spent her entire life on the streets, so it might not take her so long to adapt once she realized she was safe.

She didn’t seem to be crazy in the same way that Megan was. Zuzu was more scared and defensive than violent and controlling. Mark could handle that.

In fact, he kind of liked the idea that Zuzu might need him as much as he needed her. Not just for money, but… as a friend. Zuzu didn’t seem like she had many friends and Mark wanted a companion more than anything. It made the whole situation feel a lot more balanced.

“I appreciate your concern, Sansara,” Mark said, bringing his gaze back to the pregnant lamia. “But I actually… feel like this is going to work. I’d like to give her a chance. If nothing else, it will be good practice for both of us. If it doesn’t work out after a week or so, I’ll request a different maid.”

Sansara sighed. “That sounds reasonable enough. Just…” She looked over her shoulder again. “Don’t leave your valuables sitting around, and make sure you know where everything is in case she tries to pilfer it. I’m not sure I trust her, even if you do.”

“But you trust Ms. Ramsbottom,” Mark said, smiling at Sansara’s concern. “And she trusts Zuzu enough to offer her a job, right?”

“A trial job.”

“Do you think she’d put the reputation of Maid For You at stake by hiring someone she wasn’t sure about?” Mark didn’t get that sense from the satyress, who seemed quite committed to the company.

Sansara shook her head. “But people make mistakes, too. If you want to go ahead with this placement, I will support you.” She winced and rubbed her belly again, then added with a sly smile. “Just don’t blame me if it all goes sideways, now that I’ve voiced my concerns.”

Mark grinned at her. “All I remember is that you were the one who twisted my arm into doing this in the first place…”

Sansara swatted his shoulder. “Don’t you start on that already, I—”

But Mark didn’t hear the rest of her sentence. He’d glanced back at Zuzu, wanting to offer her a reassuring smile, but the catgirl looked stricken. Her ears had flattened even further, and her tail was like a rigid bottle brush behind her, her body as stiff as a board. Only now she was breathing in sharp, panting gasps and her cheeks—which all morning had been flushed with embarrassment at some gaff or another—were looking pale and sickly.

Mark had seen enough panic attacks in his line of work to recognize one when he saw one.

“Zuzu,” he said, hurrying across the room to her. She didn’t respond. “Hey, Zuzu, can you hear me?”

Ms. Ramsbottom stood quickly at the sound of his voice, her eyes widening as she saw the catgirl. “What’s the matter with her?”

As Mark approached, he could see that her pupils were dilated. Sweat beaded on her forehead. He took her by the shoulders and could feel that she was trembling.

“Hey, Zuzu,” he said, keeping his voice low and calm. “You’re okay. You’re safe. Everything is going to be alright.”

Zuzu shook her head frantically, but the rest of her remained frozen. She must have been able to hear him, but her eyes still had that far-away terrified look.

“No,” she managed to squeak. “No. Something’s wrong with me. My chest hurts. And my head. I’m dying.”

“It’s a panic attack, Zuzu,” he said. “It’s going to be okay. I know it’s scary, but you’re not going to die. I promise.”

“How do you know?”

She shook even harder, and Mark’s heart went out to her. She felt so small and fragile in his hands—which somehow he knew the scrappy catgirl would hate. He smiled and rubbed her shoulders, trying to bring her out of her head and back into her body.

“I see this all the time,” he said. “You’re going to feel really bad for a little while, but this is normal for a panic attack, okay? The fear. The chest pain. The impending sense of doom. It’s hard to breathe, right? Just listen to my voice. You’re going to be okay. It feels like you won’t be, but you will. It usually doesn’t take that long, five or ten minutes. It feels like forever, but it won’t be long. I’ll be here with you, okay?”

She was nodding now, either agreeing with his assessment of her symptoms or in hopes that he was right. Either way, Mark thought it was a good thing that she was listening to him. Her breathing hadn’t slowed, yet, though, and he was a little worried she was going to—

“Oh, shit.”

Zuzu’s knees buckled, and her face lost all color. Mark caught her just as she fell, scooping her tiny body into his arms and carrying her to the couch.

“Let’s sit you here until you feel better, okay?” he said. “Don’t want you cracking your head on the coffee table, do we? That would hurt.”

Sansara and Ms. Ramsbottom stood stock still, watching it all unfold. When Mark looked away from Zuzu for a moment, he thought he saw a look of understanding cross the lamia’s face—maybe she’d been sensing the oncoming panic attack when she was picking up all those mixed signals from Zuzu earlier, Mark thought. That would explain it.

Ms. Ramsbottom looked almost as scared as Zuzu did, though Mark wasn’t sure if it was out of concern for the catgirl or worry that the contract wouldn’t go through.

“She’ll be fine,” he promised them. “Just give her a few minutes.”

Then, not waiting for a response from either of them, he turned his attention fully on the terrified catgirl.

Mark didn’t know what had her so freaked out. Most of the panic attacks he’d seen had had obvious causes—shock from a fire, or an accident, or seeing a loved one badly hurt. It happened to victims and first responders. Even people who’d been dealing with emergency situations their entire lives could get hit by one unexpectedly. And, of course, he knew panic attacks could happen without any reason at all, or in response to something that had happened a long time ago. Instead of trying to diagnose what the problem was, he just talked to her.

“Zuzu, I’m not going to leave you,” he said. “I’m not going to judge you. I’m not going to hurt you. You’re safe here. But if you don’t want to stay here, you don’t have to, okay? As soon as you feel better, we’ll talk about it. I can call a cab and Ms. Ramsbottom will take you back to Maid For You headquarters if that’s what you want. End of story, no questions asked, no harm done, understand?”

Zuzu managed a nod, still breathing hard but Mark thought each breath was getting deeper. Tears streamed down her face, but she didn’t try to wipe them away, like she didn’t even know they were there.

“Can I get you anything?” he asked. “Do you want a cool cloth or a glass of water?”

She nodded again. “My throat is really dry.”

Mark glanced at Sansara and she hurried to the kitchen without having to be asked, bringing a tall glass of ice cold water back with her.

“Here you go,” Mark said, taking the glass from Sansara and holding it out for Zuzu.

The catgirl took the glass, but her hand was shaking so badly the liquid sloshed over the top, spilling it down the front of her uniform. Zuzu cursed, and shook her head, fresh tears bursting from her eyes. “I can’t… I can’t…”

“Hey, it’s fine,” Mark said, wrapping his hands around hers to help her hold the glass. “Let me.”

Lifting the glass to her lips, Mark helped her stay still enough to sip a bit of water. Then she closed her eyes, and took some much deeper breaths. Mark took the glass from her and set it on the coffee table, then wrapped his hands around hers. “Good, keep breathing like that. You’re going to be just fine, Zuzu. Just take deep breaths. Relax. You’re still safe, okay?”

It took a few more minutes of deep breaths and calm words before Zuzu regained control. When the panic lifted, though, mortification set in. More tears spilled, but Mark was relieved to see the embarrassed flush return to her cheeks.

“I’m so sorry, I feel so stupid,” Zuzu wailed, wiping at her face with the back of her hands. Mark could see specks of blood on her palms where her claws had dug into the tender flesh. The catgirl took a shuddering breath and whispered, “I need to use the bathroom, please.”

Sansara hurried forward. “I’ll take you, sweetie. Come with me.”

Zuzu got shakily to her feet and followed the lamia woman out of the living room, into the hallway that led to the guest room and bathroom.

When it was just Ms. Ramsbottom and Mark in the room the satyress let out a huge sigh, as if she’d been holding her breath the entire time.

“I must apologize, Mr. McGuiness,” she said in a hushed whisper. “I thought… I mean, I didn’t think… Oh, goodness, what a mess!”

“Something’s happened to that girl,” Mark said, finally allowing himself to feel the rush of protective anger he’d felt back at Maid For You headquarters when Zuzu had jumped back from his offered handshake like she was afraid he was going to hit her. “Do you know anything about it?”

Ms. Ramsbottom shook her head. “The truth is, she just landed on our doorstep last weekend. I could tell she was on the run from something, but I don’t know the details. I have a very good sense for people, Mr. McGuiness, and I feel I know in my heart that she’s not a bad sort. But I do believe she’s in trouble. I’d hoped… well, I’d hoped with a fresh start she might leave whatever it is behind her. But clearly, I’ve rushed her. I just thought… when you called, I felt you would be the perfect placement for her. A strong, dependable sort she might learn to trust. But it’s obvious that she is not ready.”

Mark felt his face twisting into a scowl as she talked. “I don’t think it’s obvious at all.”

The satyress jumped at the tone of his voice. “I’m sorry, Mr. McGuiness,” she stammered. “I—I don’t understand what you mean. I knew she wasn’t crazy about working as a maid, but I didn’t know… Well… She’s a nervous wreck! It will take weeks or maybe months before she’s ready to take on a job independently. You’re paying for a service, after all, I should think you deserve someone who is up to the task of—”

“Don’t you think that’s a little cold?” Mark heard the snarl in his voice, but he couldn’t quite control the unexpected anger bubbling in his chest. “The last thing she needs after being so vulnerable is to have her one chance at a new life ripped away from her.”

“But…”

“Listen,” Mark said, taking a deep breath and meeting the satyress’s nervous gaze with his own steady one. “If I had a dollar for every panic attack I’ve seen at work… Well, I’d be at least one Andrew Jackson richer. If we don’t shitcan firefighters or police officers for that kind of thing, I’m sure as hell not going to fire a maid. You said it yourself. She’s just gotten out of a bad situation. She needs time to adjust. She needs some stability. I promised her just now that she could decide if she wanted to stay or not, and I meant it. I’ll accept her decision on the matter, not yours.”

Ms. Ramsbottom was still as she processed what he’d said, absentmindedly stacking and shifting the paperwork on the coffee table.

“You’re right, of course,” she said, finally. “I’m sorry, Mr. McGuiness. You’re… you’re a good man.”

Mark snorted. “I’m a jackass. But I’m lucky enough to know a few good men, and it rubs off on me from time to time.”

“No, I’m very serious,” Ms. Ramsbottom said. “I didn’t mean to insult you or Zuzu with what I said before, but it’s not every client that I would trust to take on a girl like her. I appreciate your offer, and I’m sure Zuzu will too. But you must know, I don’t think it will be good for you to take on Zuzu out of guilt.”

Mark felt his scowl returning.

Ms. Ramsbottom’s lips curled at the edges. “You’re a good man, and I can already see that she will be in good hands if she chooses to stay. But I want you to understand that I am not going to put her out on the street if you don’t take her. We care very much for the monster-kin women we train. The reason I started Maid For You was because many of us come from difficult situations, like Zuzu. She will have a place with us as long as she needs it. So, if you have any doubts—”

“I don’t,” Mark said gruffly.

“All right, then,” the satyress sighed, tapping the contract on the table with a matter-of-fact air. “Good.”

“Good.”

They stood in awkward silence, Mark with his arms crossed over his chest, as they waited for Sansara and Zuzu to return.

The lamia woman came first, her hands on her belly and a small smile on her lips. She met Mark’s eyes when she entered the living room, and nodded. Mark wasn’t sure what it signified, but he felt more at ease.

Zuzu came into the room behind Sansara, with her hair smoothed back down, her ears folded down and her cheeks still flushed with embarrassment. She stood in the doorway, staring at Mark with her wide yellow eyes and her lips pressed together into a tight line like she had something to say.

But she didn’t speak. Finally, Mark realized she was waiting for him to say something, waiting for his decision.

“Zuzu, I meant what I said. You’re welcome to stay here if you like. Ms. Ramsbottom assures me that you still have a place at Maid For You if you don’t. It’s up to you.”

Zuzu nodded shyly. “Yes, please,” she whispered. “I’d like to stay.”

Mark felt an unexpected rush of relief at her words, and his face broke into a smile.

“Great,” he said. “We’ll do a trial run, then. You can stay here for a week and we can feel things out. If you enjoy working for and living with me, we’ll make things official after that.”

Zuzu bit her lip. “What if… you don’t enjoy living with me?”

Mark stared at her, looking so small and vulnerable in her ill-fitting uniform, and wondered if she had any idea how perfectly adorable she was.

“I really don’t think that’s going to be a problem,” he said. “But if you don’t feel ready—”

“I’m ready,” she said quickly, cutting him off. Her bright eyes darted to Sansara, and the pair shared a shy smile.

“Are you sure?” Ms. Ramsbottom said, giving Zuzu a stern look. “We don’t want to waste Mr. McGuiness’s time.”

Mark frowned at the woman. “It’s not a waste of time,” he growled. “This is Zuzu’s decision, remember?”

Ms. Ramsbottom’s cheeks flushed, and she took a physical step back. “Quite so.”

“I’m sure,” Zuzu jumped in, letting out a nervous giggle. “I’m sure, I’m sure. Let’s sign the paperwork. Please?”

***

Zuzu

A few hours later, Zuzu was still in a state of shock. Somehow the day had gone from bad to worse to catastrophic, and now—suddenly—it was like she was living in a dream.

She had been so sure that Mark was going to reject her when she’d freaked out during his house tour. She’d been even more certain that Evelyn Ramsbottom was going to give her the boot for getting fired from a job she hadn’t even started yet. She’d been absolutely positively sure that she was going to be back on the street before sundown, and probably dead before sunrise the next day.

And now, here she was, in Mark’s beautiful home. She had a room all to herself, and a comfy bed, and her own bathroom. More than she’d had to her name in all the time since she’d come to Earth from Werifesteria. And on top of all of that, she’d mapped out at least eight primo sunbeam napping spots throughout the house.

It was perfect.

The beautiful lamia woman, Sansara, had talked with her in the hallway outside the bathroom before they’d come back to the living room. Zuzu had been scared that she was going to say something mean, or threaten her not to mess up or something like the thugs who worked for the Boss usually did.

But it wasn’t like that.

Sansara had admitted that she had warned Mark that she’d sensed something off about Zuzu—which had made Zuzu want to hiss and scratch her stupid, pretty face—but then Sansara had given her a hug.

She apologized for not realizing that Zuzu was having a panic attack. She said she had been worried about Mark, which was silly because he was a big man who could take care of himself, and that she should have been thinking of Zuzu. Zuzu hadn’t wanted to scratch her anymore when she said that, even if she did hate it when people didn’t think she could take care of herself.

She could!

Just not when she was freaking out like that. It had happened before, but Zuzu hadn’t known there was a name for it. She hadn’t known it was normal. Or if not normal, at least not freakishly abnormal. She realized when she was talking to Sansara how grateful she was that Mark had understood what was happening.

Sansara had promised her that Mark was a good man, and she’d even given Zuzu a slip of paper with her phone number on it. Zuzu didn’t have a phone anymore, since she’d had to toss the Boss’s phone in the garbage. But it was a nice gesture. Sansara said she could call her if she ever needed to talk about anything that came up when she was working with Mark… girl stuff, she’d emphasized.

Zuzu’s eyes had shot to the enormous baby bump the lamia woman was carrying around and blushed about ten different shades of red. She didn’t think she would need that kind of advice. She wasn’t beautiful like Sansara was. She was just a skinny stray, but she was going to try her best to be a good maid for Mark. He had been nice to her and she wanted to return the favor.

Zuzu had thought there was something knowing about the lamia woman’s smile as she’d protested, which kind of made her want to hiss again. But Zuzu didn’t think you were supposed to hiss at your friends, and she really did want Sansara to be her friend.

Now that Sansara and Ms. Ramsbottom had gone and Zuzu was alone with Mark, she wasn’t really sure what to do, though.

Mark had given her another tour since she’d admitted to being a little distracted when he’d done the last one—first with the sunbeams and then with thinking she was going to die. Mark had just smiled—he had a really nice smile, it made his brown eyes look all melty like chocolate that had been sitting in the sun—and shown her where she’d sleep, and where she could put her clothes—she didn’t have any clothes except for her stupid too-tight uniform, and she told Mark that but he still showed her a closet and an empty chest of drawers—and then his room which Zuzu tried really hard not to think too much about (especially how close it was to hers), and the living room, the kitchen…

Then it was over, and Zuzu knew she was supposed to do something, but she didn’t know what. She was standing there, staring at him, her mind whirling with the excitement of the day. He didn’t say anything, but the way he watched her made her feel funny in her tummy. Kind of like she was hungry. Or maybe like she was going to be sick.

“Is there anything you’d like to do?” Mark asked, finally. “I hadn’t really planned on having you start today, so I’m not really prepared with a list or anything.”

Zuzu thought maybe she should try right away if she was going to learn how to like cleaning. “Uh… where’s your cleaning stuff?”

Mark showed her to a broom closet in the kitchen, which he opened to reveal an organized shelf filled with eco-friendly and organic products. This surprised Zuzu for some reason. She preferred to use those kinds of things because her nose was very sensitive, and the harsh chemical products made her eyes burn. But Mark didn’t seem like he’d be bothered by any of it.

“Is it okay?” Mark asked, after she’d been silent for a while. “We can ask Maid For You to send over some other stuff if you prefer.”

“No, I like this brand,” Zuzu said. “One of the things I hate about cleaning is the smell. But this stuff doesn’t bother me. We had to train with a bunch of different products in case our clients had a preference. This is the only one I didn’t hate… as much.”

Mark laughed. “Good, then. Anything else?”

Zuzu shook her head and reached tentatively for a rag.

“No thank you,” she said. “You can go relax now. Leave everything to me!”

“All right,” he said. “I’m going to go watch some TV. Let me know if you need anything, okay?”

Zuzu nodded, watching his back as he walked out of the kitchen. Gods, he had big shoulders. She’d feel like a flea if she were perched up there… but she’d probably have a very good view. Zuzu wondered if it was bad manners to ask if you could sit on your clients’ shoulders. Humans seemed to have so many strange rules about things, she was never quite sure. And most of her time had been spent running away from humans after she’d broken some rule… so she didn’t really have a good sense of what was right. Only what was definitely wrong.

Zuzu rubbed the rag in her fingers as she imagined what it would feel like to be on Mark’s big shoulders. Her cheeks burned. The thought of Mark’s body between her legs made her heart rate pick back up again. Probably it was a very bad, not good idea, even if it wasn’t impolite.

She glanced down at the rag.

It was totally clean. What kind of rag didn’t even have stains on it? She looked around the closet for something that looked more well-used. Nothing.

Zuzu took out a bottle of multi-purpose cleaner and looked around the kitchen. It was clean, too. She marched up to the counter and peered at it very closely, like her instructors at Maid For You did before giving her a bad mark on her exams. Nope. Totally clean.

Taking the fresh rag and the cleaner with her, Zuzu went on a mission to find some dirt in Mark’s house. But after half an hour of searching she hadn’t found a speck of dust, and she was starting to get a little annoyed.

Stomping into the living room, she stood in the doorway and gave Mark an accusing glare. He sensed her presence before she spoke, and glanced up from the TV. “Is something wrong?”

“Your house is too clean,” she snapped. “What am I supposed to do?”

Mark seemed to be struggling not to smile, which irritated her even more. “Sorry,” he said. “Maybe you could make something for us to eat? It’s almost dinner time.”

Zuzu ground her teeth together, angry at herself as she stomped back to the kitchen to put away her cleaning supplies. She should have thought of that. She wasn’t just supposed to clean after all. A Maid For You maid was supposed to do all the household chores, including cooking and laundry and… shoulder massages?

She slammed the closet door closed and found herself staring through the kitchen doorway into the living room. Her eyes landed on Mark’s big arms and shoulders and she got that funny feeling in her tummy again.

Then her stomach grumbled.

Okay, good. She was just hungry. Not horny. Or, at least, she wasn’t just horny. She could make food. She actually liked to cook. Well, she mostly liked to eat. But if she could cook and eat when Mark was eating, that would address at least one part of the funny tummy feeling.

The horny thing was another problem altogether. That was something she’d have to take care of when Mark went to work. Or maybe that night if she thought she could be very, very quiet about it. Their rooms were very close…

Zuzu was going to be quite distracted if she didn’t find some time to rub out a quick shiver. She didn’t have the first clue what to do with a guy like Mark, even if he did inspire those feelings, but she knew perfectly well how to take care of herself.

It had been a while since she’d needed to. Living on the streets had been exciting enough, and romantic urges had taken a backseat to survival. But, feeling safe, and with a man like Mark around to inspire her…

Tonight. No, Monday. She’d wait until Monday. Test her self-restraint.

Already annoyed that she was going to have to wait to tend to these suddenly urgent needs, Zuzu marched over to the refrigerator and wrenched the door open.

She hissed.

Ketchup. Mustard. Mayonnaise. And a jar of… pickled eggs? What the actual fuck. Was this a joke? What did this guy eat? He obviously ate something. He was built like this stupid empty fridge. Zuzu slammed the fridge door closed and stalked over to the cupboards. A box of stale crackers and some instant ramen.

“How the hell am I supposed to cook,” she yelled from the kitchen into the living room, “when you don’t have anything worth cooking?”

Mark laughed, flicking off the TV. “Is it that bad?” he said, getting up from his chair. “I admit I usually order delivery. I’m not much of a cook. Should we order something in? Or I can give you some cash and you can run to the store down the street. Get anything you like.”

Zuzu’s stomach rumbled again. Anything she liked? That sounded too good to be true… She just needed cheap cat food. Was it a trick? She was supposed to be cooking for him, not herself.

Zuzu wanted to be a good maid, after all.

She crossed her arms and grumbled under her breath, willing her tail to stop its annoyed twitching. He was being nice to her. She was supposed to be nice to him.

“What do you like?” She heard the petulant tone in her voice, but it was too late to stop it.

“I’m not picky,” he said, pulling out his wallet and counting out a hundred dollars in twenties and putting it in her hand. “I trust you.”

Zuzu stared at the money, feeling suddenly lightheaded. It was more money than she’d had all at one time since she’d come to Earth. Many of the jobs she’d taken for the Boss hadn’t even been paid in cash; she’d taken immunity from certain gangs, or places to sleep, or cat food as payment as often as not.

Mark had just given her a hundred dollars to spend as she pleased, and she’d been getting shot at for… for cat food? She’d known her situation wasn’t ideal, but she’d had no idea how badly she was being treated until that very moment.

“Okay,” she said, nodding absently and tucking the cash into the pocket of her uniform. “I’ll… be back soon, I guess.”

Zuzu walked to the grocery store in a bit of a daze, but once she arrived, she perked up. She had rarely had the opportunity to walk around, choosing food by herself before. Most of the markets in Havenseed Heights were on the lookout for hungry street dwellers who might be looking to pick up more than they’d paid for, and Zuzu had been chased out of stores more than once in her early days on Earth.

This grocery store was different from the markets in the monster-kin part of town, and Zuzu felt a bit awkward as one of the only non-humans she could see. But the Maid For You uniform seemed to act like a kind of shield, protecting her from the comments and cruel looks that she was used to receiving when she ventured out of her part of town.

Tentatively at first, and then with greater confidence, Zuzu pushed her cart through the store collecting a few things that she liked and that she hoped Mark would like too. She thought the checkout clerk had given her a kind of funny look. But she managed not to hiss at him, or scratch him when she snatched back her change and stuffed it into the pocket of her uniform.

Straining under the weight of her bags—more food than she’d ever, ever had all at one time—Zuzu pushed her way in through the door and hurried to the kitchen.

She didn’t stop to greet Mark on her way past the living room. Her tummy was rumbling and she had food! She threw herself into cooking with an enthusiasm she hadn’t really felt during her training at Maid For You. As she cooked, she dug into some of the canned tuna she’d bought for herself, not having the patience to wait for the meal to be complete.

When her stomach was full, Mark’s food was ready. Now she really wanted to have a nap. Impatiently, she arranged her creation on a plate, straightened her uniform, took a deep breath and yowled, “Dinner is ready!”

Mark appeared in the doorway with a somewhat bemused expression on his face, but he didn’t say anything as he sat down at the dining table and patiently waited for her to present her meal.

Zuzu picked up the plate and plunked it in front of him without ceremony.

Mark stared at the plate. Then his brown eyes slid up to her face and his lip twitched. He looked back at the food and burst out laughing.

“What?” she sneered, her tail bristling in irritation. “I made you food. Eat it!”

“You did make me food,” he said, still laughing. He shook his head in disbelief.

“What’s wrong with it?” she demanded archly. “If you don’t like it, I’ll eat it.”

“Nothing is wrong,” he said. “It looks delicious. It’s just… you made birthday cake and steak. It’s not what I expected.”

Zuzu felt her cheeks burn. Here was some other stupid human rule she didn’t understand and now she was going to look like an idiot. “Why not? You said you weren’t picky!”

“It’s not exactly a standard combination, that’s all,” Mark said, wiping his eyes. “But it’s fine. I like birthday cake. I like steak. Why the hell shouldn’t I like them together?”

“Exactly,” Zuzu said, and she slammed something else onto the table. “I also bought a can of pineapple.”

She crossed her arms defiantly.

Mark managed to restrain his mirth this time and said, “Excellent. We can save that for later.”

This was even worse than the laughing. Zuzu knew she was being patronized, which made her even more annoyed. She glowered at him, waiting. “So… eat it then.”

Mark dutifully picked up his fork and knife and tried a bit of each. He chewed slowly, and Zuzu felt her skin crawling with an urge to snatch the plate away and throw it in the garbage. If it was no good, she wished he would just tell her. She’d bought plenty of cat food. She would share if he didn’t like the steak.

“It’s good,” Mark said, after what felt like an eternity. “Really good.”

Zuzu felt all of her petulance melt away at the compliment. “Really?”

“Yes, Zuzu, really,” he said, looking up at her with those warm, chocolate eyes. “You’re an excellent cook. And while this is an unconventional pairing, it goes very well together.”

Something inside her quivered at the way he looked at her, like he knew she’d been hoping for praise and hadn’t expected to receive it. Which was stupid. She hadn’t even known it herself until just then. How could he know how much it meant to her to hear those words?

“Th-thank you,” she said, standing up a little straighter and tugging on her skirt. “Do you need anything else?”

“No, this is fine,” Mark said. “I’ll put my plate in the sink when I’m finished. You can wash it later. Why don’t you take a rest? Today’s been a big day”

Zuzu could have hugged him. A little nap was exactly what she needed.

“I’d love to.” A little purr escaped the back of her throat. “Oh, gods… where will I sleep first? There’s the top of the fridge. That spot on the kitchen island in front of the big window. I noticed a good spot in your room, but that’s probably not allowed. Although, you’re not using it now, so maybe—”

Mark laughed. “Wherever you like,” he said. “My home is your home, remember?”

Zuzu took a deep breath, trying to calm herself down. She tugged at the too-tight uniform again, really hating the way it pulled at her skin and pinched her waist. She really wished she could just take the damned thing off now that they weren’t at Maid For You. Zuzu bit her lip, feeling more uncomfortable than she had since her panic attack…

Oh crap, she hoped this wasn’t going to be a problem.

“Do you need something?” Mark asked. “All you have to do is ask.”

“What’s your policy on nudity?” Zuzu blurted out, before he’d even finished speaking.

Mark blinked. “Uh, my what?”

“I like to sleep naked,” she said, hurriedly. “I hate clothes. Especially these clothes. They’re so uncomfortable! And when I sleep, I like to be comfortable and I’ll… I’ll cover up with a blanket if it makes you feel weird. But the sunshine feels so nice on my bare skin that maybe you could just not look at me?”

Mark didn’t seem to know what to say, and Zuzu felt her heart suddenly start racing. What was she doing asking this man if it was okay for her to walk around naked in his house? Of course it wasn’t okay. Humans were weird about nakedness. And she really didn’t want to tempt him like that… not that her skinny body was probably very tempting to a guy his size… but she’d heard enough stories to know that that wasn’t enough to keep some guys away. But she really just wanted to be comfortable, and this was supposed to be her home and…

She was breathing harder as her thoughts jumbled up, making her feel confused and scared.

Mark seemed flustered, not wanting to look at her. Finally, he cleared his throat, “Well… If you want to do that while I’m at work, it’s okay by me.”

“Perfect!” she agreed readily, eager to accept any terms that would allow her to sleep in sunbeams. “I’ll just sleep all day and do my work at night, then! If you ever have kids, that will complicate things though. So please don’t do that.”

Mark laughed. “Okay… so what’s your plan for today, then. Where are you going to nap? Your room?”

“There’s no sun in my room,” she answered quickly, having mapped the entire house mentally during her second tour. “In fact, as I don’t sleep at night, I don’t really need that room at all. You can have it back.”

“It’s your room, whether you sleep there or not,” Mark said, shaking his head. “Sorry there are no sunbeams there.”

“It’s all right,” she said, feeling a flutter of something in her chest.

She blushed again. Gods, why did she keep blushing around him. It wasn’t just that she was embarrassed all the time…

Although she did feel more embarrassed around him than anyone else. Usually if she screwed up, she’d just hiss or yell at someone. Mark made her feel… different.

Was it because he was her boss, and she didn’t want to get fired? Or was it because he was so freaking hot? Zuzu had seen hot guys before, but she’d never wanted to do anything about it until now.

Her mind spiraled as she remembered how gently he’d handled her when she was freaking out in his living room. She’d had those attacks before, and they were never easy to predict. She never had them when it would make sense—like when her adrenaline was high on the job or the cops were shooting at her—it was always the quiet moments in between the chaotic moments that made up her life.

Mark made her feel safe, though, even in that quiet moment.

He’d given off an aura of calm competence since the moment she laid eyes on him in Maid For You’s training hall. Was that why she wanted to crawl up in his lap to take her nap? It was probably the safest, most comfortable spot in the house. Her eyes focused on a beam of light spilling in from the living room window, landing right on the couch where Mark had been sitting. It felt like a sign.

“Are you all right?” Mark’s voice interrupted her thoughts. “You had a kind of faraway look there.”

Zuzu nodded quickly. “I was just… thinking. Can I sleep on the couch? Next to you?”

“Uh…” Mark shifted in his chair uncomfortably. “Naked?”

Zuzu blushed. Again, what the hell! It was like a disease…

“I can keep my underthings on?” she offered. “If that would make you feel more comfortable?”

Mark cleared his throat again, and tugged at the collar of his shirt. “Yeah, uh… yeah, that would be okay. I can go do something else, too, if you want the couch. Maybe that would be—”

“No!” Zuzu practically shouted. Her tail fuzzed out, and she grabbed it, trying to force the hairs to behave, stroking it with her hands. She took a deep breath and forced her voice to be calm. “I would like you to be close. You make me feel safe.”

“Okay,” Mark said. “Sure. I… we can do that.”

Zuzu nodded. “Okay.”

They stared at each other for a moment. Then Zuzu eyed Mark’s now empty plate. “I can wash the dishes after my nap?”

“Yup.”

She nodded again.

Then, before he could change his mind, Zuzu ripped her Maid For You uniform off, leaving it in the middle of the kitchen floor, and ran for the living room. She leaped into the warm, sunny patch on the couch and curled up in a ball.

She was asleep before Mark left the kitchen.


Chapter Five
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Mark

Mark didn’t entirely feel comfortable with the idea of sitting next to the half-nude catgirl after only meeting her that morning.

He wasn’t exactly sure why, since he’d brought home girls from the bar and gotten them completely nude in less time than that, not to mention doing unmentionable things to them. Case in point, the satyress girls from last weekend, who hadn’t even been able to remember his name when he made them cum. Chloe had barely agreed to give him her phone number.

All Zuzu wanted was for him to sit beside her so she could feel safe during her sunbeam nap.

It was the most wholesome fucking thing he’d ever done with a woman he was attracted to.

And yes. He was attracted to her. It was time he just accepted that as a fact and got used to it.

No matter how his brain had attempted to play down his surging emotions, there was something about Zuzu that turned his proverbial crank. At first, he’d just thought she was cute, in a hard-scrabble trying-to-be-tough kind of way. Her volatile moods and her defensiveness and even her peevishness had triggered a kind of “aww” feeling that he knew instinctively that Zuzu would hate. But he couldn’t help it. She was pretty, tiny, and feisty, and even when she looked like she wanted to scratch someone’s eyes out, Mark knew he could just wrap her in a bear hug and hold her until she calmed down.

And that thought made him feel all kinds of ways he wasn’t prepared to deal with as he settled himself onto the couch next to her, careful not to encroach on her personal space.

Zuzu was dressed in nothing but a sports bra and a pair of brief-cut underwear—about as plain and unsexy as women’s undergarments could be. And yet, seeing her curled up in her sunbeam, her skin basking in the warmth of the afternoon light, watching her ribcage rise and fall with big, sleepy breaths… A primal part of Mark could not deny that he wanted to pick her up, carry her to his bed, and not let her leave for at least three days.

She wasn’t anything like what he expected to get from a monster-kin maid. He’d expected someone competent and sure of herself and eager to do her duties, like Sansara had been. It had been that eagerness and devotion that had blossomed into romance between her and Arthur.

Mark wasn’t against the idea of being bossed around a little bit by a strong woman if she was also going to pamper him and spoil him and worship the ground he walked on. In fact, he would have welcomed a woman who really knew what she wanted, and who maybe took charge and… he didn’t know… forced him to make some grown up decisions. Because he kept getting the feeling that he’d screwed up somewhere along the line. He’d taken too long to get serious about life and women and finding The One, and now he worried that it was too late.

Hiring someone from Maid For You had seemed like it might be an easy way to find the kind of woman who knew how to take charge and get him back on the right track.

And that… wasn’t what he’d gotten at all.

Yet Zuzu was perfect.

Maybe all this time he hadn’t found the right woman because he’d been looking for the wrong thing all along. Mark tended to go for strong women—he liked CEOs and policewomen, half-orcs, and demonesses—or just strong-willed women, like the satyresses from the club. He’d always felt awkward around the petite, delicate, feminine types, afraid he’d accidentally crush them or something.

But Zuzu was petite and delicate. Her behavior wasn’t all that feminine, of course. She was a bit of a firecracker. But Mark got the feeling that her prickliness was an act. She was hurting and vulnerable inside—which he’d seen a glimpse of during her panic attack and had continued to see every time she took offence to something or thought he was laughing at her.

She didn’t seem to have much in the way of self-esteem or self-worth. Or, if she ever did, it had been buried deep inside to protect it from the harsh reality of her life on the streets. It seemed a crime that someone had been allowed to crush her spirit in such a way that she doubted herself every time someone offered the slightest criticism.

This thought made the protective anger well up inside him again, and Mark forced himself to tamp it down. There was nothing he could do about what had happened in Zuzu’s past, but he could give her comfort and safety now and for as long as she needed it.

This need to protect her is what surprised Mark the most. He’d thought he got enough of that kind of thing at work, and that he wanted a strong woman at home because he was tired of making life or death decisions all day and just wanted someone to take care of things when he wasn’t working.

And yet, Zuzu’s vulnerability gave him a sense of purpose he’d never really felt before. Maybe he needed to be needed as much as Zuzu needed to be cared for? He’d never really been a doting kind of guy, but he kind of wanted to spoil her a little bit and see if he could get her to come out of her shell.

The catgirl’s form was as gentle as any of the elven maidens he’d met, and Mark could see that she was strong and fit. She certainly wasn’t helpless. God, he could see every muscle on her little body as she slept beside him, and she was an impressive woman wrapped up in that tiny package.

But Mark had a feeling that it had been a very long time since Zuzu had been the center of anyone’s life besides her own. What would she do if he bought her some new clothes? Or… what else might she like? He didn’t know what kind of food she liked, but whatever it was he wanted to make sure she had as much as she could eat. She would need a phone, too, in case she needed to get a hold of him when she was out shopping.

He was already thinking of keeping her on permanently. She hadn’t even been there for a full day. And she’d… what? Made him a weird dinner and cursed at him for having too clean a house? But sitting on the couch beside her while he pretended to watch TV just felt right. This was what he was missing.

The little catgirl yawned and stretched in her sleep, rolling over onto her side to expose her taut belly to him. Her feet flopped onto his lap. Mark could feel his blood pulsing in his temples as he tried to focus on the television. But he couldn’t keep his eyes off of her. Her sports bra had twisted as she moved, exposing a plump sliver of her breast beneath the elastic band. He felt like he should tug it down, but he didn’t want to touch her.

Her feet slid across his crotch and he felt his body respond immediately, as if his lizard brain was already exploring all of the potential things he could do to her even as his conscious mind was trying not to think about it.

God, she was cute though.

He hoped she wasn’t crazy too.

Zuzu was a bit like Megan when Arthur had first introduced them, though Mark didn’t want to admit it after that shit show had gone so badly. Megan had gotten herself in a lot of trouble before she’d met Arthur, and she had the same furtive, defensiveness about her as Zuzu did.

But even then, Megan had had something darker inside her. There was plenty of crazy there, just waiting to be unleashed. Zuzu wasn’t like that—at least he didn’t think she was.

As beautiful as Megan was, Mark had never been attracted to her. She just… freaked him out. He’d never understood how Arthur was able to look past it, but he supposed his friend had fallen into the same trap he could feel himself slipping into. The need to protect a girl who needed help.

Fortunately, Mark didn’t think Zuzu was a narcissist. She was just hurt. Bruised and broken in ways that weren’t immediately obvious.

What kind of trauma had she gone through, he wondered, feeling his heart twist at the thought.

His gaze was drawn back to her feet, and he resisted the urge to tickle them. He inspected the bare skin of her legs, looking for some evidence of the kind of life she’d led. It didn’t take long to see that she had scrapes and scars all over her legs, bruises on her shins and knees, like she’d recently had a bad fall, and like it wasn’t the first time.

Why didn’t she fix them? She was allowed to use healing salves, wasn’t she?

Unless she couldn’t afford them, which… of course she wouldn’t be able to. She’d looked at the hundred bucks he’d given her like she’d just won the lottery.

He didn’t want to think about the kinds of things that might have caused her to be covered in bruises and scars. Yet all the worst possibilities flooded into his head, making him feel sick to his stomach. Abuse. Trafficking. No wonder Evelyn Ramsbottom had been so insistent that she wouldn’t put Zuzu back on the streets. A girl like that would be prime pickings for the kind of gangs that ran the New Justice Undercity.

The panic attack she’d had made a lot more sense the more he thought about it.

There were more bruises and scars on her arms, but they seemed to be healing. A big bruise under her chin.

Zuzu also smelled rather strongly of cheap perfume, which she must have borrowed from one of the girls at Maid For You and applied with a bucket. For a girl with a sensitive nose, she didn’t seem to mind drowning in fragrance. Mark smiled a little, liking the idea of her being so excited to try this new luxury that she’d gone way overboard with it.

Maybe he’d get her some perfume, if she liked it. Hell, he could take her on a shopping spree, and buy her anything her heart desired. What else did he have to spend his money on?

Mark’s phone vibrated in his pocket and he shifted onto one hip, to fish it out. His screen showed a text from Arthur.

A: Hey man, heard about your new maid from Sansasra. Time for a call?

M: Now’s not a good time.

A: You dog.

M: Not like that. She fell asleep next to me. If I get up I’ll wake her.

A: Sounds like a “you dog” situation to me.

M: We’re just sitting on the couch. She found a sunbeam and couldn’t resist.

A: Haha. I guess she is a catgirl after all. How is she as a maid?

M: Terrible. Perfect. I don’t know yet. I’ll tell you about it at the bar. We still on for Wednesday?

A: You know it. Peace.

As he was putting his phone back in his pocket, Zuzu stirred, pulling her feet into her chest and releasing him from his prison. Mark eased himself off the couch, slowly, not wanting to disturb her. But he clearly didn’t have to worry about that, as she began to snore cutely as soon as he got to his feet.

Mark let out a sigh of relief.

He needed to get out of the house for a bit and clear his head.

He couldn’t think of anything but Zuzu when he was this close to her, and what he needed to figure out was what he was going to do with Zuzu.

Images of the catgirl sprawled naked beneath him flooded unbidden into his mind.

God, what the hell was wrong with him? It wasn’t like he’d never been in the same room as a pretty girl before, for fuckssake. It didn’t usually render him completely unable to think of anything but sex.

He definitely needed to go for a run and burn off some steam.

Mark scrawled a quick note for Zuzu and left it on the TV screen, hoping she’d see it if she woke up while he was out. Then he changed and ran out the front door. Evening runs were something of a routine for him, as he did his weight training at the station, and he already had a route in mind.

The evening was pleasant, still sunny with that orange late-afternoon light, and the air was beginning to cool. Mark took a longer route through the park behind his house, feeling the need to work his heart and lungs and distract himself with the burn of exertion rather than the other kinds of burning that had been starting to overwhelm him in Zuzu’s presence.

He was on the way back when he spotted his neighbor and lifted his hand in a wave.

“Hey Tim,” Mark shouted. “Nice night for a jog, isn’t it?”

Tim crossed the street and fell in next to him. “You come from the park?”

Mark nodded, not wanting to waste his breath. He had pushed himself harder than he usually did.

“You’re smarter than me,” Tim said with a grin. “I did the river route. Too damned many mosquitos. Couldn’t outrun the bastards.”

Mark laughed. “Thanks for the warning. That was my plan for tomorrow.”

Tim didn’t say anything for a few paces, seemingly trying to concentrate on keeping up with Mark’s longer gait. Mark slowed, though he really just wanted to get home. Tim was a good guy, and he didn’t want to come off as a snob.

“That guy get a hold of you?” Tim said after a time, puffing hard.

Mark glanced at him. “What guy?”

Tim shrugged and wiped a hand over his sweaty brow. “There was a guy outside your place earlier today.”

“Was he trying to deliver a package?” Mark asked. He hadn’t seen anything on the front step, but he should probably check to make sure it hadn’t fallen into the bushes. Couriers seemed to give fewer and fewer fucks about whether or not they actually dropped their parcels in a logical place these days.

“Don’t think so.” Tim’s face was flushed almost purple, and Mark slowed a bit more. Tim nodded gratefully, and added, “Just seemed to be trying to see if you were home. Weird looking guy. Black suit. Red tie. Didn’t look much like a firefighter type.”

Black suit. Red tie. Mark felt his heart sink. This was not what he needed.

“You okay?” Tim glanced at him. “You know the guy?”

Mark shook his head, trying to play it cool. “Probably just one of those Jehovah’s Witnesses or something. But I’ll keep an eye out. Thanks.”

“Sure,” Tim said. “What are neighbors for, right?”

He waved and crossed back over the street, heading for his house. Mark noticed that he had slowed down even more and felt a bit guilty. But Mark found his own pace speeding up.

Why was the Boss sending City Boy to him after so long? He’d thought he’d left that chapter of his life closed a long time ago.

It made the skin on the back of his neck crawl to realize he had unfinished business.

And he’d left Zuzu home alone. She’d be home alone every day when he went to work…

City Boy wouldn’t come for him during the weekday, though. Mark was sure the Boss would know his schedule if he was sending someone to fetch him. Zuzu should be safe during the day.

He’d just tell her not to answer the door on evenings or weekends just to be safe.

Mark sprinted the rest of the way back to the house, his body finding extra energy when he thought he’d spent it all. He shouldn’t have left her alone, he realized. He needed to make sure she was okay.

He slammed the door with a bang. There was a shriek and a crash from the kitchen, and Mark’s heart raced as he ran through the living room to find Zuzu standing awkwardly on the kitchen island, still in her underwear, with a plate balanced on one foot and another shattered on the ground.

“Sorry!” she yelped when he came barging in, breathing like an enraged rhinoceros. “I didn’t mean to!”

“Are you all right?” Mark asked, his eyes roving over her half-naked body, trying to find evidence of any new injuries. “What happened?”

“Oh my God, I’m so stupid. I shouldn’t have done it. I was putting the dishes away and then I needed to stretch and then I thought I could do both at the same time if I—”

She froze as Mark’s eyes fell on the broken plate.

“Stay there,” he said, stepping around the glass to open the door to the broom closet. He reached inside and pulled out the broom and dust pan, then turned around to tackle the mess.

As he spun, Zuzu hissed, dropping the second plate as she launched herself from the island onto the top of the refrigerator, her eyes wide and terrified. A faint glow illuminated her feet, but faded as Mark watched. He stopped moving, trying to figure out what was going on. He noticed Zuzu’s eyes fixed on the broom like he was going to hit her with it.

“Zuzu, I’m… I’m not going to hurt you.”

“What are you doing with that, then?” Her tail was standing up straight and she was crouched on all fours like some kind of Halloween decoration.

Slowly, Mark said, “I’m going to clean up the glass so you don’t step on it with your bare feet.”

He took in the gap between the island and the fridge and let out a low whistle. “That was some jump.”

Zuzu didn’t say anything. She just stared forlornly at the broken glass on the floor, shivering in her underpants on top of the fridge. If he didn’t know what kind of horrible things must have happened to her for them to be in this ridiculous situation, Mark might have laughed.

“Am I going crazy, or were your feet… glowing?” Mark prompted.

Zuzu’s eyes shot to his in alarm, and she blushed almost guiltily. “It’s a kind of magic from my homeworld. It makes me more agile, especially when I’m afraid.”

“You don’t need to be afraid, Zuzu. I’m not mad.”

“I’m sorry I broke your plate,” she said, her voice trembling. “I shouldn’t have been playing with it. Sometimes I… I can’t help myself from doing stupid things. I’m not good at this kind of thing. House things.”

“Don’t worry about it,” Mark said, bending to sweep up the mess. “I didn’t like that plate anyway. Or this one. This bastard slept with my ex.”

He swept the last of the glass into the dustpan and picked it up.

Zuzu giggled, her tail relaxing. Then her gaze focused on the broom and dustpan, and she moaned with despair. “Oh, I’m the worst maid ever! I just stood here while you were cleaning up my mess! I should have at least offered to clean it up. I’m sorry, Mark. I’m so, so sorry. You must be so disappointed that you got stuck with me when you could have had one of those Maid For You girls that actually passed her exams.”

Mark shook his head, putting the glass in the garbage. “It’s fine,” he said, glancing up at her perch atop the fridge. “You’re a work in progress. Like you’ve already noticed, I don’t really need a maid all that much. Sansara kind of bullied me into it, if I’m being honest with you. What I need most is just… someone to hang out with. And unless you expect me to climb up there with you, I think we’ll manage that just fine.”

“Oh.” Zuzu leaped down from the fridge and landed effortlessly on the floor in front of Mark. “Sorry. I’ll try to be good.”

Mark’s heart swelled with the urge to give her a hug. But he managed to restrain himself. He barely knew her after all, and it wasn’t really his place to decide how much physical contact they had. Even if she did look like she needed someone to hug her.

“There is something we need to talk about, though,” Mark said as he put away the broom and dustpan.

Zuzu stood very still with her ears pressed into her hair. “Okay.”

“I don’t want you to answer the door when I’m away,” he said. “At least for a little while. And I want you to let me answer it when I’m at home.”

“Why? Are you in trouble?”

Mark sighed. “I… don’t think so. At least, I haven’t done anything wrong to offend anyone as far as I know. But there was a guy looking for me earlier today and I’d prefer not to put you in the middle of an unpredictable situation.”

“I understand,” she said, her voice still a bit shaky. She bit her lip and bounced on her toes. “Mark?”

“Yeah?”

“You’re not going to fire me are you?”

Mark stared at her, thinking they’d just been through this. But maybe she needed him to say it outright in order to believe it.

“I am not going to fire you, Zuzu,” he said, putting emphasis on each word. “And at the end of our trial week, you are the one who gets to decide if you want to stay.”

“Even if I mess up again? I’ll try not to but I probably will.”

“Even if you break every plate in my house,” he assured her.

Zuzu’s face burst into the happiest smile Mark thought he’d ever seen in his entire life. Definitely the first real smile he’d seen on her. It almost killed him. It was so sweet and innocent and real.

He stood there a moment, stunned by the brilliance of it, before Zuzu darted off into the living room where she immediately curled up on the floor next to the couch, where the last sunbeam of the day had traveled to.

Still all he could think of was her smile.

He was going to do everything he could to protect that smile, he decided on the spot. He’d been looking for a purpose in life, and that was it. New hobby unlocked. If he could keep the nervous catgirl smiling like that, Mark felt he’d have lived a worthy life.

God damn. She was a crazy, beautiful little thing.

***

Zuzu

She was restless. Usually a nap would have helped her calm down after a stressful situation, but even curled up with the warm sunshine spilling around her, Zuzu felt… buzzy.

After the plate debacle, Mark had gone to take a shower, leaving her alone. Zuzu kind of wished he hadn’t. He smelled nice when he was all sweaty like that. It was a masculine, comforting smell. Clean, somehow.

Zuzu was all too familiar with a different kind of sweat. The stink of fear, the rotten stench of addicts sweating out the last of their chosen poison, and—of course—the odor of unwashed bodies that had been laying in dirty alleys and behind dumpsters and hadn’t seen a shower in months.

The way Mark smelled made all of those horrid memories disappear, like a bad dream she’d finally woken up from and which was now, blissfully, fading from memory.

So she didn’t want him to go wash that good, clean, healthy smell off. She wanted to bask in it. She imagined licking it off his skin, tasting the exquisite evidence that she was now in a different world. That was probably weird, she realized, but Zuzu didn’t really care.

Besides, there was another reason she didn’t want him to go.

Because as soon as he was gone—his yummy smell, his warm chocolate eyes, his smile, and his sweet, sweet assurances that he wasn’t going to fire her even though she was the worst maid in the history of maids—the happiness she had been feeling only a moment earlier began to retreat. It had hit her so suddenly that she’d felt her face nearly tear in two. She was smiling so hard, which had been a shock. Zuzu couldn’t remember smiling like that ever before in her life.

Usually, she only smiled to herself when she’d gotten away with a particularly good score, or when she’d gotten the best of someone in a fight. Occasionally, she smiled if she thought that was what another person wanted to see, in order to smooth her way to some deal. Or maybe to get out of trouble.

Never in her life had happiness simply smacked her upside the head and made her grin like an idiot. It was like she had no say in the matter at all. She wasn’t given time to think about it, and stew over all the potential downsides to her current situation. For one, blissful moment, she’d felt herself give in to hope. Mark said he wasn’t going to kick her out, and she believed him, and it made her feel… like her cheeks were going to cramp up from the unexpected emotion.

But when Mark had left, and the glow of his warm, comforting presence had left with him, Zuzu felt the creep of self-doubt and cynicism encroaching. Her stomach tied in knots and her brain went crazy analyzing all of the ways she’d probably misinterpreted the situation. How could she trust her senses when they seemed to come from outside her like that?

It was like she had been drunk, temporarily losing control of her rational brain.

She didn’t like that at all.

If she lost her ability to analyze and predict a situation, she was dead meat. Pessimism and wariness had been the only thing that had kept her alive on the street. She couldn’t afford to be happy and hopeful and walk around grinning like an idiot. She really didn’t like that she’d been struck with those feelings without any say in it whatsoever. It was as if her own body had betrayed her, and her body was the only thing she had that she’d always felt she could trust.

Damn it!

Zuzu knew she was spiraling, and she knew there was only one cure to feelings like that. She had to hide. Find a nice dark corner or crevice where she could be squeezed in on all sides and know for sure that nothing was coming to get her. Then she could work through her thoughts.

When she was safe.

Zuzu heard the shower running, and glanced down the hall toward Mark’s bedroom where he was using the master suite. For some reason she felt it imperative to find her hiding place before he emerged. She had a few minutes at least.

Her gaze darted to the kitchen, but while it had a couple of primo napping spots a quick inspection revealed there wasn’t much in the way of hiding spots.

Her room? No, that was too obvious. Even if there was a good spot to wriggle in there, she could hardly hide in her own space. That was the first place someone would look.

Then her eyes fell on the couch, just visible through the doorway of the kitchen. It was a low-slung, minimalist design with about half a foot of space from the bottom of the frame to the wooden floor. There were no ruffles or skirts to hide her, but Zuzu thought if she could wiggle all the way back to the wall, she’d be completely invisible.

Zuzu darted from the kitchen to the living room, sliding across the hardwood floor and crouching in front of the couch. It was a narrow spot, but she thought she could fit if she turned her head sideways.

She got down on her belly and wriggled forward, flattening her ears and pushing her head under the frame. The tingling glow of her Mastery flowed through her body as her magic helped her fit into the hiding spot. It was a little tight, but she could make it if she angled her face just right. She dug her claws into the wood, pulling herself farther under the couch. Mark wouldn’t notice if she scratched the floor a little bit, would he?

Zuzu noted the lack of dust bunnies and began to have second thoughts. It was cleaner under Mark’s couch than she’d ever been able to keep any of the rooms she’d stayed in over the years. Guiltily, she retracted her nails and began wiggling at her waist instead. Her back feet scrabbled for purchase on the slippery floor but she was determined to get under there, into the shadowy pocket at the very back, against the wall, where she could finally have peace from her intrusive thoughts.

She just needed to—

“What are you doing?”

Zuzu jumped at the sound of Mark’s voice, banging her head on the bottom of the couch. She cursed, loudly and colorfully, unable to get her arms up to press on the bruise. “Uh…” she said, trying to think of an excuse for her behavior. “Nothing.”

“Did you lose something?”

Only my sanity, Zuzu thought as she began wriggling again. This time trying to push herself backward. “No. I just wanted to see if I could fit.”

There was a muffled sound like Mark was trying to cover up a laugh, which made Zuzu’s temper flare. “And what did you discover?”

Zuzu pushed with all her strength, but her back was wedged against one of the wooden crossbeams of the frame. She was going to have to get herself sideways and slide along the beam to get out. Except every way she tried to move she got more and more wedged beneath the heavy sofa.

“That I’m stuck,” she hissed.

This time Mark did laugh, and it made her so mad she could have spit. It was probably a good thing she was stuck under the couch because she was ready to scratch his eyes out and that was definitely the kind of thing she’d get fired for. Sure, he said he wasn’t going to get rid of her, but that was because she hadn’t stuck a claw in his eyeball.

“All right,” Mark said, the amusement clear in his tone, though he managed not to laugh any harder. “I won’t ask any more questions. Except maybe, do you need a hand?”

Zuzu knew she probably looked like an idiot—no, she definitely looked like an idiot—and she knew there was no rational reason for her behavior except that it made her feel better when she was stressed. And she certainly wasn’t going to tell him that, so he could laugh even more. She was absolutely one hundred percent certain that if he just left her alone, she’d be able to get out. But she didn’t really like the idea of him standing there, watching her, while she fought against her own stupidity.

“Yes,” she growled. And with a moment’s hesitation, she added. “Please.”

“Do you want me to pull you out?” he asked. “Or should I lift the couch so you can get out on your own?”

“No!” she yowled.

Zuzu felt her stomach clench at the idea of having the couch lifted off of her. She didn’t know why, but that bothered her. She didn’t like the idea that someone could just pick up her super secret hiding spot and expose her like that. Knowing it was possible was bad enough, but she didn’t want to feel it.

It didn’t make any sense, but she didn’t care.

“Pull me,” she said, gathering a bit of self control. “Please.”

Zuzu flinched as she felt Mark’s warm, strong hand wrap around her ankles, but she managed not to hit her head again.

“Relax your muscles and keep your head down,” Mark instructed. “I’ll pull you out slowly, okay? But you can’t tense up or you’re going to get stuck again. Think flat as a pancake. Ready?”

Zuzu tried to do as he said, imagining herself laying like a warm puddle in a sunbeam. She didn’t think she’d be able to manage it. She’d tried to hide because she was getting stressed out and anxious, and she couldn’t relax when she was ready to freak out. She wound herself up tighter and tighter until she was ready to explode, or she could hide and wait out the panic.

But strangely, as he talked her through the process she felt her muscles loosening. He had such a nice, calm voice. It was like earlier, when he’d talked her through the panic attack. She found it easier than she expected to just listen to his words, take deep breaths, and melt into the sound of Mark talking to her.

He must have sensed when she was ready, because he began to pull, slowly and steadily, as she breathed out a long, deep breath. She slipped out like nothing, slid along the floor until she was free, and then blinked up at her savior.

Zuzu rolled onto her back, gazing up at Mark, who wore nothing but a towel wrapped around his waist.

For a moment, all she could do was stare.

She’d seen him topless before, in the Hotshot Heroes calendar, but somehow it didn’t seem possible that anyone could look like that in real life. She’d imagined some photographer grafting additional muscles onto the picture in post-processing, making average guys look like supermen for the noble purpose of fundraising.

But holy shit, they were real. He was real. Every tanned, bulging, inch of him was still glistening with water droplets from the shower.

Mark cleared his throat, her silent gaze apparently making him feel uncomfortable. “Do you need a hand up, or—”

“Your tits are as big as my head!” she blurted, slapping her hands to her mouth too late to stop the outburst from happening.

Stupid, stupid, stupid, why was she so stupid?

Mark blinked. “My tits?”

“Sorry!” Zuzu squeaked, her cheeks flushing with heat. “I mean your… uh… pectoral muscles. They’re massive. All of you is… massive. Sorry, I’ll shut up now.”

Mark held his towel with one hand and reached down his other to help her off the floor. Zuzu took it, feeling her hand shaking in his as she flooded with more embarrassment than she thought it was possible for a body to contain without simply dying of shame.

“Thanks,” he said with a wry chuckle. “I think… I’m trying to beat my friend Arthur’s pushup record—a little competition that started back when we worked together. Somehow he’s always a few ahead of me, though, so I begin and end each day with as many pushups as I can do.”

Zuzu bit her lip, trying not to stare too obviously, and failing. “Oh. So you already did them this evening?”

“Yeah,” he said. “Before I showered.”

“Oh,” she said again. “That makes sense. Too bad.”

Mark’s warm brown eyes settled on hers, and his lips curled up at the edges. “Too bad?”

Zuzu’s ears flattened into her hair, and she cursed herself for not being able to keep her thoughts from spilling out her mouth. “Never mind.” She shook her head. “I just… had an idea…”

“Tell me,” Mark said, the smile growing and turning Zuzu’s insides into a big bowl of warm, sloshing milk.

She didn’t have any choice, now, did she? Unless she tried to wriggle back under the couch there was no way to escape. And the way Mark’s eyes crinkled at the edges when he looked at her, the way his lips tightened as he tried not to laugh, didn’t really make her want to hide. He made her feel kind of nervous and trembly. But not scared. In fact, whatever it was that had scared her to begin with seemed to have fluttered out the window the moment he’d come back into the room.

Along with her dignity, she supposed.

Well. That was interesting.

Zuzu cleared her throat and straightened her back, trying to regain her sense of equilibrium. She felt less confident with Mark than she did in any situation she’d gotten herself into while living on the streets. He was just so… different. But if there was one thing she knew how to do it was to fake confidence when she didn’t have it.

“Get on the floor,” she said, her voice snapping. “Into pushup formation.”

“I’m wearing a towel,” Mark protested.

“I don’t see how that makes any difference,” Zuzu said. Then, when she realized why it did, her eyes widened. “Just… make sure it’s tied up.”

Mark lifted a single eyebrow. Then he double checked the fold at the top of the towel and got down on the ground into a perfect plank. Zuzu watched as the towel fell open in the front—the knot obviously not able to do anything to stop the bottom of the towel from reacting to gravity.

She scurried over to his shoulder so that she didn’t accidentally glimpse anything she shouldn’t. Not that she didn’t want to see—in fact, she was more curious about this man than she’d ever been about anything in her life. She just knew she wasn’t quite ready for… that.

“Now what?” Mark asked.

Zuzu snapped out of the wandering images of what wonders might lie beneath Mark’s towel and turned her gaze and her mind to his flexed shoulders. Then she hopped neatly onto the middle of his back. Mark barely let out a huff at her additional weight, and his posture didn’t bend in the slightest. Somehow, Zuzu had known this would be the case.

“Begin,” she demanded, after settling into a cross-legged position.

“Seriously?” Mark laughed but he did as she said, moving smoothly up and down from the floor. “You’re surprisingly light.”

“Catgirls are naturally smaller and lighter than humans,” she said. “Watch this.”

She wasn’t really sure why, but she felt the sudden urge to show off. So, she maneuvered herself into a position that mirrored his, resting her toes on the backs of his legs and her palms on his shoulders. As he did another pushup, she imitated the action, doing a pushup on his back.

It was a very strange sensation, moving with his body in that way, and it made Zuzu feel funny in her tummy again. Like the unbidden smile that had struck her earlier, now she had the oddest urge to laugh. She imagined they must look very odd.

They couldn’t quite get the rhythm right, though, and Mark struggled to keep his balance.

“Stop that,” he puffed. “It’s distracting.”

The giggle that had been forming inside her suddenly burbled up and burst out of her throat. She tried to stop it, but that only made her snort—A most disgusting and unladylike sound that mortified her the moment she realized it had come from her.

Mark burst out laughing, then shouted as Zuzu scrambled off his back. “Whoa, watch the—!”

Her foot caught his towel and tore it off his waist, and Mark dropped to the floor with a crash in his hurry to catch it and cover himself.

But Zuzu was already trying to stuff her head back under the couch, the need to hide reappearing with a cruel vengeance.

“Zuzu, what are you doing?” he gasped.

“Hiding!” she snarled, embarrassment turning quickly into anger. “You laughed at me!”

“Well… you disrobed me,” Mark said, a bemused tone to his voice. “So we could call it even.”

“No!”

“I wasn’t laughing at you, Zuzu.” Mark’s voice immediately transitioned into the soothing one he’d used with her before, and Zuzu could feel herself calming despite herself. He said, “I just laughed at your laugh.”

She felt her tail bristle. “That’s even worse!”

“Why is that?” he asked. “I thought it was cute.”

Those words sent a jolt of… something… through Zuzu’s entire body. The hair on her tail smoothed and flattened, and she could feel it swaying back and forth, betraying her change in emotions despite the fact that half of her was hidden beneath the couch.

Stupid, traitorous tail!

And because she was stuck under the couch again, Mark would be staring at her butt and her stupid happy tail, knowing that his compliment was enough to…

To do what?

Zuzu didn’t really know what was happening to her. But she felt all soft and melty, which was a weird combination with the complete and utter humiliation she also felt.

“Don’t make fun of my laugh,” she said, her voice shaking a little as she tried to control it. “I haven’t laughed in a really long time and it… isn’t natural. It’s like an unworked muscle. It’s awkward and embarrassing.”

“Zuzu,” he said, his hands touching her ankles again. “I like your laugh. It’s very you. It’s perfect.”

Shocks of pleasure ran from his fingers up to her… oh crap. Why was this happening to her? She tried to squirm away, but she only pressed more of her skin against his palms, and sent another jolt of that delicious sensation through her body. She could handle being touched. She could handle being complimented. But both at once? She didn’t know what to do.

“Please come out,” he said.

Zuzu took a deep breath and admitted. “I can’t. I’m stuck. Again.”

There was another muffled sound, like he was stifling a laugh, but this time instead of feeling angry about it, Zuzu was grateful. Mark walked her through relaxing enough so that he could pull her out again.

“All right, you’re out,” he said, helping her off the ground.

She noticed that his towel was retied and couldn’t decide if she was relieved or disappointed about that. “Thanks.”

“I need to go to bed, Zuzu,” he said. “If I do anymore pushups, I’m going to get sweaty and have to take another shower. Can I trust you to stay out from under the furniture tonight? I won’t be able to sleep if I’m worried that you’re stuck somewhere.”

Zuzu stared hard at his face, trying to decide if he was making fun of her again. But she didn’t see anything that looked like cruelty, or even friendly teasing in his face. He was genuinely worried about her.

That made her feel even more… something.

She hated not knowing what it was. Was this a sex thing? She didn’t really have any experience with that, but she was definitely feeling things in her sex parts, so they had to be connected. But it was more than just horniness. There was something else, something deeper.

More than anything, she just wanted to be close to him for a little while longer.

Okay, really, she wanted to rub her face against his chest and wrap her tail around his back and press every inch of her body against his warm, tanned, muscles.

But she couldn’t say that.

“Can I… give you a foot rub or something?” Zuzu said, the offer sounding stupid and awkward the moment it came out. Desperate even.

And she could tell immediately that Mark thought the same thing. He frowned. “Did you hit your head hard under there?”

“I know, I know, I gave you the impression that I don’t like doing stuff like that,” Zuzu said, nervous words bursting out of her with an urge to explain feelings that she didn’t really understand. “And I don’t. I mean, I didn’t. I didn’t like the idea of having to give massages and foot rubs and whatever. I didn’t like the idea of being a maid. But… I want to do a good job. I want to be a good maid for you.”

Mark raised his eyebrows. “Why?”

“Because you’re nice to me,” she blurted. “And… as far as jobs go, this is a pretty good one.”

“Not if you don’t like it,” Mark said. “I don’t want you doing things you don’t want to do, Zuzu. I mean… cooking and cleaning is one thing. But, I don’t like the idea of you making yourself do things you’re uncomfortable with.”

“But I do want to!” Zuzu said, her tail bristling again. She was surprised to find the words were true, even though that morning she would have sworn she’d never want to touch a human that way. She said, “I mean, I want to want to. And I think that I will, if it’s for you. I just need practice.”

Mark just stared at her, and she could feel her cheeks flushing.

“Do you think you can be happy here?” he asked.

Zuzu nodded. “I think so. But I don’t want you to regret hiring me because I’m so… bad at all of this.”

Mark smiled, that same warm smile that melted her inside every time. “I’m glad. I don’t need a foot rub tonight, but thank you for the offer. It’s late, and I have to be up early.”

“Okay,” she said, a little disappointed. “Do you need breakfast in the morning?”

“That would be great,” he said. “What do you plan on making?”

Zuzu thought through all the recipes she’d learned at Maid For You, and picked two of her favorites. “Chocolate chip cookies and caesar salad. Or chicken? I bought a lot of chicken.”

Mark’s lips twitched and she felt like she’d said something wrong. But he didn’t laugh this time.

“I’ll probably make a menu for you to choose from in the future,” he said. “That would make it easier, especially for grocery shopping. But sure. Chocolate chip cookies, chicken, and salad sounds great. Very balanced.”

Zuzu’s face split into a grin again. Twice in one day? This was the strangest thing. She was starting to wonder who she was.

Mark turned to go back to his room, but something inside Zuzu snapped. She didn’t want him to go yet. She wanted…

“Wait!”

Mark stopped. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing… I just…” Zuzu stammered, hardly able to believe that she was about to ask for this after Mark had already given her so much. “I’ve never been close enough to anyone to ask this before, but… you make me feel safe and I…”

She bit her knuckle and stared at the floor. “Would you pet me?”

“Pet you?” Mark’s voice cracked slightly.

“If it’s not too much trouble I thought maybe… we could try?”

Mark blinked. “Uh… sure. I’ve heard catgirls like to be petted. I’ve never done it before, though. Is there something specific that you like?”

Zuzu shrugged, her cheeks burning as she stared at the floor, unable to look him in those warm, chocolate eyes.

“Just when you pass me in the house, or when you see me in the morning, or before bed if you could pet my head or my back. Not my belly, though. I have to be in a very specific mood for that.”

“Uh. Sure. Yeah. Okay.”

Zuzu wasn’t sure what was wrong with him all of a sudden. Mark seemed very awkward and his voice was strange and husky. He adjusted his towel, and Zuzu’s eyes darted to the knot in the front and the bulge beneath it.

Tearing her gaze away, she said, “Can we try now?”

Mark approached slowly, walking a bit stiffly. He reached for her head and she stepped into his touch, unable to resist the urge to see what it would feel like. Mark stroked between her ears, and she rubbed her head against his hands the way she’d imagined rubbing against his chest earlier. His touch sent tingles through her scalp and down her neck and she almost moaned aloud.

Then the most horrible, awful, no-good feeling jolted her out of the moment of pleasure as Mark’s fingers moved the wrong way through her hair. Zuzu hissed, her claws extended, and she lashed out with a swipe to get him away from her.

Mark jumped back just in time, and her attack only caught the edge of his towel which—mercifully stayed in place this time. “Whoa,” he said. “Not like that, I guess?”

Zuzu’s face burned with embarrassment for the… well, she’d lost count of how many times she’d wanted to curl up in a ball or disappear completely that day.

“I’m sorry,” she squeaked. “That was a reflex. You pushed my hair in the wrong direction.”

Mark laughed. “No harm done. Luckily, I also have reflexes, or you might have cut my nuts off.”

Zuzu groaned. “I can’t do anything right. Even getting scritches!”

“Let me try again,” Mark said. “Downward strokes only, right?”

Zuzu bit her lips and lowered her gaze, not feeling like she deserved a second chance. What if she’d hurt him? Catgirl claws were sharp enough to do serious damage to bare skin, not to mention… sensitive areas.

Maybe it would have been better if she had gotten stuck under the couch and just stayed there. Maybe—

All thoughts ceased as Mark pressed his fingers between her ears, rubbing gently but firmly at the base where her ears met her hair. An unexpected rumble started in her chest, loud and insistent and completely beyond her control.

Zuzu’s eyes snapped open, though she didn’t realize she’d closed them. Mark was watching her with a strange look on his face, confused and maybe a bit… excited?

“Better?” he asked.

Zuzu nodded, her chest still rumbling. “That means I like it.”

Mark laughed.

“I might not know a lot about catgirls but I might have figured that out on my own,” he said. “I know what purring is, Zuzu.”

Zuzu didn’t have a snappy retort to that. She just leaned into his touch and closed her eyes and enjoyed the gentleness of the moment.


Chapter Six
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Mark

When he woke the next morning, Mark stumbled out of bed into the en suite bathroom with his eyes half closed and his mind already half-filled with Zuzu. There was a sweet scent in the air that had him floating through his morning routine as if on clouds. It was warm and homey, the perfect way to wake up.

Mark had been startled by the way Zuzu’s purr had affected him the evening before, when he’d agreed to pet her. Agreeing to pet her had seemed like a fairly innocent thing, maybe like giving a hug. But the pure, unadulterated joy that radiated from her at his touch—except for when he rubbed her the wrong way, that is—had shaken him.

If petting was like hugging, then Zuzu had never been hugged in her life. Or maybe not since she was very young.

And that made Mark feel… Well, at first it had made him feel extremely happy that he’d evoked such a response from her, but then…

It had taken him a long time to fall asleep the night before because all he could wonder was how it was possible that such a sweet catgirl had never had a real friend, had never been loved, or maybe had just been treated so badly that she’d forgotten what it felt like. And that broke his heart.

Mark washed his face and brushed his teeth, taking a little extra care with his appearance. Normally he would have stumbled out to make coffee and eat breakfast before worrying about what he looked like, but he didn’t want to scare Zuzu by coming out looking like a zombie and smelling like morning breath.

Catgirls probably had very sensitive noses.

By the time he was dressed and had made it out of the kitchen, Mark had blinked most of the sleepiness away. But it still felt a bit surreal to be waking up and expecting to see a woman in his kitchen—at least, not a woman he’d picked up in a bar the night before for a one-night stand.

Zuzu was already up, or more likely still up as she’d said she preferred to be awake at night. She was working at the stove, draped head to toe in a fluffy, navy blue bathrobe. His bathrobe, which she must have found in the laundry room. It covered her tail completely and was long enough on her that it almost dragged on the ground. And when she turned, hearing his footsteps, Mark swallowed hard.

She was naked beneath the robe. Not just in her underclothes like she had been before, but completely naked. The robe was tied at the waist, but it was still too big for her, and it gaped and bunched awkwardly, exposing the hollow between her breasts and a fair bit of her stomach in the gap.

Mark felt something primal lurch in his belly at the sight of the catgirl in his clothes. It was as if she’d claimed a part of him, and his instinct toward her became slightly possessive. Could she smell him on the fabric? Is that why she’d chosen it? Or was it just more comfortable than anything else?

Zuzu smiled shyly when she saw him walk into the kitchen, her bright yellow eyes glowing as if with internal light. She really did look happy, and that made Mark happy, too.

“Good morning,” she said.

The pan behind her sizzled and Mark realized that it smelled delicious. Sweet and spicy.

“Good morning to you,” Mark said, his eyes still lingering on the robe. He wasn’t sure he should comment on it, but curiosity got the better of his manners. “Why aren’t you wearing your uniform?”

Zuzu’s wide-eyed gaze narrowed, and she frowned, her bottom lip pushing out in an adorable pout. “Do I have to?” she asked. “I hate that uniform. If it’s just you and me here, does it really matter what I wear? You can tell me if you’re going to have guests over and I can dress properly then.”

“It doesn’t matter to me,” he said. “But why do you hate it?”

“It’s so tight and restrictive,” she said. “If it was up to me, I’d never have to wear clothes. But if I have to, yours are big and comfy. I wasn’t sure what you’d want. Do I?”

Mark blinked. “Do you what?”

“Have to wear clothes?” she said, turning back to the stove and scooping something from her sizzling pan onto a plate.

She returned to the table with a mound of chicken glistening with Teriyaki sauce, and an even bigger mound of chocolate chip cookies, and Mark shook his head.

“Great!” Zuzu said, mistaking his gesture for an answer to her question.

“Uh, wait,” he said, feeling heat rising in his neck. “I don’t think it’s such a good idea for you to just walk around naked when I’m here. When I’m at work, you can do what you like, but…”

She pouted again. “Why not?”

Mark sighed. “I don’t know what customs are like where you’re from,” he said. “But humans tend to be a bit more private about that kind of thing. Nudity is kind of a… sexual thing.”

Zuzu plunked another plate down in front of him, this one heaped even higher, but with salad. Mark picked up his fork and speared a piece of chicken and some lettuce.

“Well, I know that,” Zuzu said with a huff. “Nudity is sexual for catgirls, too. But it’s not only sexual. And you’ve already seen me in my underwear, and I feel safe with you. I don’t think that if you saw me naked, you’d take advantage of me. Catgirls have pretty good people sense, you know.”

Mark chewed on the unconventional breakfast as she made her case and was surprised to find that it was very good. But now that Zuzu was talking about walking around naked, he found he couldn’t really concentrate on his food. Zuzu was either very trusting and naïve, or she was teasing him.

He figured he’d test the waters by teasing back.

“Don’t be so sure of that,” he said. “If you end up parading around the house naked, I’m not sure how amazing my self-restraint will be. I’ll probably have to put the moves on you just to keep myself sane.”

Zuzu blushed a bright pink and flattened her cute black ears, biting her lip. She quickly crossed her arms over her chest and tugged the robe closed, appearing to consider what he was saying.

Then she huffed again. “Just… eat your stupid cookies.”

Mark picked one up and took a big bite. The cookies were even better than the chicken and salad. The silly catgirl had no idea how to pair dishes, but she was a fair little chef in her own right.

“They aren’t stupid,” he said. “They’re delicious. And so is the rest. You’re an excellent cook, Zuzu.”

Her ears perked up and she ran the back of her hand over them, preening a little, with her chin held high. “Thank you,” she said, her lip curling at the edge. “I’m glad you think so. I hated the idea of cooking when I started my training, but it’s actually kind of nice. When you eat something I make, I feel kind of proud of myself.”

Mark broke off another piece of cookie and smiled at her. “That’s good to hear,” he said. “It is part of your job, after all.”

“Well, I still hate cleaning,” she grunted. “I’m just glad you aren’t too messy and it’s just the two of us, because I don’t think I’ll ever learn to enjoy it.”

“That’s all right,” Mark said. “I don’t plan on becoming a slob.”

“Or having any children.”

“Or that,” he conceded with a smirk. “For now.”

Zuzu pressed her lips together and her ears twitched again, but she didn’t say anything. She just stood and watched him as he finished his breakfast, bouncing on the balls of her feet.

“What about you?” he said. “Aren’t you going to have any breakfast?”

“Oh, I’ll just eat cat food,” she reasoned. “I bought a bunch at the store yesterday. It’s cheap. I don’t want to be a burden.”

Mark dropped his fork. “Cat food? Like for pet cats?”

Zuzu nodded, then opened the fridge to show him an entire shelf filled with cans of Whiskas.

“You can’t eat that!” he said, feeling suddenly angry. Not at Zuzu, but at whatever life circumstances had accumulated for her to think that this was okay. “While you live in my house, you’re going to eat the same quality of food as I do. That—”

He didn’t want to say it was disgusting, because he was pretty sure that would hurt her feelings. But it kind of was. Especially wet cat food that hardly looked like whatever kind of meat it was pretending to be. He saw an open can of cat food on the counter—chicken chunks in ‘gravy’—and felt his stomach lurch at the thought of being forced to subsist on something like that.

“Why doesn’t your breath stink?” he asked, apparently unable to help himself from being a little insulting.

Fortunately, Zuzu seemed to take the question as a compliment rather than a jab at her dietary habits. “I’ll have you know that catgirls have amazing hygiene. We can clean ourselves without even needing to bathe, and our breath is always fresh. My race doesn’t have a lot of magical abilities, but our saliva is a highly sought after magical reagent because of its cleaning and healing properties.”

She crossed her arms and put her chin up, primly.

“I didn’t know that,” he said. “And I’m sorry if my question was rude. But I still won’t have you eating cat food while you live here.”

Zuzu looked horrified. “But I bought so much!”

“Well, put it in the cupboard for now,” Mark said. “We can donate it to an animal shelter or something. Or we can keep it in case we get a cat someday.”

“We?” Zuzu said.

Mark cleared his throat. “Well, it would be my choice. But you’d have to help care for it, wouldn’t you?”

He worked on finishing the rest of his breakfast, embarrassed that he’d slipped up and indicated he was already thinking long term about life with Zuzu. Even if it was just a life of companionship.

When he finished, he handed his plate to the catgirl. Zuzu curled her lip, as if battling an instinct to hiss at it. But with some effort her sneer transformed into a smile, and she took the plate to the sink.

“I can pick up more groceries on the way home from work today if there’s anything you need,” he said. “And I’ll get you some comfortable clothes and your own phone. I gather you don’t have one?”

Zuzu shook her head. “Thank you. That’s very thoughtful.”

“You can use the house phone to call me here,” Mark grabbed a pen from a magnetic container stuck to the side of the fridge, and jotted his cell number down on the notepad next to it. “Leave a message if you need something. I might not be able to answer while I’m on shift, but I’ll check right away afterwards.”

Zuzu’s eyes went wide as she looked at the phone number and then at him, realization dawning on her. “You’ll be busy saving people’s lives.”

“Well, that’s one part of the job,” Mark replied, heat creeping into his face as she regarded him with such open admiration. “But it could be the case, yeah.”

“I never really thought about it before,” she said. “I’m living with someone who saves lives. A hero! That’s very impressive, Mark.”

Mark cleared his throat, not really sure what to say. He patted his pockets to make sure he had his keys, then nodded to himself. “Right,” he said. “I’ll get going then. Can you… do the laundry today?”

“Why? I hardly wear any clothes.”

“Not yours,” he said, letting out a rough laugh. “Mine, please. They’re in the hamper in my bathroom.”

Zuzu frowned, probably not impressed with the idea of having to do chores while he was away. But she nodded. “Okay.”

Mark hurried out the door, wanting to put some distance between himself and Zuzu. But as he was driving to the fire station, he realized the morning hadn’t actually gone bad. She’d made a great, if unusual breakfast. They’d come to some kind of understanding about food and nudity. The cute catgirl definitely had some learning to do, and he doubted she was wrong about never learning to like cleaning. But… he liked her.

He was a little nervous about leaving her home alone all day. If he came home to the house being messier than when he’d left—which didn’t entirely seem out of character for the skittish ‘street rat’—they’d have to have a more serious talk about her responsibilities. But he hoped that wouldn’t be necessary. She did seem to want to do a good job.

Mark glanced at the clock on the dash. He’d left earlier than he needed to, suddenly feeling claustrophobic in Zuzu’s presence. Like the walls of the kitchen were closing in on him and pushing the two of them closer together. With Zuzu’s naked body peeking out between the folds of his robe, Mark didn’t think that getting closer to her was going to be a good thing for the fragile equilibrium they were establishing.

He had time to make a quick stop on the way to work to grab Zuzu some clothes. Mark pulled into a strip mall where Arthur’s ex-wife used to work. There was a women’s fashion boutique next to the bookstore Megan managed which she’d been very fond of. And while Mark didn’t trust Megan as far as he could throw her when it came to important stuff, the woman certainly had an eye for fashion. The Book Nook and Café and Blossom Chic made up most of the strip mall with only a small sketchy looking bookkeeping business and a nail salon to keep them company.

Mark parked his car and entered Blossom Chic, not really knowing what he was looking for. The saleswoman hadn’t batted an eye when he entered, feeling like the proverbial bull in a China shop once again.

When he told her what he was looking for and gave her some approximate measurements, she gave him a knowing smile and quickly got to work gathering items for his perusal.

Mark was sure it wasn’t the first time a bumbling husband or boyfriend had come in, looking for a gift for his woman, so it probably didn’t seem as strange to her as it felt to him.

Except that he wasn’t a boyfriend or husband.

If the woman knew he was shopping for his maid, she would likely raise an eyebrow. But she didn’t know that.

Mark didn’t feel any less awkward with the sales lady’s assumption, but he didn’t disabuse her of the notion out of fear that it would only be worse.

In the end he left with a bag full of luxuriously soft and delicately feminine loungewear and pajamas that he thought Zuzu might like: a comfy and cute pair of terry-cloth shorts, a pair of flowy black pants that looked like they’d be snug around her bottom but soft and stretchy enough that he hoped she wouldn’t mind, a few soft, stretchy t-shirts, an oversized and ultra cuddly hoodie that looked like it was made from cotton balls…

He’d also been talked into a pajama set with lace-trimmed shorts and a camisole top, which they only carried in black. Mark wasn’t sure that seeing Zuzu dressed in that particular outfit was going to be much less distracting than if she were to walk around naked, but since he was pretending to be buying for a woman he was intimate with he hadn’t really wanted to refuse the suggestion. No red-blooded man would have, seeing the low V of the camisole’s neckline and the cheeky cut of the bottoms, or the almost sheer fabric.

He left the store a few hundred dollars poorer, but overall feeling like Zuzu would be pleased. Before heading back to the car, he also popped into the Book Nook—where Megan was thankfully not working now that she was in prison, or that might have been awkward—where he grabbed a cookbook called Dinner for Two, which had a number of nice looking meal plans with suitable portions that he hoped would take some of the guesswork out of cooking for his new maid. He hoped she didn’t think it was too weird that the title was surrounded by pink swirly hearts, and that many of the meals had names like “Date Night Fettuccini” or “Brownie Seduction.” It was the only cookbook they’d carried that catered to smaller households.

The only thing left on his list once he got back to the car was a phone, but he had a spare in his locker at the fire station which Zuzu could use. Back when he was dating a lot more and juggling multiple lovers, Mark had started using a separate phone to keep track of his romantic rendezvous. But it had been inactive for a while. Since Arthur’s accident, Mark hadn’t had as much of an appetite for wanton revelry, and he’d canceled the extra phone.

He’d just have to clear the contacts and call the phone company to reactivate the sim card.

Mark transferred his purchases to the back seat and pulled a blanket over them, just in case any of the guys caught a glimpse through the window and started ragging on him for shopping at Blossom Chic. Then he locked up, and checked his phone a final time.

His heart lurched when he saw his home number on the screen. He’d missed a call from Zuzu already.

There was no voicemail, so he called back immediately, worried that something might be wrong. The phone only rang once before she picked up.

“Mark McGuiness’s residence,” she said in a surprisingly professional tone. “How may I help you?”

“Zuzu?” Mark said, a bit stunned at the difference in her voice. “Are you okay? I saw the missed call.”

“Mark!” she yelped, immediately sounding more like herself. “Thank fu—” She stopped herself before letting out an unladylike curse that Mark was pretty sure he’d heard her muttering under her breath more than once. “Thank goodness,” she corrected. “I’m afraid I have a problem.”

A thousand worries ran through Mark’s head at those words, but he forced himself to remain calm. “Tell me what happened.”

“It’s just…” Zuzu sounded hesitant, wary almost. “I’m not a hundred percent sure I know how to use your laundry machine. Or any laundry machine. Or… even which one of these machines is the laundry machine…”

Mark let out a laugh, relieved that Zuzu’s problem was no problem at all. “No worries,” he said. “I’ll walk you through it. First, you do know which room is the laundry room, right?”

***

Zuzu

All right, first disaster averted, Zuzu thought to herself after she got off the phone with Mark and had the laundry machine running.

She’d stripped down the moment he was out the door, throwing his bathrobe back in the pile of clothes she’d found in the laundry room—once she’d figured out which one was the laundry room.

Mark’s question had been more astute than she wanted to admit, as the machine she was pretty sure was the laundry machine was actually the dishwasher.

Zuzu probably should have guessed this, since it was in the kitchen and not the laundry room.

But she really hadn’t paid a lot of attention to any of the cleaning tutorials that had required machines. It was bad enough trying to convince herself to clean, and she had no interest in learning how to bully some electronic hunk of junk into doing it for her. If she didn’t want to, why would the machine? And machines were always more stubborn than people were, in her experience. There was just no arguing with them.

Granted, most of the machines she was familiar with were things like digital safes and advanced alarm systems. But it did kind of put a sour taste in one’s mouth when the failure to negotiate with a robot resulted in cops swarming and bullets flying at your head.

Fortunately, Mark’s laundry machine had been very cooperative. She’d gotten it started, and thought from his description that she could probably convince the dryer to do its job as well.

Now she was happy, naked, and had the house to herself.

She’d already washed up the breakfast dishes and moved the cat food to the cupboard like Mark had asked. Then she’d done a quick solo-tour of the house, investigating all the little nooks and crannies that might be of interest to her but which a human wouldn’t know to point out.

There were at least three perfect hiding places she’d mapped around the house, which would be probably better than under the couch the next time she wanted to escape.

There was a tight shelf in the top of the broom closet in the kitchen which didn’t have anything stored on it, probably because it was too awkward to reach all the way up there by the ceiling. She’d had no trouble climbing up there, though, and once the cobwebs were cleared out, Zuzu had found it perfectly snug. There was a narrow gap between the washer and dryer in the laundry room, too. It was too noisy in there when the machines were going, but with the lights out and the machines off, Zuzu thought it would be just about right.

And then, there was the most perfect spot under Mark’s bed.

The bed in her room would have worked fine, too, but because it was supposedly her room, Zuzu felt it wasn’t very sneaky to hide there. It took some of the fun out of hiding if you were doing it somewhere you were supposed to be. And if you really needed to hide, it was of course better to do so someplace unexpected.

Her inspection of the house complete, Zuzu glanced around a bit guiltily, feeling there was probably something she should be doing while she waited for the laundry to be finished. But she couldn’t think of anything, and there was the loveliest golden sunbeam in the middle of the living room floor that was calling her name.

Zuzu shrugged. It would be hours before Mark came back. There was no harm in taking a little nap after she’d been awake most of the night, was there?

She curled up in the warm patch of light, and quickly fell asleep.

When the buzzer on the laundry machine went off an hour later, Zuzu roused herself and transferred the heavy, wet clothes to the dryer. Mark had said he didn’t have anything that needed to be air dried, so she was free to just stuff it all in the big drum. She managed to get the machine started, remembering Mark’s instructions, and then stood there with her hands on her hips, feeling inordinately pleased with herself.

The washer and dryer were much nicer machines than the ones she was used to dealing with.

But after reveling in the moment of domestic success for a few minutes, Zuzu grew bored. What else could she do?

She was so used to being on the run, every minute of every day having to look over her shoulder, that she wasn’t quite sure what to do with herself now that she was safe in a home she could call her own.

Mark was so nice to let her stay here, even though she was obviously the world’s worst maid. The strangest thing was that he almost seemed… relieved that she was no good. When they’d first been introduced, Mark had appeared to be very uncomfortable with the idea of having a maid but he’d gotten more comfortable with the idea the worse she was. Which was… odd.

Zuzu did have very good people sense, and she knew he wasn’t up to anything sinister, but it did make her feel like there was something more to his Maid For You application than he was letting on.

Oh well, that was something to ponder later on.

For now, she wanted to explore…

It didn’t really matter that she’d already done it. Catgirls had an instinct to prowl around their domains, keeping an eye out for any changes. Each time she walked around Mark’s house, she seemed to notice new things.

The expensive looking stereo system in the living room, and the collection of CDs and records that took up an entire bookshelf, for instance. Or the fact that, despite how neat and tidy his house was, none of the dishes in his cupboards seemed to match. Or that he kept all of the blinds closed on the side of the house that faced the street.

That hadn’t been true the day before, so Zuzu imagined he must have closed them before leaving for work. Was it because of that guy who was looking for him?

Another mystery to ponder.

Then again, it was most likely that Mark didn’t want his neighbors to see the naked catgirl wandering around his house when he was at work.

Zuzu found herself wandering toward Mark’s bedroom like she was following his scent. She’d peeked her head in a couple of times, just out of curiosity. But now she really wanted to check things out.

He hadn’t said she wasn’t allowed to, so it was probably okay for her to snoop a bit. Besides, she was supposed to be a maid, and maids had to clean bedrooms too, right?

Feeling justified, she let the tug of his scent draw her into the bedroom. Zuzu closed the door behind her and inhaled deeply. It was such a nice smell. A bit like the clean, sweaty scent he’d had before he showered, but also with some of the product smells she recognized from afterwards. Shampoo, bodywash, deodorant, toothpaste… but they were all subtle. Thankfully, Mark didn’t go for the really overpowering colognes some of the gangsters she knew had worn. They always made Zuzu feel sick to her stomach.

Not that she didn’t like perfume. She did. Trixala had let her borrow some sweet elven confection she’d brought from her home world, and Zuzu had wanted to swim in the stuff it was so yummy.

But she’d spent so much time around the jerky men who worked for the Boss that she’d grown to associate men’s cologne with… jerks.

Mark didn’t smell like a jerk, though.

He smelled like… safety.

Zuzu felt herself melting into the scent of the room, wishing she could just roll herself in the comforting smell of this wonderful man she’d just met and who had maybe saved her life. Mark might never know what he’d done for her by letting her stay, but she would always associate him with home. Her very first real home.

She threw herself onto his bed—which he’d made neatly before he left, she noted, not even leaving the job to her—and rubbed her naked body on his comforter as if she could absorb a part of his essence just by being near his things.

Moaning with satisfaction, Zuzu lay with her eyes closed for a while. Then she rolled over and peered over the side of the bed, wondering if she should see if she could fit underneath. There was a hoodie on the ground, which she’d missed when she grabbed the laundry earlier. She picked it up, thinking she should take it to the laundry room.

But the smell of Mark was so strong as she lifted it from the ground that she couldn’t bear to wash it. It was drenched in that delicious, manly clean-sweat smell. He must have been wearing it when he’d done his workout the day before.

Almost without thinking, Zuzu slipped the hoodie over her head, pulling the fabric up to her nose and inhaling deeply. Then she pulled her legs up inside it and curled up in a comfy ball in the middle of Mark’s bed, and fell asleep again, slipping into a dream where it was his big, strong arms wrapped around her rather than just his sweater.

The next time she awoke, she was thirsty. And there was an uncomfortable heat between her legs.

Zuzu padded out of Mark’s bedroom for the kitchen, each step exacerbating the hot, swollen feel of her naked sex. She couldn’t remember her dream, but she wished she did. She hadn’t felt like this in… well, it had been years. Zuzu hadn’t been aroused since back when she was in Werifesteria—though she’d been too shy to do anything about it besides take care of her own needs in private. All her time on Earth she’d been too cold, scared, or hungry to think much about things like sex.

But, surrounded by Mark’s scent and the memory of the way his huge, muscular body had moved beneath hers when he’d been doing pushups were awakening feelings Zuzu had thought she had grown above and beyond.

She opened the fridge in a daze, and pulled a bottle of milk from the door, tipping it back to drink straight from the container. The liquid was smooth and cool on her throat, but it made her stomach grumble.

Zuzu knew she’d promised Mark she wasn’t going to eat any more cat food, but it was already there. He’d eaten all of the breakfast chicken, and she had no interest in salad or cookies.

She certainly wasn’t going to cook just for herself.

So, she put the milk back and fished one of the cans from the cupboard, opened it, and ate it standing over the sink, shoveling the contents into her mouth with her fingers.

But while the food eased one of her yearnings it seemed to feed another.

After she’d cleaned up, Zuzu was startled to realize that the desire which had been blossoming earlier arose with a vengeance now that she’d taken care of her hunger and thirst.

She felt antsy and needy, an urge to run or… exert herself somehow tensing her spine.

Zuzu bit her lip, her eyes falling on the sunbeam in the living room. It had moved along the floor until it was just butted up against the couch now, and she felt an urge to have the warm kiss of its light on her bare skin.

In a burst of speed, she ran to the spot and sighed as she dipped her toes into its tingling warmth. Then she eased herself onto the floor in front of the couch and wriggled out of the sweater, not all the way—she still wanted to be able to smell Mark—but enough to expose her breasts and pussy to the sun.

Zuzu’s hands moved as if someone else were controlling them, running up and down her body as if she were petting herself. Closing her eyes, she pictured Mark touching her, squeezing her breasts, pinching her nipples, and stroking the narrow strip of velvety soft fur between her legs.

Gods, it had been so long since Zuzu had touched herself, so long since she had even wanted to. And she wasn’t sure she’d ever wanted to have someone else touch her the way she felt a sudden, fervent need for Mark.

She wondered what it would feel like to have him pressing into her, filling her. Was he as big down there as the rest of him was? Would she be able to take a man like that, inexperienced and tiny as she was?

Zuzu had never been penetrated by more than her own fingers, and even then, not often and not recently. But she bit her lip, looking around for something she might test herself with, something she could push inside her pussy and pretend was Mark, her sweet, kind, stupidly hot savior.

Gods, that was wrong. He was her boss! He was the only thing standing between her and a lifetime on the street. She should not be tempting herself by imagining something more with him. She couldn’t afford to mess this up by getting involved with him, no matter how hot he was.

Or that he’d basically admitted he was attracted to her, that it would be too dangerous for her to walk around naked when he was at home.

But she didn’t care about that. Her body wouldn’t let her care about anything but the imagined feel of his dick claiming her for his own.

There was nothing she could see in the living room that would suit her purposes, though, and her need was too great to go looking elsewhere in the house. She needed to cum now or she was going to go insane.

Zuzu retracted her claws and slipped her middle finger into the puddle of warmth between her legs.

“Oh, gods,” she moaned, feeling her nipples stiffen as every nerve in her body awakened as if from a long sleep. She arched her back and closed her eyes, again, feeling the sun on her skin. She knew it was unlikely anyone would see her, with the window open to the back yard, but it gave her a little thrill to imagine Mark coming home early and finding her like this.

Zuzu flicked her finger with languorous slowness over the tight, swollen nub of her clit. How had she neglected herself for so long? It felt so, sooo delicious. She moved her finger like a lapping tongue, teasing herself, torturing herself by drawing out the orgasm that was so close, already, to the surface.

Would Mark lick her like that? Zuzu had heard some men did.

She wouldn’t hesitate to lick him if he asked her to.

Maybe if he told her to… he was her boss after all. He could do that, couldn’t he? She’d have to say yes.

Her pussy made wet, splashing noises as she slipped her fingers inside and began to pump them in and out. She would have done it all day, except it hardly took ten strokes before fireworks went off in her brain, and her thighs shook, and her pussy squeezed and trembled against her fingers.

Gods, it was so good, but it wasn’t enough. She needed more.

She didn’t think she’d ever made herself cum that hard, but still Zuzu felt like she’d only scratched the surface of her desire. On her own, she wasn’t likely to be able to ease the ache that was growing inside her body, she realized.

But she couldn’t ask for more, could she?

Zuzu’s body buzzed and her ears rang. She felt light-headed. As the buzzing slowly began to fade, however, her ears were still ringing. She swiveled them toward the noise, and cursed, bolting to her feet.

The phone was ringing. Had it been ringing the entire time she was fucking herself, and she hadn’t even noticed? Talk about being a horrible maid!

Zuzu scrambled over the hardwood floor, glancing over her shoulder at the little puddle she’d left on the floor. She’d have to clean that up before Mark got home, but first she needed to answer the phone.

It rang again, sounding more insistent this time. The call display read Unknown Number. This gave her a twinge of worry. Mark had told her not to answer the phone, now that she was thinking more clearly.

But what if it was Mark?

She’d answered it before because she was expecting him to call back about the laundry conundrum, but she hadn’t noticed if the call display had shown his number.

Zuzu’s anxiety spiked. She didn’t want to miss a call from Mark. What if it was important?

The phone rang again, jolting her out of her thoughts.

Her hand shot out to lift the handset from its cradle before she could talk herself out of it.

“Mark McGuiness’s residence,” Zuzu said, exactly the way they’d taught her at Maid For You. “May I ask who’s calling?”

No one answered. Had she waited too long to pick up the line?

No, there was no dial tone to signal a disconnected call.

Zuzu frowned, listening.

Faintly, she heard someone take a deep, calm breath. In, out. In, out. Waiting for… something. Zuzu didn’t know what.

Then there was a click and the call disconnected.

That was weird, Zuzu thought, hanging up the phone.

As she turned back around, her gaze fell on the sunny spot and the mess she’d made. She glanced into the kitchen to check the time on the microwave.

There was still a couple of hours until Mark got home, she thought, forgetting about the call as the sunbeam called to her.

Plenty of time for a nap!


Chapter Seven
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Mark

Mark had taken the call from Zuzu while he was still in the parking lot. Going into the building, he turned the phone to silent. He didn’t want to have to explain any calls that might come through if Zuzu had trouble with one of the other appliances or heard a scary noise or some other inane reason. He had a feeling she might want to check in throughout the day, at least while she was getting settled, and while he was fine with that for her sake, he dreaded his coworkers catching wind of the fact that Mark had hired a Maid For You monster girl.

He kept his head down and he went about the morning routine: workout, morning brief, equipment checks, and community service assignments. Someone else was doing a presentation at a different school, so it was mostly just a matter of completing paperwork, making sure his subordinates training was up to date, assigning and maintenance duties, and waiting around for the next call to come in.

In all the time Mark had worked at the fire station, he’d never had a shift where they didn’t get at least one call, so he and his teammates did all of their daily tasks in a state of constant readiness. Mark generally left his phone in his locker unless he was going out on a community service assignment. He felt a bit guilty about it today, but he had warned Zuzu that he wouldn’t be able to answer her calls right away.

The first call of the day came later in his shift than usual, and Mark spent a bit of time talking with Chief Singer. He still couldn’t quite get a read on the guy, but his instincts told him that—despite the fact that Mayor Grimwad had appointed him—Singer was on the up and up.

“Sorry about the other day,” the Chief had said by way of opening discussion after the morning brief.

Mark blinked in surprise. “Sorry about what?”

“That cat up the tree call,” Singer said, his shrewd gaze showing a hint of humor. “Looks like Henderson will take it today.”

“You expect to get another one?” Mark said, not really following the conversation.

“Mrs. Cadbury makes sure she lets that kitten out every Monday, like clockwork.” Singer shook his head with a wry grin. “I only send someone over if we’ve got an outreach assignment nearby, but she tries anyway. Pretty sure that kitten can get down all on its own if she gives it enough time, or that maid of hers can put up a ladder. Apparently, she used to pull the same tricks when she lived on the south side of the city—a buddy of mine from that precinct warned me when she decided to sell her family home and downsize to a cheaper neighborhood after her husband passed away.”

Mark just stared at the new Chief, not sure why he was being told about just a blatant abuse of firefighting resources. Was this a sign that Singer was as corrupt as Barbos after all? He frowned. “Why do you let her get away with it?”

Singer laughed, a booming sound much larger than you’d expect from a man with such a lean, narrow frame. “Let her get away with it? That woman pays my salary, and probably yours, too. Her husband left her a lot of money when he died. He was a prize fighter back in his day, and unlike most of that ilk he was smart enough to invest his winnings. Mrs. Cadbury is the fire station’s biggest donor by a factor of at least ten.”

Mark felt his eyes widen. “I had no idea. She’s got a nice enough little place there, but she seemed like a pretty low-key lady. Nothing pretentious about her at all. She really just puts in calls about her cat to ogle the firemen?”

“That’s about the size of it,” Singer said, running a hand through his graying hair. “When my buddy called to tell me about her, I didn’t believe it. But it’s just as he said. We keep her happy and she keeps us in new trucks and upgraded equipment.”

“You’re telling me the new trucks we just got were bought and paid for by that sweet little old lady and her furball?” Mark could hardly believe it.

Then he remembered what the orc maid had said… something about almost having gotten every month of the Hotshot Heroes calendar. He shook his head and had to laugh.

“There was a bit of an uproar on the south side when she decided to move to our end of town,” Singer said, “mostly because they didn’t want to lose out on her generous contributions to the community chest, I expect. But she wanted to be closer to Havenseed Heights, so her half-orc maid could be closer to her family.”

“That’s quite a dedication to the hired help,” Mark said, feeling a bit uneasy at this talk of maids, especially given the half-orc girl, Shoga, had been a Maid For You contract. He poured himself a cup of coffee to distract himself, hoping Singer wouldn’t notice the tightness in his voice. “Most people wouldn’t do that.”

Most people wouldn’t take in a maid that couldn’t clean, just to keep her off the streets, either, he supposed. But his motivations weren’t completely saintly. While he did want to help Zuzu, and he would do that no matter what, in the back of his mind he had to wonder if she might be more to him someday.

“Mrs. Cadbury isn’t most people.” A thoughtful tone affected Singer’s voice as he reached past Mark to refill his coffee cup. “Her husband was a half-orc. Theirs was one of the first mixed race marriages in New Justice City, a few decades ago. He was the first non-human fighter to be allowed to compete in pro level boxing, before the league was officially opened to monster-kin. Both were dedicated monster-rights activists in their youth, and I think half the reason Mrs. Cadbury moved to her new house was in order to transfer her support to this fire station after she heard about your friend Arthur’s heroic deed last year, and all the press around Barbos’s scandal.”

“It wasn’t just Barbos’s scandal,” Mark said, unable to help himself. He regretted it the moment the words were out of his mouth. Singer was Mayor Grimwad’s hire, after all. He probably went golfing with the mayor and all his cronies every weekend just like Barbos had before he became a convenient scapegoat for Grimwad’s white-washing campaign.

Singer gave him an appraising look, sipping from his coffee cup and watching Mark over the rim. Then he nodded. “I appreciate a man who speaks his mind, McGuiness,” the Chief said. “And you’re not wrong. But I hope to change that, and I hope I’ll have your support.”

“You?” Mark couldn’t hide the skepticism in his voice. “No offense, Chief. But the same guy who hired you hired Barbos, and until he’s out of office I don’t hold out hope for much in the way of permanent change in New Justice City.”

Singer drained his coffee cup and slammed it on the table, then clapped Mark on the shoulder. “All right, I really like you,” he said with a grin. “I’m not going to ask you to take my word for it. I know it takes time to rebuild trust after it’s been broken. But I damn well plan to show you, McGuiness.”

“All right…”

“You know, I wasn’t Grimwad’s first choice for the next Fire Chief. I wasn’t even his second. But Mrs. Cadbury’s money has a way of making things happen, and the Mayor didn’t have the balls to say no when she told him what she wanted.”

Mark stared at the chief, feeling uneasy and a little bit hopeful. “Why are you telling me all of this?”

“Because I want your help,” Singer said plainly. “As I said before. And whether you knew what you were doing or not, your backing up Arthur Cain’s claims against the city got the gears turning that allowed for Mrs. Cadbury to make her move, and for me to take the place of Grimwad’s man. We need more men like you—”

A siren blared, indicating an incoming call.

Chief Singer checked his mobile alert system, and his eyes widened. “Wouldn’t you know. Havenseed Heights. We’ll continue this chat later, McGuiness. Get out there and save some lives.”

Mark didn’t need to be told twice. He rushed to the changing area to get the rest of his gear on, shouting to the rest of his team to ensure everyone knew their roles. With Henderson doing the community outreach that day, they had another young guy with them named Effinger. From what Mark had seen he was capable and confident, and he had every reason to believe the call out would go off without a hitch.

Still, Mark hadn’t taken a call in Havenseed Heights since Arthur’s accident.

It wasn’t that they didn’t get them. There was about one incident a week that occurred in the monster-kin neighborhood. Fewer than in the human neighborhoods, mostly Mark suspected because monster-kin people were hesitant to call for help from New Justice City’s emergency services, but they still regularly came.

Mark just hadn’t been on shift when they’d happened for some reason.

So, there was an extra twinge of worry as he and his crew piled into the fire engine and peeled out of the station. The rest of the team bantered in their usual way, but Mark was far away, lost in his thoughts, hoping that no one noticed that he wasn’t feeling himself.

The chat with Chief Singer had him questioning a lot of things. Mark had to admit that, until Arthur’s accident, he hadn’t spent a lot of time thinking about monster rights versus human rights. He’d never purposefully dragged ass when going to a call in the monster ghetto—and he’d never had a supervisor actually insist upon it like Barbos had that day. But he hadn’t really felt the same urgency as he did if they got a call in an upscale human neighborhood.

Mark didn’t think that was because he was a racist. It was more that he knew the consequences of failing to save a home or property where the residents had money were far more serious than if it was just another shack on the poor end of town. Social attitudes had affected his sense of urgency, and his willingness to put himself at risk.

The day Arthur had his accident, he’d been the only one willing to go into the burning building to save the old lamia woman who was trapped inside. If it had been a human woman, every single one of them would have done it, Mark included.

He hadn’t really thought about it before, but now that he was, Mark realized this was exactly why he’d never been able to see himself as a hero in the same way as Arthur was.

Mark had saved lives, but he had always been subconsciously selective about which lives were worth putting his own life at risk for. It wasn’t even that he thought humans were any better than monster races, he didn’t. Actually, the more monster-kin people he met the more he was beginning to wonder if it might be the other way around. His instincts had been driven by the simple, shallow fact that there was more glory in saving the “right” kind of person.

Shame flooded through Mark’s entire body, burning like acid in his stomach, as he realized just how much of his previous life had been for show. From the girls he dated, to the job he’d chosen, to the house he’d bought… he’d always been thinking more about what other people thought than what he really needed.

Even his car—a Volkswagen Golf GTI—which was arguably the flashiest thing about him, had been chosen specifically because at the time he’d wanted to cultivate an image of high-performance practicality that he’d idealized since he was a kid. Just the right amount of flash to indicate he could drive something fancier if he wanted to, but he’d actively chosen the nod to his down-to-earth, blue-collar roots instead.

God, it was embarrassing now that he thought about it.

But Mark had always had a feeling that he didn’t quite measure up compared to his father, and he had been desperate to foster a persona for himself that showed the world he was above caring, that he was doing just fine on his own.

He supposed he should be grateful that his desire for glory in his own right and his need to differentiate himself from his father hadn’t led him down a worse path than it had. He’d started off on the wrong foot in high school and in the years immediately after graduation, when his urge to rebel had led to some small time work for one of New Justice City’s most infamous crime bosses. Fortunately, he’d had second thoughts about that flavor of glory, and had gotten out before he was in too deep.

Though, it was impossible to cut ties with the Boss completely. The recent appearance of City Boy in his neighborhood indicated that Mark wasn’t ever going to be completely free of his past mistakes.

“You still awake there, McGuiness?” Stacy Alison punched him gently in the shoulder as they pulled up to the address they’d been dispatched to, sirens blaring. “We might need you to return to the land of the living to deal with this inferno.”

Mark heard the sarcasm in her voice and leaned forward to look out the window. Rather than flames shooting from the windows and a column of smoke rising into the sky, they were confronted with a shabby but perfectly intact single story house. An orc man and two children were sitting on the front step. The kids looked scared, but the father seemed a bit sheepish.

“Kill the siren,” Mark said to Darrell Williams, who was driving the engine. “Looks like things are under control, but I’ll go talk to them just in case.”

Williams killed the noise and Mark jumped out, followed by Stacy and David Effinger. As Mark strode up the sidewalk toward the house, the orc man stood.

“Sorry to get you out here for no reason,” he said. “I managed to put the fire out with an extinguisher. My son got scared and called 9-1-1 while I was dealing with it.”

Mark smiled down at the orc boy who was now blushing a deep green color and attempting to hide behind his father. “Better safe than sorry,” he said. “We never mind getting well-meaning calls that end up not being emergencies.”

The little boy nodded.

Mark looked back to the father. “If it’s alright with you, I’d like to do a walk through with you to ensure the fire is completely out. We still have to follow protocol even if the danger’s gone before we get here. Do you want to tell me what happened?”

The orc man—Grudo Hammerfist, he introduced himself as—had been attempting to cook breakfast when the fire started. He explained the situation as he and Mark walked through the house, with the children trailing behind them. Mrs. Hammerfist was in the hospital with pneumonia, Grudo explained, and she was usually the one who cooked. He figured he’d left the oven mitt on the stove and forgotten to turn off the burner, because when he was dishing up the breakfast—some dish Mark didn’t recognize the name of—Grudo had turned around to see flames engulfing the stove and creeping up the wall.

Mark asked a few questions as he inspected the scorched appliance and wall, feeling like there was a lot of damage to the small, shabby kitchen for the timeframe Grudo was describing.

As he looked closer at the hole in the wall, he realized why.

None of the materials used to make the house seemed to be up to code. Peering into the wall, he could see bundles of frayed wiring that looked like they were ready to start a fresh fire the moment Mark and his team left.

He frowned. “Who built this house, Mr. Hammerfist?”

“I’m sorry,” the orc said with a shrug. “I don’t know. This is the dwelling that was assigned to my family when we arrived through the portal. You’d have to ask the Department of Inter-Portal Immigration, I suppose.”

“I see,” Mark said, feeling his stomach sink. “You got lucky today. This could have ended very differently if—”

“It won’t happen again, sir,” the orc man interrupted, fear replacing the embarrassment that had been in his face before. “I’ll be more careful from now on, I promise.”

Mark shook his head. “It’s always good to be careful, Mr. Hammerfist. But I’m actually referring to the fact that your house does not seem to be built to code. The reason this fire caught and spread so quickly is that none of these materials are treated for fire resistance, and some of them are actively combustible. They should never be used in building a home, and especially not in a kitchen. I’m afraid we may have to move you to a new house while we get to the bottom of this.”

Grudo’s eyes widened as Mark spoke and his green skin paled to an almost ashen color as he realized what might have happened if he hadn’t gotten the flames under control. He whispered something in a language Mark didn’t understand, but which sounded like a prayer. He knelt down and pulled his children into a fierce hug, tears brimming in his eyes.

Mark felt his throat tighten. It was just like the situation at Sansara’s mothers house when Arthur had had his accident. A small grease fire in the kitchen had ended up burning the entire house to the ground because it hadn’t been built to code. Arthur had filed complaints, but nothing had come of it. Mark felt sick when he realized how close they may have been to arriving at this scene and having to dig the bodies of this father and his children from the ashes.

His mind whirled as he took a few measurements with a thermal gun to ensure there were no places that were still smoldering. Once he was sure it was safe, he turned to Grudo. “I’m going to send my team in to do a more thorough assessment of the code failures,” he said. “Please pack bags for yourself and your children. I’ll make a call to Chief Singer and see about getting you set up in a hotel until we get to the bottom of this.”

The large orc’s shoulders slumped. “We… we can’t afford that. With my wife sick, I haven’t been able to work, and—”

“The city will pay for it,” Mark insisted, though he wasn’t sure that was true. If not, he would just have to do it himself. There was no way he was going to let this man and his kids stay in this house any longer than they already had. He didn’t even want to think about the fact that every building in Havenseed Heights was likely of similar quality. The entire neighborhood was a death trap.

Mark felt chilled as he returned to the truck and passed the thermal gun to Stacy.

“I want you to do a thorough check of the kitchen to make sure all the hot spots are dealt with,” Mark said. “Then all three of you are going to do a code compliance inspection on the entire building. I want a complete report of every infraction you find, do you understand?”

His three teammates nodded and got to work without any bickering or bullshitting, apparently sensing from Mark’s voice that he was not in the mood for unprofessional antics.

The moment they were gone into the house, Mark climbed into the truck and called the chief.

“What’s going on, McGuiness?” Singer asked, jumping on immediately once dispatch connected them. “You run into problems out there?”

“You could say that.” Mark took a deep breath, trying to get control of his voice. He was so angry he thought he might start shouting, even though he knew Singer wasn’t the one who deserved his wrath. “Is there some way to get the records of which contractors were hired to build the hovels these people are living in?”

“That neighborhood?” Singer asked. “Or all of Havenseed Heights? The Department of Intra-Portal Immigration is a red tape nightmare to gain any information from. But I’m sure I can twist some arms and find out if you need.”

“You want to make a difference in this city, right?”

There was a pause before Singer replied, and when he did, he sounded energized. “You know I do.”

“I do, too,” Mark said, realizing as the words came out of his mouth that it was true. “And I want to start with this. These buildings aren’t fit to be dog houses, Chief. It is criminal that we are expecting people to live in them, and it’s a wonder we haven’t had more serious disasters already. It’s like whoever built them wanted them to burn down or blow away.”

“They probably did,” Singer said, his voice grim. “I’ll look into it. Thank you, McGuiness. This might be just what we need to get the ball rolling on some meaningful progress in this city.”

“Thanks, Chief,” Mark said. Then he remembered the promise he’d made to Grudo Hammerfist. “Uh… by the way, I kinda told this guy that the city would pay for a hotel for them to stay in while we get to the bottom of all this.”

Singer chuckled. “I’ll sign off on it. If Mayor Grimwad kicks up a fuss, I’m sure Mrs. Cadbury would be willing to foot the bill if you’d agree to do a little half naked cat rescuing.”

“Whatever it takes,” Mark said earnestly. “I mean that.”

“I knew I liked you, McGuiness,” Singer said. “I’ll send a car to transport the family. See you back at the station.”

Mark ended the call and got back out of the truck to check on his team’s progress and to let the orc man know about the transportation arrangement. The results of the inspection were even worse than Mark had thought, and there were a lot of things they couldn’t investigate without different equipment.

But as they headed back to the station, he felt a weight lifting off his shoulders. This was something he could do that would make a difference. Arthur had started the play when he’d raised his concerns and called out the Mayor’s underhanded efforts to disenfranchise the city’s monster-kin people. Maybe it would be Mark, with the help of Chief Singer, who would finish it.

Mark had heard stories from monster-kin people about how they didn’t have the same rights and freedoms as humans did, but he hadn’t really paid much attention. Since meeting Sansara, getting to know more people from Havenseed Heights and hearing their stories he was beginning to realize it was more than just typical griping about one’s lot in life. There was systematic discrimination at play that made it nearly impossible for non-humans to break through the glass ceiling and find success in New Justice City.

While replacing Barbos with Chief Singer had been a step in the right direction, there were a lot more changes that would need to happen before monster-kin were truly equal citizens.

Realizing that he wanted to be a part of this movement was a sea change in Mark’s thinking. His sense of purposelessness evaporated in an instant. He had a goal. He had a job he could really make a difference in.

And, he thought wryly, he had a cute catgirl to share the journey with.

Even if she was only his maid.

Somehow, thinking of Zuzu brought this new vision together for Mark in a way that felt more complete.

On the way back to the station, when all was said and done with the Hammerfist family, Mark was almost as distracted as he had been on the way there. But this time, rather than feeling despondent, he felt energized.

Mark was changing out at the end of his shift, bantering with Stacy about her new man, when his phone rang. He pulled it out of his locker and checked the call display. It read Home.

“Ooh la la, McGuiness,” Stacy’s voice appeared right next to his ear, and he realized she was reading over his shoulder. “Have you got a lady friend waiting at home for you? No wonder you’ve spent half the day staring off into space.”

Mark elbowed her in the ribs, just hard enough to discourage her from creeping up on him again. “It’s not polite to peep other people’s phones.”

“Oh, come on. It’s me!” Stacy laughed, rubbing her side. “You’re supposed to tell me everything! I tell you everything.”

“Much to my chagrin,” he said, thinking of the last time Stacy had described one of her weekend adventures in excruciating detail. “Now, if you’ll excuse me…”

He answered the call, but waited until he was out of earshot before speaking. “This is Mark,” he said. “What’s up?”

“I just wanted to let you know that I’ll be hiding under your bed when you get home.”

Mark felt his forehead wrinkle, and he turned to stare at the wall in case Stacy was watching his face. “Okay… Can I ask why?”

“I had a nightmare,” she said, her voice trembling slightly. “It’s not fair. You shouldn’t be able to have nightmares when you’re sleeping in a sunbeam.”

Mark shook his head, trying to follow the catgirl’s rationale. “Uh… why are you calling to tell me this, Zuzu?”

There was a pause on the other end of the line before Zuzu said, “I don’t know. I just didn’t want you to worry if you couldn’t find me. I’m still not really sure what merits a phone call and what doesn’t. Am I bothering you?”

“No, no, it’s fine,” he answered quickly. “I would have been worried if I’d come home, and you were gone. Thank you for telling me. I actually got you a phone today, and got it set up over my lunch break. I’ll bring it home this afternoon.”

“But I have this phone.”

“This one is a cell phone,” he explained patiently. “So, you can text me instead of needing to call. It’s easier.”

“No, talking is easier,” Zuzu protested. “My claws don’t work well on touch screens and it’s uncomfortable to retract them. Unless… Well, there are some things that are worth retracting them for. But usually I don’t like it.”

Mark laughed. “Are you under the bed right now?”

“No,” she said. “I feel safe when I’m talking to you. But I’m going there as soon as I hang up!”

“Well, you could take a cell phone under the bed with you,” he said, feeling a flush of warmth for the illogical woman he’d invited into his life. “So, there are some benefits.”

“I guess. Do you have to go now?”

“I do,” Mark said. “But I’ll be home soon.”

When the catgirl hung up, Mark suddenly wanted nothing more than to rush home and make her feel better. He didn’t know what kinds of things she was having nightmares about. There wasn’t anything he could do to change the bad things that had happened to her, as much as he hated to think about it. But he could reassure her that all of that was firmly in the past, and that she was safe with him.

Maybe in time the nightmares would go away, and she wouldn’t have to think about her old life ever again.

Small changes could be just as life altering as big changes, he realized, even if only to one person.

He would be the change that Zuzu needed, if she’d let him.

And she might just be the change that turned his entire life around.

***

Zuzu

She heard the front door open from under the bed in Mark’s room, but Zuzu still didn’t want to get out from under the bed. The anxiety from her dream—where she’d been back on the streets with nothing but the Boss’s phone buzzing at her side, calling over and over again, wondering where his package was—refused to abate, even after she’d woken up. Except for the few minutes where she’d talked to Mark. Just hearing his voice had been enough to chase the dream far, far away.

It was stupid. Zuzu knew it was stupid. Even the dream had been stupid. She’d just known if she answered the Boss’s call, she’d be dead. But she couldn’t leave her hiding place as long as the phone was ringing. She’d felt completely trapped, even though when she woke up it seemed totally ridiculous. She could have just left the phone behind and run, just like she had in real life. But in the dream, that wasn’t possible, and she’d just known she was going to be caught and probably killed.

But as soon as she’d hung up her call with Mark, the feeling had returned, just as she’d known it would. And Zuzu had crawled under his bed, where she could at least smell the comforting scent of the man who’d saved her as she hid from the memory of her past.

When the bedroom door clicked open, Zuzu’s heart leaped and she started to wriggle out of her hiding place.

But she was still only wearing Mark’s hoodie and nothing underneath. And when she backed up the fabric caught on the underside of the bed and pulled the sweater up, exposing her bare ass and tail—and probably much more.

Mark froze in the doorway, and she heard his sharp intake of breath. “Jesus, Zuzu. Sorry, I didn’t—”

“It’s okay, I’m coming out now,” she said, wriggling more.

“Uh, I… I’ll just leave and wait for you to get dressed, okay?”

He sounded different from normal, huskier and a bit like he couldn’t breathe properly. Zuzu hoped he wasn’t getting sick.

She flattened herself onto her belly and twisted, watching him as he turned to leave.

Mark was closing the door, still kind of watching her from the crack, when he cursed and swung the door open again. Then he backed up and slammed it shut. Zuzu wasn’t sure exactly what had happened there, but it seemed like he’d caught his pants in the door the first time. And his gray sweatpants seemed to be fitting poorly. Maybe that was why they’d gotten in the way?

Zuzu wriggled the rest of the way out from under the bed and wondered if she should ask about it. He seemed kind of embarrassed. She should know. She felt embarrassed all the time—if anyone could recognize that feeling it was her.

In fact, now that Mark was home, and she was still wearing his hoodie she felt a bit embarrassed too. She’d masturbated while wearing his clothes. Would he be able to tell? She shouldn’t have done that. He was her boss for fuck’s sake. What if he could tell and that made him uncomfortable, and he fired her?

Zuzu left the bedroom with her head lowered, not wanting to meet his gaze as she tiptoed into the living room.

Mark was sitting on the couch with his head in his hands and a shopping bag sitting beside him. The bag read Blossom Chic, which Zuzu recognized as an upscale women’s fashion boutique that some of the maids had talked about occasionally. Zuzu didn’t really know anything about fashion, having spent all her days since arriving in New Justice City on the street—preferring oversized clothes that hid her race and her gender. Life was easier when you looked like an underfed teenage boy rather than a petite young woman. That was one of the first lessons she’d learned since coming through the portal.

When Mark didn’t look up, Zuzu stood in the doorway for a moment, just looking at him. He really was handsome. Even better in real life than she’d been picturing when she’d touched herself that afternoon. Her cheeks burned and she bit her lip, feeling suddenly awkward.

Of course, that’s when Mark looked up. He sucked in another deep breath, his pupils dilating as he looked at her. But he didn’t say anything.

Zuzu gave him a small, shy wave. “Hi.”

“Hi,” he said. “Are you… feeling better?”

She nodded, blushing deeper. He was looking at her so strangely. She glanced down at the hoodie she was wearing, and noticed the fire department logo on the chest. Maybe she wasn’t supposed to be wearing it? She shuffled her feet nervously.

“I’m sorry. Is it okay that I’m wearing your sweater? I found it in your bedroom after I had already started the laundry. It smelled like you and it made me feel…” Well, she couldn’t tell him how it really made her feel… As horny as an alley cat in heat. She cleared her throat, and finished lamely, “good.”

Mark got up from the couch, approaching her slowly, his gaze lingering on her bare legs, and her tail hanging below the hem of the sweater. “It looks good on you.”

Zuzu gasped as he reached up to pet her between the ears, his touch sending jolts of pleasure through her body that made her legs tremble and her pussy ache with need.

“Did you put your bra and underwear back on?”

Zuzu shook her head, wondering why the hell he would ask her that? “I threw them away.”

Mark’s fingers froze and she heard him inhale. He began to pull his hand away, but she hissed, her clawed fingers snagging his wrist and tugging it back into place.

Mark swallowed audibly. “Why did you do that? We agreed you would at least wear underwear around the house. When I got home, you were naked.”

“I wasn’t naked,” she protested, leaning into his caresses with her eyes closed. “I was wearing your sweater. It just got caught on a bed spring when I was getting out from under the bed.”

“All right,” Mark said, his tone a bit amused. “But why did you throw your underwear away?”

“I hate them,” she said, barely able to keep the contempt from her voice. “So scratchy and uncomfortable and ugly. That’s what they gave me at Maid For You, so I had to wear them. But I’ve seen much prettier underwear on billboards and subway posters. I don’t want to wear ugly underwear. I thought maybe you could buy me something nicer.”

“I bought you some new clothes today, actually,” Mark said. “But I didn’t buy any panties or bras.”

“Then I won’t wear any.” She really couldn’t see what the problem was. And she didn’t much feel like thinking about it at the moment, with his fingers rubbing at the base of her ears, making her imagine them rubbing her elsewhere.

“Well, I think it’s important for you to have some underwear,” he grumbled. “We’re going to have to get you some, now. But I can’t take you shopping in your Maid For You uniform with no panties underneath. That skirt is dangerously short.”

“It’s too small,” she said, nodding. “What about my new clothes?”

Mark sighed. “Well, you’ll probably have to try them on. I wasn’t sure what size to buy. And you shouldn’t do that without underwear in case I need to return them.”

He attempted to withdraw his hand again, and Zuzu hissed, louder this time. She snatched his hand and brought it back to her head, narrowing her eyes at him to make sure he understood she wasn’t finished with his petting yet. He could pet her whenever he liked, but she was the one who got to decide when they were finished. Mark’s lip quirked at the corner, and he nodded in acknowledgment, before stroking his finger up the edge of her left ear, making her shiver with pleasure.

Zuzu closed her eyes and began to purr, nuzzling her head into his hand, and letting the joy of the moment flow through her like electricity.

“You’ll figure something out,” she said. “Can’t we order some on the inner-nut? That’s a thing, right?”

“The internet.” Mark sighed again, but he didn’t stop petting her. “Well, do you want to see what I bought? Maybe you don’t want to trust me to order stuff if you don’t like what I picked out today.”

Zuzu’s eyes widened as she remembered the Blossom Chic bag. She slapped Mark’s hand away from her head, suddenly deciding she was finished with pets. “Where is it?”

Mark brought her the bag, looking a little nervous as she tore into its contents. Zuzu pulled piece after piece out of the bag, holding them up to her chest. There was a comfy looking pair of fuzzy black terry-cloth shorts that looked like they’d be a little big for her. She didn’t mind that, but she would have to cut a hole for her tail or wear them low on her hips. The pair of flowy black pants had the same problem, though they also looked comfortable. Stretchy enough to move with her and tight enough to show off her bum.

Zuzu glanced at Mark from the corner of her eye, wondering if that’s why he’d chosen those ones. They would also need an adjustment for her tail, though.

“I’ll need a sewing kit,” Zuzu said, pointing out the problem with the pants. “I’m not a very good seamstress, but I’ve had to adjust most of my clothes.”

Mark nodded. “I didn’t think of that,” he admitted. “Sorry. If you like them, we could have them professionally tailored, too.”

“Just a sewing kit would be fine,” Zuzu insisted. “It’s probably something I should get better at. There aren’t a lot of monster-kin specific stores out there, since every race has different needs.”

There were a few soft, stretchy t-shirts in light colors: white, peach, and a pale mint green. But the fabric was a bit sheer, and Zuzu knew if she didn’t have a bra underneath, her nipples would show right through.

Mark probably wouldn’t mind that, but he wouldn’t let her leave the house like that either. He seemed very concerned with propriety when it came to other people’s opinions.

The best item was an oversized hoodie that was white and fluffy and made her want to sink her claws into it. That one would definitely fit.

She stuffed everything back into the bag and grinned at Mark. “Everything looks perfect,” she said. “I’ll try it all on as soon as you buy me some underwear.”

“I didn’t get you anything very practical,” Mark said, suddenly looking like he was having doubts about his choices. “I just wanted you to be comfortable at home. But I should get you something for going outside, too.”

Zuzu hissed and clutched the bag to her chest. “Why would I want to go outside?”

Mark frowned. “It’s a thing people do. You know… shopping, walks in the park, that kind of thing?”

“I may have lived the life of an alley cat, but I’m a house catgirl at heart,” she said. “I’ll do grocery shopping and errands if you need, and then I’ll wear my stupid uniform. Otherwise, I don’t want to go out. Ever.”

Mark stared at her for a moment, and then shook his head, as if he didn’t understand her well enough to argue with her. That was good, Zuzu thought. It showed he wasn’t as dumb as most humans were. She knew she liked him for a reason. Or a reason other than his big, sexy pecs.

“I also got you a cookbook,” he said. “There are ten meal plans for each meal, from basics to more elaborate stuff. What do you think?”

He passed her the book, which she flipped through. It looked alright, she guessed. But it was missing something.

“Where’s all the good stuff?”

“Pardon me?”

“The cookies and muffins and cakes,” she said. “All the baked goods and desserts.”

Mark laughed. “Uh, there’s a section in the back of the book for desserts. But we don’t usually eat those with every meal. Just snacks and special occasions.”

“That’s stupid,” Zuzu said firmly. “They’re delicious. I haven’t eaten a lot of human food, but I’ve had enough to know that desserts are the best part.”

“Well, yeah,” Mark said, rubbing a hand through his hair a bit sheepishly. “I kind of agree. But I’ll get fat if you feed me cake three times a day.”

“No, you won’t.” Zuzu slammed the cookbook shut, feeling smug. “I’ll make sure you do extra pushups each night, with me sitting on your back. Anyway, I already baked you an apple pie, so you’re going to have to deal with it.”

Mark lifted his head and sniffed the air, his eyes going wide as he realized she wasn’t joking. “Really? That sounds amazing.”

Zuzu’s ears perked up and her lips twitched into a smile. “Are you hungry? Do you want some? It’s in the kitchen.”

She practically ran to the kitchen in her excitement, then, realizing she should probably play it cool—or at least cooler—she forced herself to slow down as she took out the pie and a plate for Mark and sliced an extra big piece for him. If she fed him lots of desserts, she reasoned, he would have to let her sit on him for his pushups. It was the perfect plan!

Mark sat down at the table and waited for her to serve him. Zuzu took extra care to act like a perfect maid, laying down a cloth napkin she’d found in one of the drawers before bringing his plate.

He inhaled deeply, his face splitting into a wide grin. “It smells amazing. And it looks even better. Where did you learn to do the fancy lattice thing on top?”

Zuzu beamed at his praise and a purr rumbled from her throat. Her tail swished happily, even though it was pushed down by the sweater, she could feel the tip brushing the backs of her bare knees. “I didn’t like cleaning and I could never pass any of those tests,” she said. “So, I did some extra credit cooking classes. I liked that way better. It felt like such a luxury to have all that food and to be allowed to make fancy meals after I spent so much time scrounging for food. Cooking makes me feel rich!”

Mark took the first bite of pie, letting out a moan of pleasure. His eyes rolled back in his head as he chewed. Zuzu wasn’t sure if the pie was really that good, or if he was just pretending to make her happy, but either way… she was happy.

“Do you like it?”

“It’s the best fucking pie I’ve ever eaten,” he said seriously, after he’d swallowed. Then his eyes snapped open, and his gaze darted to her bare legs and traveled up to the hem of the sweater. He licked his lips and the back of his neck turned red. “I mean…”

“I’m glad you like it.” Zuzu bounced on her toes, suddenly full of nervous energy. She wasn’t sure why he looked embarrassed again, but she didn’t want him to feel that way for her sake. She wanted him to be as happy and comfortable with this relationship as she was. She said, “Will you want more? I haven’t cooked dinner yet, because I was under the bed. But now that you’re here, I can make something.”

Mark shoveled the pie into his mouth, practically inhaling it. Zuzu figured that meant he wasn’t lying about it being good, which set her mind at ease as she waited for his answer.

“Or… you could just have more pie,” she said.

“How about I make us dinner tonight,” Mark offered after setting his fork down beside his now empty plate. “You’ve already outdone yourself with this dessert.”

Zuzu felt her tail bristle. “What?! No! I have to get good at this job. I don’t want you to think I’m lazy, and then have an excuse to throw me out on the street again!”

“I wouldn’t do that, Zuzu,” he muttered, turning his warm brown eyes on her. “We talked about this, remember?”

“You say that now.” Zuzu grumbled and crossed her arms over her chest. “But I want to be sure. I want to be so good that you won’t be able to get rid of me, even if you wanted to, because you’ll just need me so much!”

Mark threw his hands up in the air, forfeiting the argument. “All right, what’s on the menu?”

Zuzu opened the Dinner for Two cookbook and flipped through the pages, trying to find something that used ingredients she’d already bought, or which Mark had on hand from before.

Her eyes landed on a colorful dish called Steamy Nights Stir-Fry. There were a lot of vegetables in the ingredients list, which Zuzu didn’t particularly like. But she knew they were healthy for humans. And this one also called for chicken, which they still had plenty of. And steamed rice.

She’d made something similar at Maid For You and the other maids had loved it.

“This one,” Zuzu said, showing him the recipe. “Is that okay?”

“Looks awesome,” Mark said with a nod. “Although with the pie and rice I’m definitely carb loading this meal.”

Zuzu shrugged. “Well, we have all the stuff for this recipe. I’ve never really had enough food to worry about whether my meals had too many carbs or too much fat.”

“Of course,” Mark said. “I’m sorry. It must seem really short-sighted to you for anyone to complain about too much food.”

Zuzu’s ears flattened and she leaned forward, rubbing her chin on top of Mark’s head, suddenly having an urge to mark him with her scent.

“It doesn’t bother me that you have rich person problems,” she said, purring. “I like them better than homeless problems. You’ll have to tell me about your nutritional requirements so I can choose better meals in the future. And adjust your workout routine. Because desserts.”

Mark didn’t really seem to know what to do about her rubbing on him. He stayed totally still for a minute, and then cleared his throat. She pulled away, not wanting to push her luck.

“I got you a phone,” he said as she moved toward the counter to prepare the vegetables. “Do you know how to use one of these?”

Zuzu glanced at the phone and nodded, though her tail bristled slightly. It was the same make and model as the one the Boss had given her, though Mark had unlocked wifi and a bunch of apps she didn’t know how to use. The Boss had only let her use text and call, and only with the numbers he’d programmed into the contacts.

Zuzu swallowed. “Put your number in it for me,” she said. Then remembering the piece of paper Sansara had given her, she ran to her room and brought it out. “And this one too.”

Mark smiled. “Sure thing,” he said. “Your nails won’t be a problem?”

“It will be okay,” she assured him. “I can retract them, it just takes some concentration.” She remembered how easily her nails had sunk into her fingers when she’d been thinking about Mark earlier. She didn’t want to tell him that the right motivation made a big difference. She thought texting Mark would be motivation enough. But she didn’t want to sound so desperate. “Thank you for this, Mark. And the clothes. It was really nice of you.”

Zuzu quickly turned around to start chopping the veggies, feeling tears stinging her eyes unexpectedly. The last time she’d been given a phone it was so she could check in with the Boss—not in case she needed help, but because he wanted her at his beck and call. Mark was also her boss, but he was giving her a phone for her own comfort and safety. It felt so different, she could hardly believe her life on the streets had even happened when she was here, and she was safe and happy.

“Anything interesting happen today?” Mark asked, getting up to look around the living room.

Zuzu bit her lip and leaned away from the counter to look at what he was looking at. She hoped she hadn’t made too much of a mess. She hadn’t done much cleaning, but now that he was inspecting the room she could see all the little things she could have done to make it look tidier. Straightening the pillows. Cleaning up the flour and crumbs from making the pie.

“Nothing much,” she said. “There was a wrong number call at one point. And… I think I did more napping than cleaning. I’m sorry if I left a mess. Tomorrow I’ll do better. It was just so nice to be able to sleep without worrying about someone finding me, I—”

“It’s not too bad,” Mark said, cutting her off and coming back to the kitchen. “You deserve a few days to ease into the routine.”

He reached up to pat her head again, and Zuzu couldn’t help herself from purring instantly. Any time he praised her she just wanted to rub herself all over him. She stood on her tiptoes and pushed the top of her head into his palm, then leaned forward, guiding his hand down her neck and shoulders.

“Is it that good?” Mark asked, a hint of humor in his voice.

Zuzu realized she was probably being a bit too forward. She bit her lip and nodded shyly. “Really good. I’m sorry.”

“Don’t apologize for being comfy,” he said. “Can I help you with anything?”

Zuzu stepped a little closer and rubbed her face against his chest and up under his chin, purring deeply. Mark’s hand ran down her back, rubbing her up and down until Zuzu wanted to melt into his embrace.

Then she forced herself to break away. She had a job to do, after all. She couldn’t spend all night rubbing up against him, just because she wanted to make him hers.

“Just sit there and keep me company,” she said with a smile, then turned back to her dinner preparations.

But as they chatted and Zuzu cooked, she couldn’t help herself from stopping to lean against him or let him pet her for a moment.

She was sure to him it seemed like flirting, and maybe it was… at least a little bit. But Zuzu just had the most primal, unfightable instinct to mark him as her territory. She wanted her smell to cling to his clothes, his hair, his skin, and she wanted his smell to envelop her.

Zuzu wanted to make sure all other monster girls stayed far, far away from Mark McGuiness. If he ended up dating someone, she’d probably end up on the street again, so she needed to make sure that didn’t happen.

It wasn’t that she was in love with him or anything.

Sure, he was handsome and charming and much nicer than pretty much any man she’d ever met.

Sure, she’d fingered herself into a cataclysmic orgasm imagining him between her thighs.

Sure, she’d throw herself into his lap if he gave her even the slightest hint that he wanted her the way she wanted him.

But mostly, she was just protecting her own self interests.

Right?

Yes, definitely. That’s what it was. Not any of those other things.

Especially not the falling in love one. That just wasn’t Zuzu’s style. Besides, a guy like Mark, who had everything he needed in the whole wide world, would never love a street catgirl like her, would he? Falling in love with him would be a stupid way to end up with a broken heart.

She rubbed against him one last time as she set down his plate of food, inhaling his wonderful, manly smell.

Stupid, Zuzu, she thought as her body responded to his. Stupid, stupid, Zuzu.

She couldn’t do anything right. Not even not falling in love.


Chapter Eight
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Mark

The next day at work was uneventful. By the time Mark was getting ready to go home, he could hardly remember what had happened. Mostly, this was because they didn’t get any exciting calls, but at least in part Mark realizes that it was because his mind was only half present the entire time he was on the job.

No matter how hard he tried to concentrate, he found himself thinking about Zuzu. He wondered what she got up to while he was at work. Sleeping, mostly, he figured. He wondered what sunbeam she had found.

He wondered what she was wearing. Or wasn’t wearing.

Or what she would look like… Would she be curled up on herself, a habit of trying to make herself small and inconspicuous after years on the street? Or was she comfortable enough to be sprawled naked in the golden light, open and vulnerable?

With thoughts like those taking up most of his brain power, Mark didn’t have much room left for ruminating on his day. He must have gone through the motions of the job completely on autopilot, which made him feel a little uncomfortable. Hopefully he hadn’t done anything stupid or dangerous while he was distracted.

Still, Mark was pretty sure if something had happened that required all of his attention, he would have been able to stop himself from daydreaming about his potentially naked catgirl maid. His absentmindedness was just a symptom of boredom and curiosity.

That was all, he was sure.

When he’d said his goodbyes to the team and was down the stairs, heading for the parking lot, he called Zuzu on her new cell phone.

“Hi Mark!” she answered immediately, and so enthusiastically it made his heart jump in his chest.

It kept beating, harder than it needed to. “Hi Zuzu. How was your day?”

“Good,” she said. “I’m just finishing up with dinner. I hope you’re hungry!”

Mark’s stomach growled as he got into the car. Then he grinned, wondering what kind of crazy concoction the catgirl had come up with today. He decided not to ask, looking forward to the surprise.

“Starving,” he admitted. “But it’s going to have to wait. We need to go shopping. I’ll be home in ten minutes. Meet me outside, okay? I should have a zip up hoodie you can wear over your uniform until we get your wardrobe sorted.”

“...But I don’t want to go outside.”

He could hear the pout in her voice, and it made him smile. It was hot inside the car, after baking in the sun all day, and it smelled like old upholstery and warm plastic. He rolled the window down, set his phone in the hands free clip, and put Zuzu on speaker phone before pulling out of the parking lot.

He was looking forward to the dinner she’d made. But he was looking forward to underwear shopping even more. Ever since they’d talked about it the day before, he’d been thinking about it.

“It won’t be for long,” Mark assured her. “But we need to buy you some more underwear.”

“Why?” she whined. “I want to stay home. I’m a housecat not a… shopping cat.”

“Well, you should have thought of that before you threw out your underwear, Zuzu.”

The catgirl gave a dramatic sigh.

“Come on, there’s a place on the east side of town that I think you’ll like. It’s even called Kitty’s Boudoire. I checked the website on my lunch break. They’ve got everything from comfortable practical sets to high end designer brands.”

“Fine,” Zuzu said, still sounding a bit sulky. But Mark thought he’d heard her perk up at the mention of designer brands. “Why do we have to go so far away, though? Dinner will get cold.”

Mark felt a flicker of guilt, both at the idea of her hard work going unappreciated and at his reason for choosing a lingerie store on the other side of town. He cleared his throat, trying to come up with a diplomatic answer that wasn’t an outright lie.

“I haven’t told my coworkers that I hired a maid,” he said. “I don’t want them to get the wrong idea if we run into someone I know.”

Zuzu didn’t say anything. Mark waited, feeling a bit queasy at the prospect of having hurt her feelings. He should have just said it was the best store and he wanted to buy her the best. Why hadn’t he said that?

He stopped at a red light, and drummed his fingers on the steering wheel, counting in his head until it turned to green again. Irritation at himself was making him impatient. Usually, he enjoyed the drive home, listened to music, unwound a bit.

Today, he just wanted to get it over with.

“Are you still there?” Mark asked, after she still hadn’t said anything.

“Yes,” she said, her voice tight and controlled. “But I really don’t want to go out. Now even more than before. If this store has a website, can’t we just order online?”

Mark breathed out a sigh of relief that she was still talking to him after he basically just told her he didn’t want to be seen in public with her. God, how was he going to explain this? He wasn’t ashamed of her, for fuck’s sake. He was ashamed of himself, and the fact that he’d hired a maid out of desperation for something he could never admit to his coworkers who universally seemed to consider him an incorrigible playboy.

“We could try,” he admitted. “But shopping online is kind of hit or miss. The fabric might be cheap or scratchy, or the color might be different in real life from the pictures, or the size chart might be way off. You never know. It’s better to see for yourself, try them on, and then decide.”

Zuzu huffed. “Can we return them if they’re the wrong size?”

Mark turned onto his street, feeling his heart rate pick up when he saw his house. She was in there. His cranky catgirl maid. He couldn’t stop himself from smiling at the thought, even if she was mad at him. At least he knew of one way he could make up for his earlier stupidity.

He could give her what she wanted.

He’d been looking forward to taking her shopping, to seeing the things she was drawn to, and then to spoiling her rotten.

But he could always ask her to model the purchases for him once they arrived.

“Probably,” he relented as he pulled into the driveway. “We’ll have to check the return policy online.”

“So, we can stay in tonight?” The relief in Zuzu’s voice made Mark’s stomach feel squirmy and warm. Then her adorable face peered out between the curtains, her wide yellow eyes blinking at him, just above the window frame. “Oh, you’re home!”

She hung up the phone without ceremony and disappeared behind the curtain again.

Mark didn’t want to make Zuzu do anything she didn’t want to do and that he’d been so demanding made him feel like an ass. He had to admit, a selfish part of him liked the idea of keeping Zuzu all to himself, like a secret girlfriend no one else knew about, and he felt her relief as his own.

He’d been nervous about taking her out, but he’d wanted it, too. Wanted to lavish her with gifts beyond anything she’d ever known. That… wasn’t how you were supposed to feel about your maid, he was pretty sure. Even a really cute one, like Zuzu.

Mark got out of the car and grabbed his bag from the trunk, trying to get his mind back on track. These conflicting feelings about Zuzu were exhausting. He’d gotten a maid in the hopes that they might get along and the relationship might turn into something more, and now that it was happening he felt equal parts excited and terrified. What if she found out that was his initial reason for signing up for Maid For You? Would she feel used, even if he’d changed his mind by the time he actually went through with it? Worst of all, could he ever really trust her to tell him the truth about her feelings if she was worried that he would turn her out on the street if she said or did the wrong thing?

Mark shook his head and let out a chuckle as he opened the door.

Okay, that last worry probably wasn’t something he needed to stress over. Zuzu had demonstrated time and again that she was completely unable to hide her true feelings, even when she knew it might get her in trouble. She apologized and back peddled as soon as she did it, but she couldn’t lie to save her life.

It had been that suspicion that had made him feel okay about hiring her in the first place, now that he thought about it. Zuzu was possibly the only person he’d ever met who seemed completely unable to deceive. Her nature was just too strong.

The latch clicked and Mark pushed the door open. He took a deep breath as he stepped over the threshold and was hit with the most amazing smell. It reminded him of the breakfast they’d served at a fancy ski lodge his dad had taken him to when he’d first gotten hired as a firefighter, where the plates were heaped so high Mark had been unable to finish—even back then, when he was more appetite than man.

He groaned aloud, completely unable to help himself, as he moved toward the kitchen. “Zuzu, what is this?”

Zuzu stood next to the stove, wearing the little apron that had come with her Maid For You uniform. But she wasn’t wearing the uniform with its too tight skirt and blouse that barely buttoned. She had put on the soft, black terry cloth shorts and the white t-shirt he’d bought her—apparently committed to keeping them since she didn’t wait until she had new underwear to try them on.

On the table, plates filled with bacon, sausages, pan-fried hash browns, and eggs were steaming. Stacks of perfect pancakes towered next to a glass bottle filled with real maple syrup and a dish of soft, yellow butter. A wire rack on the counter held a dozen bakery-worthy blueberry muffins. There was a pitcher of orange juice to go along with it.

Mark’s mouth watered so much he had to snap his jaw shut to stop himself from drooling. He didn’t even know what to say. He could only stare. Before coming home he’d laughed to himself, wondering what kind of weird combination Zuzu might try to put together from the new cookbook.

But he sure as hell wasn’t laughing now.

Zuzu watched him without a word, first bouncing on her toes in nervous excitement. But it didn’t take long for her ears to flatten into her hair and her tail to stop twitching. Her yellow eyes darted from the table to Mark’s stunned face and back again as she tried to read his wordless expression.

“Wh-what’s wrong?” she stammered. “Is it gross? Did I mess up again? I’m sorry, I know it’s not the right time of day for breakfast meals but it all looked so good I thought—”

“Zuzu, it’s perfect,” Mark said. “I love breakfast for dinner.”

Instead of making her feel better, though, she seemed to get even more nervous. “No, no, no, I screwed up again. I can tell by your face. You’re just being too nice to tell me. How could I be so stupid! You bought me the book so I could follow the suggestions, not throw things together willy-nilly. Oh my God, now you’re going to fire me and I’m going to deserve it because I’m so stu—”

“Stop that.” Mark took her gently by the shoulders and squeezed. “Look at me, Zuzu. Please? Look me in the eyes. Do I look upset?”

He knew he didn’t. He could feel his face splitting into a huge grin. He couldn’t believe she would think she’d messed up after creating a spread like this.

Her golden yellow eyes met his, pupils wide and frightened. But she seemed to listen, keeping her eyes locked on him and her ears swiveling to listen to his voice as he continued to murmur soothing words. “Really?” she asked, her voice trembling.

“Really,” he insisted. “It looks amazing. It smelled amazing the moment I stepped in the door. You really have a talent for cooking.”

“You haven’t even tried it yet,” she said, but she blushed with pleasure at the compliment. “It might be awful.”

“I highly doubt that,” Mark said. “But I’m starving, so I’ll happily dig in right now and ease your worries.”

Zuzu bit her lip and nodded hesitantly, still shaking in his hands.

Mark dropped his bag on the kitchen floor, pulled up a chair, and began loading up his plate with three of everything.

“Aren’t you going to join me?”

Zuzu shook her head. “I’m not hungry.”

Mark frowned. How could anyone smell all this food and not be hungry? Maybe she was too nervous.

He didn’t worry about decorum as he quite literally dug into his food. Being polite wasn’t going to reassure the girl nearly as well as stuffing his face like a maniac, and he really was hungry, so he chose the latter, wanting to demonstrate just how much he appreciated her talents.

“Is it… okay?” she asked finally, after he’d gotten through a stack of pancakes, two strips of bacon, two eggs, and a sausage.

Mark swallowed and grinned at her, rubbing his stomach. “Better than okay. Pass me one of those muffins, would you? They smell incredible.”

She did, then sat down on the chair next to him, leaning her head in her hands as she continued to watch him eat, her tail swishing happily behind her.

“How did you learn to cook like this?” he asked, pausing for a breather before starting in on another round of food. He was going to regret it tomorrow, but for the moment, just seeing her happy was worth the overindulgence.

“I already told you, it was part of my training at Maid For You,” she said, leaning forward slightly in her chair. “The only part I actually didn’t hate. And today I read that cookbook and looked some things up on the phone you got me… This intornet thing makes it really easy to research ideas now.”

“Internet. Well, you obviously have some kind of natural talent, too,” Mark said, pulling the wrapper off his muffin. “Because I doubt there’s anyone who can learn to cook like this in so little time.”

She was so close now, he couldn’t help but reach out and rub between her ears. Zuzu closed her eyes and purred deeply, leaning into his touch until she was almost in his lap.

Mark swiveled in his chair, and she pressed herself against his chest, nuzzling her face against him, her tail swaying back and forth above the waistband of her shorts. She hadn’t altered them yet, so she was just wearing them low on her hips, so low that he could see the curve of her ass poking out the top.

“Are you finished eating?” she purred in his ear.

Mark felt her breasts press against his arm, and he swallowed, wondering how he should answer.

There wasn’t really anything sexual about her behavior. It was more like the way a cat behaved when it was eager for attention. But he wasn’t sure how much of her rubbing her body against his he’d be able to take without it becoming obvious that, sexual or not, her actions were riling him up.

“Almost,” he hedged. “I still have to try the muffins.”

Zuzu got out of her chair and stood behind him, resting her chin on top of his head and wrapping her arms around his shoulders. She purred hard enough that he could feel it rumbling through the back of his chair. He got the feeling she wanted him to know how happy his compliments had made her.

He wondered what that meant, as he pulled the muffin apart and slowly took a bite. While her behavior wasn’t innately sexual, it was definitely more intimate than it had been before. They no longer felt like strangers, awkwardly sharing the same space. Suddenly, Zuzu was acting like he was a close friend, someone she’d known for months or even years, rather than a few days.

Other than when she got nervous about losing her job, that was.

Mark finished the muffin—which was even better than the rest of the dinner—thinking about how his life had changed so much in such a short span of time.

“You seem happy today,” he mentioned, deciding to test the waters a bit. “More relaxed. Are you starting to warm up to me?”

Zuzu let out a startled mew and stood up, putting some distance between them. Mark turned in his chair to look at her and found her blushing deeply. She bit her lip, “I’m sorry. Was that too familiar?”

“No,” he said honestly. “Actually, it was very nice. I just… didn’t think you would feel comfortable with me so quickly. After the first day, I wondered if you’d ever feel comfortable here.”

Zuzu grabbed her swishing tail in both hands and began to run her hands over the fur, almost like she was petting herself to calm herself down.

“Well… to be honest, I think I’m imprinting on you,” she said, not meeting his gaze. “Catgirls get clingy quickly when we find our people. We have a kind of sixth sense about these things, who we can trust and… get along with. My body tells me to trust you, and I just do. That’s why I’m always so scared of offending you or doing something wrong. I want you to like me as much as I like you.”

“I do, Zuzu,” he said. “I like you very much. And so far, the only surprises after hiring you have been good surprises.”

Zuzu’s blush spread down her chest, and she fumbled with her apron strings, as if suddenly needing something to do with her hands. “I’m glad,” she said. “When you’re done eating, can we look at that website you were telling me about?”

As she took the apron off, Mark found himself staring. The white t-shirt he’d bought her was pretty sheer, and without a bra underneath he could see the curve of her breasts and waist clearly through the fabric, particularly the small nipples that were obviously standing at attention.

“Yeah,” he said, but it came out kind of scratchy. He cleared his throat and tried again, tearing his eyes from her perfect, barely covered breasts. “Yeah, for sure. I’m done now.”

He folded up the muffin wrapper and left it on his plate.

Zuzu quickly took his plate to the sink, and began packing up the food for the fridge, as if the excitement of buying new underwear made the prospect of cleaning more bearable than it otherwise was.

As she tidied up, Mark went to get his laptop and brought it to the couch, finding the website for Kitty’s Boudoir and navigating to some comfortable looking athletic-style underwear like the ones she’d been wearing when she arrived, but in bright, summery colors.

When Zuzu was finished in the kitchen, she practically bounded to his side, plunking herself onto the couch next to him and sitting very, very close.

“These would be a good place to start,” he said, showing her the screen.

Zuzu hissed, her tail bristling, then scowled at the laptop. “Those aren’t cute at all!”

“They aren’t that bad,” Mark said, thinking Zuzu could make a paper bag look cute if she put her mind to it. “And they’ll be comfortable. And functional.”

Zuzu crossed her arms, her mouth set in a firm line. “No. I finally have a shelter and someone who’s going to buy me clothes, so I want everything I wear to be cute. If I have to wear underwear, they have to be cute, too.”

Mark let out an awkward laugh. “All right, here.” He set the laptop on her knees and showed her how to use the touchpad to navigate the site. “You find the underwear you want.”

Zuzu’s eyes lit up, and she gazed up at him with wonder on her face. “Really? You’ll let me choose?”

“You’re the one who has to wear them,” he said. “Do your thing. I’m going to get another muffin.”

He wandered into the kitchen, but didn’t go immediately for the baked goods. Instead, Mark found himself hovering in the doorway, watching the catgirl as she tried online shopping for the first time.

Her bright yellow eyes were wide and her lips kept moving, sometimes to frown, sometimes to smile, and once or twice to drop open in surprise. It amused him to imagine what kind of underwear inspired each reaction, but more than anything, he found he just liked to see her happy.

She hunted and pecked on the keyboard, making a few selections.

Eventually, Mark decided he’d better go have a look. He didn’t want her to have a cart full of a thousand items. His bank account wasn’t too anemic, but he didn’t think he could survive a celebrity makeover shopping spree either.

“Find anything?” he asked as he returned to the living room, muffin in hand. Taking a bite, Mark nearly forgot about the underwear. They really were spectacular muffins.

Zuzu beamed up at him. “Yes! Want to see?”

She gave him the laptop as soon as he sat down and Mark navigated to the online shopping cart with one hand.

His mouth went dry and he struggled to swallow the mouthful of muffin.

Zuzu had chosen a dozen items, from lacy thongs to corsets with garter belts to see-through pushup bras.

He stared at the list, not really knowing how to respond.

“Well, what do you think?” she asked, wriggling closer to him in her excitement. “Cute, right? I have very good taste.”

“They look great,” he said, swallowing hard. “And I’m sure they’d look great on you. But…”

Zuzu deflated slightly at his side. “What’s wrong?”

“Aren’t these a little bit… sexual?”

Zuzu snorted loudly, and then laughed. “All underwear is sexual. It shows off your body and only covers the intimate bits. It’s important to me that I have cute underwear, Mark. I never really dressed like an actual woman before. This is my chance! Do you get it?”

“I get it,” he said, though he didn’t really. Not if she really did just want to be his cook and cleaner. “I still think it’s a bit odd, though… for a boss to buy something like this for his maid.”

Zuzu scowled and crossed her arms, grumbling loudly. Her puffed up tail twitched back and forth in irritation. “You said I could choose.”

“I… I did say that.” Mark took a deep breath. Was it really his place to decide if it was weird or not? She was the one who had to wear it. And if she wanted to wear sexy underwear under her clothes, it wasn’t really any business of his. He sighed. “All right. If that’s what you really want.”

Zuzu immediately started purring again, butting her head against his shoulder as he finalized the transaction.

Mark winced internally when he saw the total, kissing the rest of his monthly budget goodbye as he confirmed payment. Women’s lingerie wasn’t cheap, especially not the brands from Kitty’s Boudoir. He asked for this, he supposed. But if it made Zuzu happy, he didn’t mind.

He reached up to pet between her ears, enjoying the very physical response she always had to his touch.

Mark glanced down at her nipples, poking through the sheer fabric of her tight t-shirt and considered telling her she didn’t always have to wear a bra if she didn’t want to.

He had the strongest urge to drag his fingers lower, to massage her neck and shoulders and chest the same way he pet her head.

If she liked petting, she was sure to like more petting.

But that wasn’t his place either. He wasn’t going to make moves on someone he was paying, no matter how easy she was to read. So, he kept petting her head, and listening to her contented purr, and he wondered just how much more his life could change.

Was there something more behind Zuzu’s request for sexy underwear than she was letting on? Mark had a feeling his decision was going to have repercussions.

And he was excited to see what they were.

No matter how good a boss he wanted to be, there was no way he was going to turn Zuzu down if she made the moves on him.

He was a man, after all. And there wouldn’t be a red-blooded man in all of New Justice City who wouldn’t want to see Zuzu in the sexy little numbers she’d picked out.

***

Zuzu

She couldn’t believe how much money he’d just spent on her. On her! Nothing but a street catgirl and a lousy maid. Maybe he really did like her.

He’d said as much, of course. But did he like her? Or did he like her? There was an important distinction.

Zuzu wasn’t so naïve that she didn’t know how sexy the lingerie she’d chosen was. She wanted Mark to learn to see her as a sexual creature, not just some woman who makes him food and badly sweeps up after.

It was admittedly a bit selfish of her to manipulate him that way, but it was what it was. He seemed determined to ignore the fact that she was practically going into heat just being in his presence. It was time to up the ante, or go insane with longing.

Zuzu thought she’d felt the beginning of some kind of chemistry between them. But she wasn’t completely sure she could trust her instincts on the matter. She was, beyond a doubt, crazy in her need for him. Her brain might be playing tricks on her just to get her to throw herself at him. That might be a good method to secure a lover if all she wanted was to get pregnant. But Zuzu wanted comfort and safety and companionship and love, not just sex. She couldn’t risk being too obvious about her attraction to Mark, or she might end up scaring him into firing her.

That simply wasn’t going to do.

She thought there was a non-zero chance that she was just mistaking Mark’s kindness and generosity for attraction, too. She wasn’t the best at recognizing those feelings as she’d encountered them so rarely since coming to New Justice City.

But that didn’t mean she wasn’t going to try.

If that lamia woman, Sansara, could marry her client… that meant it was fair game, right? Not that Sansara wasn’t beautiful and sweet and deserving of all the good things Zuzu had heard about her relationship with Mark’s friend, Arthur. But it did seem to indicate that a Maid For You hire could be… promoted, as it were.

Seduce Mark, win the life of her dreams with the man of her dreams… It sounded nice. It sounded perfect.

But that meant she had to work a little harder if she wanted Mark to see her as more than just a maid. She wanted him to see her as… his.

Zuzu had seen his gaze traveling to her clearly visible breasts after she’d taken the apron off, which had certainly been her intention when she’d gotten dressed before he came home.

But if they were going to stay in and hang out that evening, she wanted to wear something that would give him a sense of possessiveness over her. Her mind wandered to the way he’d looked at her the first time she’d worn his fire department sweatshirt, and she decided that was what she’d wear.

“I’m going to go do my pushups and have a shower,” Mark informed her. “Then, do you want to watch a movie or something?”

“If you don’t need anything else from me,” she said, purring at the thought of snuggling up next to him on the couch. “But… I wanted to give you a shoulder massage tonight.”

Mark’s eyes went wide, and he looked at her with a combination of surprise and longing that made her stomach flip flop uncomfortably. “Uh… Yeah,” he said. “That sounds great. But, it makes more sense if we do that after I finish my workout and shower.”

Zuzu bit her lip and gave him what she hoped was a seductive look. She nodded shyly, wondering if it would be weird if she asked him not to shower afterwards. Probably.

“Okay, you go do that,” she said. “I’ll make tomorrow’s meal plan and pack your lunch for work.”

“You don’t have to do that,” Mark insisted. “Pack me a lunch, I mean. I usually just buy something.”

“Well, I bought you a lunch kit when I went out for groceries today,” she said, crossing her arms in irritation. Why did he have to be so difficult sometimes? Who hired a maid and then wouldn’t let her do maid-things? She added firmly, “So, I’m packing you a lunch, buster.”

Mark only chuckled, then headed for his room.

Zuzu watched him go, her face flushed with embarrassment. She was always doing something stupid. How was she supposed to know he wouldn’t want her to pack a lunch? Well, he was going to get one, and he was going to like it, because it would be the best damned lunch he’d ever had.

She stomped to her room, ripped off her clothes, and snatched the comfortable sweatshirt off the bed she never slept in. Then she stomped out to the kitchen again.

Zuzu flipped through the Dinner for Two cookbook, paying more attention to which were breakfast foods, lunch foods, and dinner foods.

She thought a breakfast burrito with oatmeal, sliced fruit, and black coffee would do for breakfast.

For lunch, she’d use the leftovers from dinner to make a bacon, egg, and cheese sandwich. She pulled out the lunch kit she’d bought and began making and packing his lunch. The sandwich she put inside a cat-shaped sandwich sealer to give it a cute, personal touch. Mark would love that.

Still, she frowned. That wasn’t enough food for a man Mark’s size. So she quickly whipped up the ingredients for a salad and packed it in a salad shaker, added more sliced fruit to the side-dish containers, and tossed in a pre-made protein shake she’d found in the cupboard.

That should do.

For dinner, Zuzu wanted to do something classy and homey… something that made him feel all warm and fuzzy and well-taken care of. She settled on a hearty lasagna, with bacon, beef, and lots of cheese. Plus a salad to be healthy.

Zuzu pulled out her phone and punched some numbers into the calorie counter app she’d downloaded. She pursed her lips.

Oh well. He’d just have to exercise harder tomorrow, that was all there was to it.

She made sure she had all the ingredients she’d need for the next day, put Mark’s lunch in the fridge, and then returned to the living room.

Mark was already sitting on the couch, wearing an old t-shirt and pajama pants and watching TV. Zuzu admired the way the loose fabric hung on his body, clinging to muscles she’d never noticed before on any other man. He smelled nice. Fresh and clean, with just a hint of the warmth coming from his tired muscles. He had showered, but he couldn’t quite get rid of that sexy, masculine smell that her sensitive nose detected. She was glad.

Zuzu approached shyly, her heart beating hard against her ribs. “Are you ready?”

Mark’s gaze immediately pulled from the television to her, and she saw his pupils dilate as he took her in. She strode across the living room until she was standing in front of him, and he looked up at her in confusion.

“I want to sit in your lap while I do it,” she explained. “So I can see your face, and know when I do something you like.”

“Uh, that’s not… umm…” Mark took a deep breath and shook his head, as if to clear it. “Are you sure?”

The fact that he was flustered by her offer made Zuzu even more determined. He might not be ready to admit it to himself, but she was certain his body was responding to her. She would make him see her as a sexual being, even if she had to be painfully obvious in her seduction.

Zuzu didn’t give him a chance to mount any further protests. She pushed him back on the couch and straddled his thighs. As her legs parted, a cool breeze stroked the growing wetness between her thighs, and she realized she hadn’t quite thought through her outfit.

She wasn’t wearing any underwear under the sweatshirt, and it was too late to go back for her shorts.

Zuzu tried not to show her surprise, though.

Well, she thought, if I’m going to try to seduce him, it might as well be while I’m half naked, right?

Zuzu settled herself into his lap, and watched his eyes widen as he felt the heat of her through his thin pajama pants. There would be no hiding her nakedness now, she was pretty sure she’d soak right though his pants as soon as she started massaging him. But there was no backing out. He’d agreed to her offer of a massage when she’d thought he wouldn’t, so she was going to make the most of it.

Zuzu put her hands on her shoulders and gave his firm muscles a tentative squeeze. Her breasts were right in front of his face, though the sweatshirt helped to conceal them a little bit. She was probably more aware of her nipples’ proximity to his mouth than he was.

Part of her wanted to ask him to take his shirt off, but Zuzu realized that might be going too far. She wasn’t sure she would be able to help herself if she saw him that way. The temptation to touch lower and lower might lead to a very awkward moment if Mark wasn’t ready to level up his client privileges.

So she caressed his shoulders, kneading the muscles with her thumbs and pinching with her fingers. Zuzu retracted her claws, not wanting to hurt him. Her fingers were strong from climbing, and she could tell he was surprised by the intensity of the massage.

Mark groaned and leaned his head back as she put her weight into it. She had to lift herself off his leg to get better leverage, and immediately she felt the cool wetness of her excitement, slick against her thighs.

“God that’s good,” Mark moaned, keeping his eyes closed. But his hands went to her hips as if to stabilize her as she worked, and Zuzu felt her pulse racing at his touch and his words of encouragement. “You’re stronger than you look.”

“I do a lot of climbing and calisthenics,” she said with a purr. “Or… I did. I had to, if I wanted to survive.”

She watched his face seriously, using the twitches of his lips and the corners of his eyes to determine when she’d found a tight spot. Then she put all her strength into kneading it into oblivion.

Mark began to breathe harder, wincing occasionally as she dug into a particularly bad knot. “I haven’t had a massage like this in… forever.”

“I’m not hurting you, am I?” she asked, pressing her pussy against his stomach as she leaned forward.

His hands made the sweater bind and rise up her hips as she moved, though he didn’t know it, with his eyes still firmly closed.

“Yes,” he said, moaning again. “But in the best way.”

His fingers tightened on her waist and Zuzu could feel her wetness growing.

The next time he moaned, she whimpered and began to purr. The instinct was completely beyond her control, and Zuzu shot backward, embarrassed.

Mark opened his eyes and gazed at her, with a half-smile on his lips. “Enjoying yourself?”

She blushed, knowing she’d been caught. There was no sense in lying about it. She was a terrible liar anyway.

Zuzu nodded. “It makes me happy when you’re happy.”

“Is there something I can do for you?” he asked, reaching up to pull a strand of hair from in front of her eyes. “In exchange for this amazing massage?”

There were about a million things Zuzu thought she could ask for, but she wasn’t sure how much she could get away with. Was he as aroused as she was? Or was she just desperate for affection? Surely a man like Mark wasn’t suffering for a lack of willing bed partners.

She bit her lip. “You’re letting me live here. And you’re paying my wages. This is my job.”

“You know that’s not what I mean,” Mark said, dragging his gaze over her bare legs and the curves of her body barely visible beneath the fire station sweatshirt. “And while your contract does stipulate that shoulder and foot massages are within the realm of your duties… you seem to be going above and beyond what is strictly necessary.”

Zuzu felt her chest tighten. He’d noticed. And he wasn’t mad. But… could she risk asking for more? She could feel heat radiating off his body, like they were two branches being rubbed together to start a fire. She didn’t want to burst into flames before him, though.

“Pet me,” she asked, her voice coming out breathy and shivery, like she was cold instead of burning up with need.

Mark’s lips curved into a full smile as he moved his right hand up her body toward her head, and began to massage her ears.

Zuzu’s eyes nearly crossed with pleasure as she leaned her head back, feeling the tingle of his touch like jolts of electricity that shot through her nipples and her clit. Oh God, it was so much better than before. She struggled to focus, still rubbing Mark’s shoulders, even as he brought her to greater heights of ecstasy.

She hadn’t known that petting once she was aroused would be so… provocative.

Mark kept one hand on her hip, as if holding her in place, and Zuzu felt herself arch her back, pushing her ass and tail up. His hand hesitated, as if he was considering lifting her sweater.

Yes, yes, she silently pleaded, Please take me!

But she didn’t say that, she just purred and leaned against his chest with her ass up in the air and the sweater pushing her tail down.

Mark swallowed hard. She could hear the saliva move through his throat. But he kept his hand above the sweater.

He kneaded the base of her tail, though, and Zuzu thought she was going to lose control.

Whimpering, she wrapped her arms around his neck and melted into his strong, massaging hands.

She wanted to protest, she wanted to be a good maid. Surely, good maids weren’t supposed to trick their bosses into massaging them!

But she couldn’t think coherently enough to tell Mark to stop.

And it didn’t seem like he wanted to, either.

Mark’s breathing became deep as she rested against his chest, her eyes practically rolling into the back of her head.

He continued to massage her ears and her tail, holding her firmly and seeming to enjoy pampering her.

In the back of her mind, Zuzu realized this was a good thing. It was a very good thing.

But she couldn’t do anything about it.

She was so relaxed. So, so relaxed it was like her muscles had turned into puddles.

She had just enough presence of mind to hope she didn’t leave a wet patch on Mark’s leg before she slipped into the most blissful sleep she’d ever had, her arms still wrapped around his neck.


Chapter Nine
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Mark

The next day passed in a bit of a blur, much like the day before had, with Mark’s mind perpetually running back to Zuzu every time he had brain cells to spare. Fortunately, no one commented on it, so he figured he was flying under the radar with his head in the clouds.

He was pulling his lunch from his locker when Stacy Alison sidled up beside him with a shit-eating grin on her face. She crossed her arms and leaned against the locker next to his watching him sort through the narrow metal box to find his lunch kit. He wasn’t thrilled with the idea of having his lunch packed for him, and with Stacy watching Mark felt doubly self-conscious. It made him feel like a kid again, taking the brown bag lunch to school on days when his mom had to work and wouldn’t be home to make lunch for him.

“What do you want?” Mark grumbled, not meeting Stacy’s blue-eyed stare. “And why are you looking at me like the cat who got the cream?”

He watched Stacy’s grin widen from the corner of his eye. “Who is she?”

“Who is who?” he asked, refusing to be drawn into her game.

“Don’t give me that bullshit, McGuiness.” Stacy hooted and slapped her knee like he’d just told a hilarious joke. Then her eyes narrowed, and she fixed an intense stare upon him, like she was trying to see into his soul. “You’ve been distracted. But you don’t look angry or annoyed—”

“I’m annoyed right now.”

“In fact, I’ve even caught you smiling to yourself when you’re staring off into space,” she continued as if he hadn’t said anything. “I’m no detective, but even I can see something’s going on with you. You’ve never zoned out on the job before. You take this shit seriously. And you sure as hell don’t wander around smiling to yourself like you’re holding the world’s biggest secret all wrapped up with a pretty bow. So, I’m asking… who is she?”

Mark located his lunch kit—thankfully a masculine, Stanley stainless steel one—and pulled it out of his locker. He slammed the door closed and glowered at Stacy, not wanting to admit that she was right. She’d never let him live it down.

“What makes you so sure there’s a ‘she’?”

“Oh, come on, McGuiness.” Stacy shoved herself off the lockers and hooked his elbow in her own, leading him to a table where there were no other firefighters nearby. “I know that look. Never seen it on you, but I have seen it. Now that I do see it on you, though, it makes me wonder…”

Mark groaned as he sat down on one of the lunchroom benches. He set the lunch kit on the table in front of him and waited for Stacy to sit across from him before he said, “Wonder what?”

“Well, you’re no slouch in the looks department,” Stacy said, grinning as Mark raised an eyebrow at her. “And I’ve heard enough locker room banter to know you haven’t had a dry spell since I’ve known you. And yet—”

She stopped talking as Stu Henderson sauntered past on his way to sit with Darrel Williams and David Effinger. Once they were in the middle of some boisterous back slapping and guffawing, and there was no danger of them over hearing what she was saying, Stacy continued.

“You’ve never really been into any of the girls you’ve fucked, McGuiness,” she said, bluntly. He opened his mouth to protest but she put up a hand to stop him. “No, listen. I can tell. You’ve had some nice tail. You’ve dated hot chicks. Chicks that were crazy in bed. Chicks that liked to party. But you’ve always been a casual dater, not a relationship guy. And you have never, ever in all the time I’ve known you, walked around like a moonstruck teenager with a crush.”

Mark felt his neck burning. “I am not walking around like a moonstruck teenager. I’ve just had a lot to think about the last few days. Jesus, Stacy. Give me a break.”

“I gave you a break yesterday,” Stacy said, leaning forward conspiratorially. “Now I want you to dish.”

“Dish?” Mark opened his lunch kit and saw a sandwich container shaped like a cat staring back at him. His mouth went dry. He slammed the lunch kit closed again. “Listen, Gossip Girl. Just because you’re in love and looking at the world through rose tinted sunglasses doesn’t mean—”

“Love?” Stacy pounced, her eyes twinkling mischievously. “Interesting word choice. I don’t believe I mentioned anything about love…”

Fuck. Why had he said love? Now that she mentioned it, he was pretty sure she hadn’t accused him of being in love, only thinking about a girl.

He gritted his teeth. “I can read between the lines, Stacy,” he ground out.

She raised both her eyebrows and leaned back in the chair, crossing her arms beneath her chest. She glanced at his lunch kit, now closed again, and smirked at him. “What’s the matter with your lunch? Not to your liking? Did someone else pack it for you, by chance? Did she leave you a love note?”

Mark smiled at her with tight lips. “Something is putting me off my appetite. I think I’ll go eat in my car instead.”

He swung his leg over the bench and stood up. Stacy didn’t make a move to follow him. She leaned forward on the table, resting her elbows on the surface and putting her head in her hands. She looked up at him with blue eyes that were trying a little too hard to look innocent. “Have it your way, McGuiness,” she said, her voice dripping with sweetness. “But I will find out. And when I do, you’re going to wish you’d just told me the truth.”

Mark grabbed his lunch kit and glowered at her. “Is that a threat?”

“Not if you don’t have anything to hide.”

Mark cursed himself for falling into her little trap and stomped out of the lunchroom. Stacy’s cackling laughter followed him down the stairs as he bee-lined for the parking lot.

It was warm out, but not too hot to sit in the car with the AC running. He tossed his lunch onto the passenger side and got into the driver’s seat, got the air flowing, and turned on the radio.

Grumbling to himself about his busybody coworker, Mark flipped through stations until he found something he liked. Then he tilted the seat back, stretched his legs out, and pulled his lunch into his lap.

He opened the cat-faced sandwich container with a rueful grimace. He was sure the Stanley lunch box would have some with a more appropriate set of containers, which meant Zuzu had bought these on purpose. She’d probably thought they were cute, and if she liked them that he would like them.

He’d have to talk to her about that.

Who would have thought lunch kit etiquette was a thing? But a grown man couldn’t be carrying around cute kawaii lunch accessories and still expect people to take him seriously.

As he bit into the sandwich, however, Mark found it impossible to stay annoyed.

It was fucking delicious. Definitely better than the sandwich he’d have had to pay $15 for at the bistro down the street. He sifted through the lunch box and saw fresh fruit, a salad with diced chicken, and a protein shake. Zuzu might not be a born maid, but she was taking damned fine care of him on the nutrition front.

If being a maid wasn’t her calling and didn’t work out for her in the long run, she’d definitely be able to get a job as a cook somewhere. Maybe she could even have her own place. If she decided she didn’t want to work for him anymore, he decided he’d mention that to her as an option.

There was no reason for a woman with her skills to be living on the street. None. Except that she didn’t seem to realize she had employable skills.

Now that he was alone, and he didn’t have to worry about his coworkers making snide comments about it, Mark let his thoughts wander toward the catgirl.

The massage had been better than he’d expected. She was so small, she didn’t look like she’d be able to do much for a guy his size, but she was strong. He’d thought her plan to sit in his lap as she massaged him was an awkward attempt to flirt with him—maybe not because she wanted to, but because she thought he wanted her to—so he hadn’t wanted to encourage that. But she had watched his face and reacted to his reactions, just like she’d said she would, and the results had been… intimate and incredible.

He’d wanted to kiss her.

All his doubts about the morals and ethics of seducing his maid had melted away, along with the tension in his shoulders, as she’d massaged him. He’d been nervous about taking things to the next level, but he was no longer convinced she was just flirting with him because she wanted to keep her job.

He’d felt the heat between her legs as she’d sat, pantyless, astride him. He’d felt her lithe body responding to his touch as he pet her, first massaging her ears and then the base of her tail. Mark had almost lifted the sweater, feeling a need to have her skin against his, but… that had seemed too much too fast.

He could have kissed her, though. He’d just made up his mind to do it, when Zuzu had succumbed to his petting and collapsed against his chest, snoring gently. Mark had almost laughed at the bad timing of it all. But he had no one to blame for that but himself and his indecision. He’d scooped her up in his arms—God she was so small and delicate when she slept, he could hardly imagine her fending for herself—and tucked her into her bed before heading back to his own bedroom for a restless night of almost sleep, interrupted by dreams of other ways the night might have ended.

When he woke up the next morning, and stumbled into the kitchen, Mark had been amazed to find the table set with his breakfast—an egg and sausage burrito with oatmeal and fresh fruit on the side. Zuzu had been napping on top of the refrigerator. He’d let her sleep. He’d eaten his breakfast as quietly as he could, put his dishes in the sink, and left her a thank-you note on the kitchen table before heading to work.

But he hadn’t been able to stop thinking about her all day, reimagining the massage, and the many moments where he could have kissed her.

Mark’s phone rang, jolting him from these thoughts. He glanced down, surprised to see that he’d finished his lunch while he was daydreaming. Then he grabbed his phone, expecting to see Zuzu’s number on the call display, like she had known he was thinking about her.

But it wasn’t Zuzu. The display read Unknown. Figuring it was probably a scam call, Mark answered cautiously.

“Hello?”

“McGuiness?” A gruff voice answered, vaguely familiar at first and then, chillingly moreso. “My apologies for calling you at work. I’d wanted to do this in person and at home, but it seems you’ve got a girl now. You know the Boss doesn’t like involving civilians in his business.”

Mark’s stomach sank as he recognized the voice on the other line. “Craig? City Boy?”

“Knew you hadn’t forgotten us,” City Boy replied, a gravelly laugh crackling through the phone’s speaker. “The Boss hasn’t forgotten you, either.”

Dread curdled Mark’s insides. It had been so long, he had indeed hoped the Boss had forgotten him. He should have known it wouldn’t be so easy. “I appreciate your discretion,” he said, keeping his voice as calm and professional as he could. The Boss and his top tier thugs were consummate professionals, and they could usually be reasoned with if a person didn’t forget that. Mark continued, “But I don’t have anything to do with you or the Boss anymore.”

“You were allowed to leave,” City Boy replied, his voice coolly neutral. “And for that, you owe the Boss a favor. He’s calling it in.”

“I never agreed to that.” Sweat dripped down Mark’s back, cold despite the warmth of the vehicle. The AC suddenly seemed too loud and too cold. “No one ever told me that when I left.”

“It goes without saying, kid,” the gruff voice on the other line replied, and the matter-of-fact tone made Mark realize he’d been a fool to expect anything else. “You don’t just tell the boss you quit, not after he’s invested in your professional development. You’re lucky he likes you, McGuiness. You could have paid for your freedom with your life.”

Of course it went without saying. The Boss never did anyone a favor without getting something in return. Being allowed to leave the life behind, to start fresh? That hadn’t been Mark’s choice to make. It had been a gift, given to him by the Boss. And now the Boss wanted his due.

Mark took a deep breath, his mind spinning with regrets.

He’d gotten involved with the Boss in his last two years of high school, when the customary teenage urge to rebel against one’s parental units had taken a more extreme turn. Mark, who had looked up to his policeman father for his entire life, had grown to resent the man as Marty McGuiness set his sights on more prestigious roles. He’d risen steadily through the ranks as Mark grew up, and was going for the Commissioner job the year Mark was set to graduate. The entire McGuiness family was under scrutiny. Important people were watching. Mark felt his every move was being catalogued and judged, and that no matter how hard he tried he was never quite good enough to be the Commissioner’s son, not the way his father wanted him to be.

Of course, looking back, Mark could see this was bullshit. His dad loved him, and would have loved him if he’d been totally average, not making top marks or any of the school sports teams. It was Mark who’d put pressure on himself to live up to some unattainable standard, then gotten resentful when he couldn’t meet his own expectations.

Mark wanted prestige. He wanted to be feared and revered the way his father was, and it was impossible for the son to be admired when he was constantly living in his father’s shadow.

The only way Mark thought he could gain some notoriety for himself was for his path to diverge from that of Marty McGuiness in the most extreme way possible. He’d gotten involved in petty crimes at first, gangs of street thugs who didn’t believe the goody-goody Commissioner’s son had the rocks to do what they did. Mark had relished defying their expectations. He’d risen quickly through the ranks, while keeping up his good boy persona at school. His secret life had given him the confidence he’d been lacking, and he’d excelled.

The Boss had him fast tracked to become one of his star go-to guys, like City Boy and the Out-Of-Towner. He had a thing for rescuing street urchins and giving them a new life in the underbelly of New Justice City. Mark was no street urchin, but he was as desperate for a new start as any of the other gang members. And Mark had an advantage over most of the Boss’s guys, because he was eloquent and presentable enough to bring out in public. He was being groomed to be a bodyguard at first, but he’d been privy to enough of the inner workings of the Boss’s business that Mark knew he was going places.

Or he would have, if he’d been able to kill people.

Mark’s desire to make a name for himself had never quite pushed him hard enough that he was willing to take a life. And Mark suspected the Boss knew it.

The day he decided to leave the Boss’s service, Mark had been brought along as a bodyguard to an upscale, and very unofficial, meeting between the Mayor, the Fire Chief of the north end of the city, and a couple of investment bankers who were looking to make inroads with the black-market connections the Boss controlled. There was a chemical import business the investors wanted to bring into the city as a cover for trafficking some new designer drug, but they needed someone on the inside to fudge their warehouse inspections. The Mayor and the Fire Chief—a grizzled old guy who seemed resigned to the fact that the city’s corruption ran too deep to fight against—were each getting a cut, so it made sense for them to be there.

But in retrospect, Mark wondered if the Boss had invited the Chief because he knew Mark wasn’t cut out for the under-city life.

The meeting had been interrupted when gunmen stormed the building. Mark, without even thinking about it, had thrown himself in front of the Boss and the Mayor to protect them while the other two bodyguards had rushed into the action. The ambush was taken care of quickly, and while the Mayor and the bankers were pissing themselves, the Boss and Chief had remained calm.

Afterwards, the Fire Chief commended Mark for his quick, protective action and said he had the makings of a hero if he ever chose another line of work. He hadn’t suggested becoming a firefighter outright, but that’s immediately where Mark’s mind had turned as he processed this information. He knew he wasn’t a killer, and he didn’t want to be one.

When he’d tendered his resignation, the Boss had worn a knowing smile, and he hadn’t argued with Mark’s decision. Mark had always felt he’d gotten off easy, being allowed to leave the Boss’s service just because he asked. Too easy. But he’d told himself the Boss liked him, and he’d done good work, so there was no reason to make an enemy out of him. He considered himself very lucky that he managed to get out before his old man caught on to the after hours work he was involved in.

Over the years, however, Mark had been called in for a few favors. Rarely anything violent, never requiring anything like murder. But thanks to the success of the Hotshot Heroes calendar Mark had become more recognizable throughout the city, especially among cops and political figures who’d wanted to be on the good side of the Police Commissioner.

The Boss hadn’t called on Mark in years, and he’d foolishly hoped that he’d grown out of his usefulness to the industrious gang leader.

He should have known the Boss wouldn’t give him up so easily.

“What does he want?” Mark asked, coming back to the conversation with a pit of despair growing in his stomach. “And why’d he ask you to deliver the message?”

“I offered to take the job,” the gruff voice replied. “Just a warm check-in from an old friend. Nice change of pace from the usual work, you know? Speaking of which, Moses the Cleaner says hi.”

Mark clenched his teeth, not knowing if Moses had really sent his greeting or if Craig the City Boy was dropping a subtle threat. Moses was the guy the Boss called to clean up after City Boy or the Out-Of-Towner left bodies laying around.

“What the Boss wants is simple,” Craig continued, business as usual. “A package of extremely valuable healing salves that were illegally optimized for human usage was stolen by a certain… individual. Maybe you saw it on the news?”

“I don’t follow the news much,” Mark admitted. Though he did have a vague memory of hearing something about a break in at an apothecary.

“Details are a strictly need-to-know basis,” Craig said dismissively. “And what you need to know is that the courier responsible for the heist disappeared. The salves ended up in the police lockup and the idiot cops don’t even know what they’ve got. They’re going to return it to the apothecary once the case is cleared and it’s out of evidence because they believe them to be normal healing salves for monster-kin.”

Mark groaned internally, seeing already where it was going, but wanting to be sure. “What am I supposed to do about it?”

“You’ve got buddies on the force who know the Boss,” Craig said. “And you know a few monster-kin. You’re going to pull some strings for a good old-fashioned switcheroo. Moses will make sure your police partners activities aren’t caught on CCTV. All we need is the date and time the switch is going to happen.”

Mark was silent as he pictured all the laws he was going to have to break in order to make this job work. He gritted his teeth. He hadn’t willingly broken the law once since leaving the Boss’s service. He’d bent a few to clean up some favors, but he’d never been asked to do anything this egregiously illegal.

“Craig, you’re asking me to dupe the police department and to betray my duty to New Justice City. I can’t do that. You know I can’t.”

Craig let out a low, chuckle, his laugh lingering for a long time over the line. “Don’t worry so much about the city, kid. The city takes care of itself. But you’ve got a pretty girl on your front porch wearing a fire department hoodie that looks five times too big for her. She is a girl, isn’t she? It’s hard to tell with that hood up. Oh, it’s gotta be with legs like that. What is she, a dancer? She’s very cute, Mark. But can she take care of herself?”

Mark swallowed so hard he was sure Craig would hear it on his end. He didn’t answer.

Craig laughed louder. “Holy shit, she’s unboxing lingerie. Nice job with that lacy black number. I’m sure she’ll look great in it, innocent young thing that she is. Looks like you’ve got a good thing going for you there.”

Mark felt his throat tighten. He shook his head, anger coursing through his body. At the Boss for calling in another favor. At City Boy for scoping his place and threatening Zuzu.

But most of all at himself, for getting himself into a situation where guys like the Boss and City Boy had sway over him.

“I do,” he said finally. “Don’t bring her into it, Craig. Please.”

“Of course not,” Craig said, his voice as smooth as black-market silk. “She’s a civilian, isn’t she? You know how the Boss feels about civilians.”

Mark knew the Boss didn’t go out of his way to involve New Justice Citizens who weren’t connected to the undercity. He also knew that the Boss’s rules could be flexible when he needed to apply pressure. Zuzu wasn’t safe, no matter what Craig said, not until Mark completed this job.

“Good. You understand.” Craig’s voice had hardened again. He was all business once more. “Do the job, and you’ve got nothing to worry about. Simple as that.”

The call ended and silence rushed into the void, roaring in Mark’s ears like blood pumping in his skull. What the fuck was he going to do now?

***

Zuzu

When the parcel from Kitty’s Boudoir arrived, Zuzu was so excited to see her new underwear that she’d torn into the packaging right there on the front step. Pulling out a black lace negligee, she held it up to the fire department sweater and squealed with delight. It was so sexy. There was no way Mark would be able to resist her when he saw her wearing that!

She stuffed the black lace back into the box and darted inside with the parcel clutched tightly to her chest.

Zuzu ran to her bedroom, which had full-length mirrored doors on the closet, eager to try on her new clothes. She threw the box onto the bed and tore into it in a frenzy of excitement. One by one, she pulled the pieces out, marveling at the beauty of the fabric and the precision of the stitching.

Besides the lacy black negligee, Zuzu had chosen five bra and panty sets, each in sheer, stretchy lace that would reveal more than it hid. She’d chosen thong panties, which she’d never seen before. But the way they made the model’s butts look in the pictures… Zuzu hadn’t been able to resist.

She’d chosen a set in lime green, bright purple, and electric orange—because she loved the look of bright colors against her black hair and fur—and a set in a color called ‘Antique Cream’ which she thought looked very classy and sophisticated, and a set in shimmery gold which she thought would set off her eyes.

On top of these, she’d picked three more sets of just underwear that were a bit less sexy and a bit more functional. The ‘cheeky’ cut of panties revealed little half-moons of flesh beneath the arc of fabric, and she thought she could wear them with a t-shirt on the days that she didn’t want to wear a bra at all. The polka dot and floral prints were sweet and innocent, and sexy in a ‘girl next door’ kind of way. Paired with one of her sheer t-shirts, Zuzu figured she would have the option of looking relaxed and low-maintenance in a fuck-me sort of way, perfect for snuggling on the couch and watching TV, or just walking around the house on the weekend.

She half expected that look to be the one that really got under Mark’s skin. Sometimes, it was the low-effort looks that attracted the most attention. She’d seen it time and again when living on the streets. The girls who didn’t have other skills that made them useful to the crime lords, like Zuzu’s magically enhanced agility, quickly found they were most useful while lying on their backs.

Zuzu had been eternally grateful that the Boss had given her a chance to prove herself to be more than a literal pussy cat. Once she’d made good on a couple of high-profile cat burglaries, all talk of earning a living in the world’s oldest profession ceased.

Zuzu knew she would have made a terrible whore. She’d probably have scratched the eyes out of her first client and then been sold to the kind of trafficker who made his girls compliant with drugs rather than the simple allure of money. Zuzu had seen things like that happen enough times that she was very, very careful to make sure she didn’t disappoint the Boss.

Oddly, it was often the pretty but plainly dressed girls who drew the most clients. Zuzu would have assumed it was the more dolled up ones, who always looked like they’d stepped out of a high-fashion magazine and landed face-first in the gutter. Those girls simply reeked of sex—metaphorically speaking, although also sometimes literally. But the fresh-faced girls who didn’t bother with a lot of makeup or fancy clothes seemed to put out an untouched and innocent look that men couldn’t seem to stay away from.

Zuzu was untouched—and it had been a constant effort to stay that way—but she was far from innocent.

So, she’d added a few really racy sets as well.

Stockings with garters, see through thong panties, a mini corset, and a demi-cup bra with barely enough volume to hold her modestly sized breasts. Zuzu purred to herself as she imagined how her breasts would spill out the top, her nipples just poking out the lacy border, begging to be stroked or pinched.

She’d gotten that set in a sinful blood red and crisp, virginal white.

It was the white set she decided to try on first.

The fabric was soft and silky against her skin as she slid the thong up her thighs. The lacy band at the top fit perfectly beneath her tail, and she reveled in the naughty feel of the strip of fabric that worked its way between her ass cheeks and against her sex. The thong was somehow more intimate than a normal pair of underwear. It touched her more deeply, more completely. It made her pussy throb with desire.

Zuzu retracted her claws before pulling on the sheer stockings and attaching them to the garter belts. Then she cinched the little corset around her waist. She put on the bra and adjusted the straps, then leaned over so that gravity could help her lift her breasts into position—she’d seen a video on her phone about how to get the best effect with a demi-cup push up bra—fluffing and primping until they bulged out the top like she wanted them to.

When she stood straight and looked at her reflection in the mirror, Zuzu gasped. There was no way Mark would be able to resist her now. Spinning, she admired herself from the front, back, and sides, running her hands seductively over her improved curves. She only wished she had some high-heeled shoes to complete the outfit.

She had never in her life imagined she could feel so desirable.

A purr rumbled from her chest as she flicked her hair over her shoulder, twitched her tail, and struck a few poses.

Zuzu had never had clothes that could double as a work of art before. A glance at the tags revealed that Kitty’s Boudoir made all their own pieces in house and the items were hand stitched.

No wonder they were so expensive.

And Mark had bought them for her with no question, without even batting an eye.

Zuzu’s feelings had been hurt when he’d said he didn’t want to risk anyone seeing them together. She’d thought he must be embarrassed of her if he was worried that someone would make the mistake of thinking they were a couple if they caught him buying underwear for her.

And given the kind of underwear she’d planned on buying, she figured it was a pretty logical decision for someone to come to.

And she also knew that human-monster couples were still a bit taboo in New Justice City, so it wasn’t unreasonable for Mark to be worried about what people would think.

But the fact that his worries were logical didn’t make her pride sting any less. She’d had half a mind to throw the breakfast-for-dinner spread straight in the trash, despite the fact that she’d slaved over it for more than an hour.

When she’d heard Mark’s car in the driveway, though, her heart had leaped in her chest and she’d hurried to peer at him through the window. The moment she’d seen him get out of the car, seen the small smile on his lips as if he were really, truly happy to be coming home. To her.

Well, she hadn’t had the heart for maliciousness after that.

In fact, she’d been so eager for him to try her food and to hear him praise her, that she immediately realized how stupid she would have had to be to act on that petulant impulse.

Also, the fact that she’d resisted the impulse long enough to have second thoughts seemed to indicate that she was already improving. It wasn’t long ago that Zuzu would lash out, as if she had no control over her own emotions or her physical reaction to them.

Her feelings still got the better of her sometimes, but Mark made Zuzu want to behave better. She craved his touch and his smile and his kind words enough that she subconsciously avoided doing things that would make him withdraw or frown or shout.

She was bonding with him, something inside her molding to his presence, like her soul was being reformed.

It wasn’t uncommon for catgirls to find a human that could tame their wilder instincts, but Zuzu had never heard of it happening so quickly or to a catgirl as feral as she’d been. Against all odds, this street cat was becoming a house cat.

Zuzu was being domesticated. And she loved it.

Yes, even if that meant she had to clean more than she liked to. She was even beginning to think she might like cleaning if Mark praised her for it the way he had yesterday.

Zuzu thought she might do just about anything to see Mark smile.

Purring happily, Zuzu arranged her new clothes on the bed, putting the underwear alongside the other items Mark had purchased for her. What was she going to do with them all, though?

Her gaze traveled to the closet. She slid the mirrored door aside and peered inside. There were hangers and shelves, as well as the chest of drawers at the end of her bed.

Zuzu found her phone and watched a few videos about how to properly store clothes, not wanting to make a mistake after Mark had spent so much money on her. Soon, she had all her items stored away and was admiring her handiwork, still purring.

Life was good.

Life was so good.

The only way it could possibly be better is if she were napping.

Zuzu skipped from her bedroom to the living room, her eyes peeled for prime sunbeams.

A big pool of yummy yellow sunshine spilled from the window to a puddle in front of the couch. Zuzu frowned. She didn’t want to sleep on the hardwood floors today. Even though she’d swept them that morning, it looked hard and uncomfortable.

Zuzu cast her gaze around the room until her eyes alighted upon a white afghan hanging on the back of the couch. She pulled it off, balled it up, and dropped it in a comfy pile right in the middle of the sunbeam. Then she jumped into the pile, kneading the folds until the shape suited her, and curled up in a ball.

As she drifted off to sleep, Zuzu’s mind kept running back to Mark.

Mark’s smile. His warm brown eyes. His low, rumbly voice and the way he praised her. Everything about him made her want to melt into a puddle, just like the liquid gold sunshine she was lying in.

It was stupid to pretend she wasn’t attracted to him.

She’d spent enough time avoiding people and refusing to get close to them while living on the streets that she could tell there was something different about her feelings for Mark.

Zuzu had always been able to read people, keep her emotional distance, and use them to her best advantage. Whether that meant getting out of altercations with other street dwellers, scoring better jobs, or talking herself out of trouble with suspicious police officers or rival gang members, Zuzu had prided herself on her ability to survive by her wits when she wasn’t lashing out in panic.

And around Mark… it was like those life-saving wits had just flown right out the window.

Her feelings for him were raw, primal, and completely untrustworthy.

Her instincts, which she’d always been able to trust until now, had turned on her. While her goal was still to survive, her instincts were now taking the long-term route, insisting that survival meant something much older and more animal than just not getting killed.

Zuzu craved Mark with her entire body, yearning for him in ways she scarcely had words for. She didn’t just want to survive, she wanted to thrive. She wanted to procreate.

Zuzu did not want babies. They were messy and expensive and they made it really hard to nap. That’s what her mind told her.

But her body had other ideas.

Zuzu knew her feelings were too self-serving to be love in the human sense of the word. She felt a little guilty about that. Didn’t Mark deserve someone who loved him?

But she wasn’t human, was she? Was it fair to hold herself to the emotional standards of another race? She didn’t think so.

Her needs could be boiled down to the most basic needs all sapient beings had. He was strong, handsome, and kind. He would protect her. He would give her food and shelter.

He would probably—if she asked very sweetly and was wearing her new lingerie when she did it—fuck her until she yowled like an alley cat in heat.

Zuzu couldn’t trust her feelings about him, but she did want him to have those feelings about her. Love feelings. Sex feelings.

If Mark wanted to fuck her, keep her like a pet, spoil her rotten, and protect her… Well, Zuzu would do just about anything to make that happen. She wasn’t going to go back on the street if she could help it. Not now that she knew how good life could be.

But… she’d failed the Boss, and the Boss was known to nurse a grudge. There was only one place for Zuzu to go, now that she’d burned the only bridge keeping her from the brothel.

She’d be Mark’s loyal maid, do whatever he asked her, to avoid being cast aside. If he fired her and she had to find another Maid For You client, the chances were basically zero that she’d end up with anything even as close to what she had with Mark.

There was a reason Ramsbottom had been so quick to place her when Mark’s call had come in. He was perfect.

Zuzu stretched and yawned, rolling in her blanket nest until the sunlight warmed the side of her face.

When she got her first paycheck, she’d have to send some chocolates to the annoying goat woman. She’d been right about everything. Zuzu would convince Mark to love her. If she could, she would marry him. If she had to, she’d bear him kittens. As many as he wanted. Her body thought it was a fine idea, even if her brain thought it was stupid.

Zuzu would not go back to her old life. Not ever. She needed him. As long as she was with Mark, nothing could possibly go wrong. And that security was worth the world and everything in it, as far as Zuzu was concerned.

She’d prove that she was the only woman for him, that she truly was Maid For Mark McGuiness.



  

    Chapter Ten
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  Mark


  If Mark thought the days had been slow when he was daydreaming about Zuzu, it was nothing compared to the way they dragged when he was anxious for her safety.


  Not that he thought Craig would follow through on his threat, not before Mark had a chance to do what the Boss wanted. The fact that he was certain no harm could come to Zuzu that day was the only reason he didn’t leave immediately after hanging up the phone.


  But he sure as hell didn’t linger when his shift was up, running to his car and racing home—risking a number of speeding tickets as he went.


  Because of his hurry to check in on Zuzu, he was home a bit earlier than he’d expected to be. And, apparently, earlier than Zuzu was expecting him.


  Mark threw open the door, tossed down his bags, and dropped his lunch box on the side table next to the door. Then he rushed into the kitchen to assure himself that she was safe, not a single hair or eyelash out of place.


  When he arrived in the kitchen, though, he stopped in his tracks, his jaw dropping to the floor.


  The catgirl was bent over to pull something sweet-smelling from the oven, her bare ass and twitching tail on full display. White stockings squeezed her thighs, held up by garter belts with little bows on the back. A lacy white thong emerged at the rounded tops of her ass cheeks, framing them like a picture.


  A picture painted by a master, he thought, Goddamn she looked amazing.


  Zuzu stood and spun as she heard him arrive, holding a tray of cupcakes in her oven mitts.


  “Mark!” she exclaimed, her face breaking into a smile. “You’re home early.”


  She quickly set the tray down, exposing the rest of her outfit to his view. Mark swallowed heavily. A corset pinched at her waist, highlighting her curves in an elegant way. And her perfect but smallish breasts were nearly spilling from the top of a push-up bra that seemed to have gotten confused between push-up and push-out.


  Not that he was complaining, as he caught the glimpse of her berry-stain colored nipples peeking over the edge of the lacy fabric.


  For a moment, Mark couldn’t figure out how to use his mouth. It was like every thought he had was being drowned in a primal roar of desire inside his skull.


  Fortunately, Zuzu was happy to chat. She told him she’d swept the living room and kitchen and vacuumed the bedrooms, tidied up the living room, and planned his meals for the rest of the week. The box of lingerie had arrived, and she’d tried everything on—including the other clothes he’d bought—and everything fit perfectly. She’d had two naps, one on top of the fridge and one in the living room. And now she was almost finished with his dinner.


  “Is that all that happened today?” Mark asked, finally finding his voice. He realized the question sounded a bit odd, but now that his brain had reassembled itself he remembered he was worried about City Boy.


  “Yes…” Zuzu tossed the oven mitts onto the counter and gave him a strange look. “Should I have done more?”


  Mark could hear the nervousness in her voice, but she had kept her reaction under control, not giving in to the anxiety that might have sent her spiraling a few days ago.


  “No, it’s not that,” he hurriedly replied. “I was just wondering if you’d maybe seen someone else around the neighborhood. Anything out of the ordinary.”


  Zuzu frowned as she tested the cupcakes for doneness with a toothpick. “No, not really,” she said. “But I don’t go outside often enough to know what’s ordinary. I was outside today for a bit, to pick up the package when it arrived. I was so excited that I actually opened it right there on the front porch, and probably looked like a fool—”


  Her eyes widened suddenly, and Mark felt his stomach twist into a knot.


  “Someone complained about me, didn’t they?” she gasped. “I’m so sorry, Mark. It was very unprofessional of me to go out there in nothing but your hoodie. Oh no… I even did a little dance and waved a pair of lacy underwear around like some kind of idiot. Are your neighbors upset?”


  Mark snorted, trying not to laugh. “Uh, no. In fact, I’m pretty sure that kind of show would raise the property value of the entire block.”


  Zuzu blushed, a color that looked especially pretty against the pure white lace of her lingerie. Mark’s mouth watered.


  Zuzu stood there, biting her lip and seemingly waiting for Mark to say something more. His eyes ran over her body like a starving man at a buffet table. He couldn’t stop himself. But he had to say something. She obviously wanted him to say something.


  “Do you… like your new underwear?”


  “I love it so much,” Zuzu gushed with obvious feeling. She clasped her hands together in a praying motion that jostled her breasts and squeezed them together in a very unholy way. “Please, can we consider this my new uniform? Not just this one, but all of my new underwear? The fabric feels so good against my skin, and it’s so skimpy it’s almost like being naked! I took a nap on a blanket in the living room today and it felt just like I was wearing nothing at all. And you won’t have to feel awkward because all my naughty bits will be covered. It’s the perfect solution, isn’t it, Mark?”


  Mark could only stare, wondering what bizarro world she must come from for her to believe her walking around in lingerie was going to make men feel less awkward. Maybe one where raging boners were considered fashionable accessories? That made some kind of sense…


  “Yeah,” he agreed, even though he thought she was insane. “Sure. Not awkward at all.”


  Zuzu skipped past him to pick up the lunchbox he’d set on the side table, but on her way back she rubbed herself against him the way a cat might greet its owner when it got home. She purred loudly.


  Mark hadn’t thought the behavior was sexual the day before, even if it was more intimate. But today, while she was wearing that? He wanted to pin her to the table and have his way with her.


  That train of thought was derailed when Mark remembered why he’d come home early.


  Should he tell her about City Boy?


  Mark knew better than to think Craig would be so reckless as to follow through on his threat against Mark without exhausting every other avenue available to him. The Boss was really particular about not involving the city’s regular people in undercity business. At this point, realizing what a paradise his life had suddenly become, Mark was pretty convinced that the smart thing to do would be to shut up, do the stupid favor, and put the past well and truly behind him.


  The salves were modified for human usage, after all. Optimized. Maybe he could negotiate to get some samples for Arthur. Maybe… maybe there was a way Mark could turn this around to play out for the best.


  While he was thinking, Zuzu pulled out a chair and directed him to sit in it, setting out a plate of food. She’d made lasagna with a side salad, a simple combination artfully presented. The mouth-watering aroma of baked cheese, tomato, and garlic brought Mark fully back to the present.


  “You’ve outdone yourself again, Zuzu,” he said, eagerly picking up his fork. “This looks and smells incredible.”


  “Eat it,” she demanded in a playfully peevish tone. “I want to hear that it tastes incredible too. I still have to ice these cupcakes for your dessert. I’m going to use sprinkles to make them into little cat faces!”


  Mark nearly choked on his first mouthful. “Why,” he asked once he’d managed to swallow, “do you insist on making cat faces on everything? Also, the lasagna tastes even better than it looks, if that’s possible. Good God, woman, you’re a chef.”


  Zuzu purred loudly, her tail swishing back and forth as she worked at the counter. She peered slyly over her shoulder and gave him a wink.


  “Maybe I’m training you.”


  Mark tasted the salad and gave an appreciative nod. “Training me how?”


  “I want you to associate the feline persuasion with happy feelings,” she said, licking a dab of icing off her claw and then turning back to her cupcakes. “Is it working?”


  Mark didn’t have the heart to tell her that he’d chosen to eat in the car because he was embarrassed by the kitty lunch containers. He could probably get over that if it meant so much to her. Or… he could just eat his lunch in the car every day.


  “So far, so good,” he said. “I’ve never been happier.”


  Zuzu’s tail stiffened and she glanced over her shoulder at him with one golden eye narrowed. “Really?”


  “Really,” he said, taking another bite. “Never been happier, or better fed. But where’s your plate? You never eat with me.”


  “Oh, I already ate,” she said, her tail swaying again.


  Mark’s gaze went to the pan of lasagna on the stove, which was only missing one piece. “Ate what?”


  Zuzu turned with a small frown on her face. Her ears drooped like she worried she might get in trouble for her answer.


  “I… I just ate the cat food again. I bought so much of it, I don’t want it to go to waste. After I use it up I’ll start eating human food. I really don’t want to waste your money, Mark.”


  Mark dropped his fork and pushed his chair back, stomping to the cupboard where Zuzu had moved the cat food. He wrenched the door open and started throwing cans into the garbage. How could she think it was okay for him to be eating like a king while she was eating literal pet food. It was so wrong! And it made him angry that she thought he’d be okay with that.


  “What are you doing?!” she gasped, grabbing his arm. “Mark, stop that!”


  “Why?” he said, almost snarling at her—though he wasn’t mad at her, he was mad at whatever nameless circumstances had made her feel like she deserved to be anything less than him. “Do you actually prefer cat food to high quality human food?”


  “Of course not,” she said, blushing. “I mean… I haven’t had that much human food. But what I had was good. I just… I’m so used to eating this way. It’s comforting. Compared to a lot of things I had to eat when I lived on the street, cat food was always safe. I like knowing exactly what I’m getting. What if I get sick eating human food?”


  Mark set down the bag of cans and sighed. “I’m not trying to be an asshole, Zuzu. I just… it feels wrong to me that you should eat anything less than I do. And I can’t imagine what Evelyn Ramsbottom would think if she found out I was letting you eat Whiskas and Meow Mix.”


  Zuzu stepped forward and snatched the bag from his hands, clutching it to her chest. Her cleavage popped over the top of the bag rather enticingly.


  “What if… I try to eat a little bit of your food every day. Maybe as I get used to it, I won’t feel so anxious.”


  “Have you ever gotten sick from human food before?”


  Zuzu nodded, her blush deepening. “Yes. But… to be fair I think it was spoiled. I was just too hungry to care. I’m sure I can get used to it.”


  “I’m not going to rush you,” he said, sitting back down at the table and picking up his fork. Zuzu relaxed when she realized he was going to start eating again. “But I am going to insist that you try. You deserve the best in life, Zuzu. From lingerie to food, do you understand?”


  Zuzu bit her lip, and she nodded, but not as if she believed it.


  “Come here,” he commanded, gently but firmly.


  Zuzu straightened at the tone of his voice, setting the bag of canned food on the counter. She slunk toward him warily. She seemed less conscious of herself in that moment than she had the entire time he’d been home, and when Mark saw her bare hips swaying toward him, her breasts jiggling in their pushed-up and pushed-out perch, he wanted nothing more than to wrench her into his lap and strip the lacy undergarments from her body.


  But he stayed perfectly still, watching her as she approached. When she was standing directly in front of him, he crooked his finger at her. She bent at her waist, putting her perfect cleavage on display.


  “Open your mouth,” he said, his own mouth watering.


  Zuzu’s lips parted to reveal the tip of her pink tongue and her sharp white teeth. More than ever, Mark wanted to kiss her.


  Instead, he speared a piece of meat from the lasagna and held it to her mouth. “Eat it,” he said, imitating her tone from earlier.


  Zuzu’s golden yellow eyes widened and she tried to back up, but Mark caught her by the wrist, holding her firmly.


  “Just one bite, Zuzu,” he said. “You promised you would try.”


  Hesitantly, Zuzu leaned forward and took the meat between her teeth, pulling it from the fork. She chewed, her tongue darting out to lick the tomato sauce from her lips. Mark set the fork down and reached up to pet between her ears, in part because he knew it would relax her and he wanted her to associate eating human food with good feelings—just like she wanted him to associate all things cat with happiness.


  But also, it was because he needed to touch her suddenly, or he was certain he was going to suffocate from the growing tightness in his chest.


  Zuzu’s moan of pleasure sent chills through his body. He watched her ears fold back and her tail swish, and admired her half-naked curves, unable to stop himself from imagining a different kind of moan she might make while wearing that lingerie.


  “Mmmm,” she said. “It really is so much better.”


  Mark shifted in his chair, trying in vain to relieve his suddenly restrictive pants.


  He held another bite for her, just out of reach, so she had to lean in to take it from the fork.


  Mark ran his fingers through her hair as she claimed the morsel with her lips, unable to put words to the way it made him feel to have her be so vulnerable with him.


  He pet her as she chewed. She moaned even louder and began to purr.


  “Good kitty, Zuzu,” he whispered, his voice suddenly hoarse. “That’s a very good kitty.”


  ***


  Zuzu


  After they’d finished eating, Mark left the kitchen with a grim look on his face, completely at odds with how sweet and kind he’d been before. Zuzu crept after him, watching from the kitchen doorway as he walked around locking all the doors and windows. It seemed odd, but Zuzu didn’t want to bring it up. If there was something going on that she needed to know about, she was sure Mark would tell her.


  Maybe this was some kind of human bonding ritual? Maybe he was… fortifying their den. To protect her.


  That made sense.


  If that was the case, it was just proof that her plan was working.


  Zuzu watched for a little while longer, creeping closer. When he stood from latching the last window, Zuzu launched herself onto his back, wrapping her arms and legs around his torso.


  “Zuzu, what—?” Mark froze as she squeezed him tighter. “What are you doing?”


  “I suddenly felt like I needed to stick to you,” she said, a purr rumbling in her chest. You’re so warm! I love my new underwear, but it’s a bit cold with nothing else on.”


  “You could put some clothes on.”


  Zuzu pouted. “Do I have to? I like clinging to you.”


  Mark chuckled, and Zuzu could feel the rumble of his laughter through his chest. It was warm and nice and delicious all at once. “No. You don’t have to. I just thought if you were cold—”


  Mark’s phone rang and Zuzu felt him tense, as if he was worried about who might be calling him. Then he let out a slow breath of air and strode toward the kitchen table, where he’d left his phone. Zuzu rested her chin on his shoulder, loving the feel of his muscles moving against her body.


  She peeped over his shoulder when he picked up the phone, unable to help her curiosity.


  Chloe Starfell.


  Mark tensed up again and cursed under his breath. Zuzu’s stomach sank. “Who is Chloe?”


  “No one,” Mark said brusquely, like he was annoyed at Zuzu for asking.


  His tone made Zuzu bristle. “Well, she’s obviously someone. You put her name in your phone, didn’t you? I’ve used my new phone enough to know that’s how it works.”


  The phone kept ringing. Mark stared at it without answering, his thumb hovering over the End Call button. “I’ll just let it go to voicemail,” he said resignedly.


  “No, answer it,” Zuzu insisted. She didn’t know why she did it except that she was angry and scared and she would rather know the truth than be left to wonder. She said, “It’s fine, Mark. I don’t mind. You can put it on speaker phone. It’s not like I should be bothered. I don’t want to get in the way of your social life.”


  It would have been a fine speech if she hadn’t let the bitterness creep into her voice. But she didn’t seem able to control it. She hated herself for the searing jealousy that bubbled in her stomach. She knew she had no right to be jealous. Why was she acting like this? Not knowing the answer to that only made her more upset.


  Mark cleared his throat and answered the call, putting it on speaker, like Zuzu had suggested.


  “Hey Chloe, I can’t talk right now,” he said without waiting for her to answer. “I’ve been pretty busy lately and—”


  “And I have five horny Valestrian satyresses ready to kick down your front door and pleasure you until the end of days,” a sultry, sickly sweet voice cut him off. “In exchange for more of that wine you had the other night.”


  “I’m out of wine,” Mark said, his shoulders tensing. “And I’m not interested in—”


  “Well go buy some, stud muffin,” Chloe breathed into the phone. “You were plenty interested the last time we came to play…”


  “Sorry,” Mark repeated, getting tenser with each word. “I’m not interested in casual stuff at this point in my life, Chloe. And I’d appreciate it if—”


  Chloe let out a low, sexy laugh. “What are you talking about? Mona and I rode your rock hard dick all night, big boy. What was it, a week ago? What did you do, join a fucking convent?”


  “SORRY NOT INTERESTED!” Mark shouted into the phone before smashing the End Call button and throwing the phone onto the table. He let out a sigh and rubbed his face.


  “I’m sorry, Zuzu.”


  Zuzu felt a strong urge to sink her claws into his back, but she clenched her teeth and resisted the impulse. Letting go of his shoulders, she dropped to the floor and ran into the living room, her eyes darting around for some place she could sulk.


  She knocked a few books down, scrambling her way to the top of a bookcase and turned her back on Mark.


  “Zuzu, I can explain.”


  “There’s nothing to explain.”


  “There definitely is,” Mark insisted, looking up at her from the floor with his big, stupid, sexy brown eyes. Zuzu peered at him from under her arm. “Please, come down so we can talk about it.”


  Zuzu hissed. Her ears flattened to her head and her tail bristled.


  “No! I’m suddenly in a very bad mood for some reason. And I don’t want to talk to you.”


  Mark didn’t say anything for a minute, and Zuzu hoped he’d gone away. She risked peeking at him from under her arm, but he was still standing there, still staring up at her with those big, warm eyes. She wanted to scratch him.


  Or better yet, scratch that stupid Chloe Starfell bitch.


  “Zuzu,” Mark said gently, his eyes locked on hers. “What’s this about?”


  Zuzu thought about giving him the silent treatment. She could be very good at that. And probably it was the best thing to do since she couldn’t really trust herself not to say something foolish when she was feeling so worked up.


  But looking into his eyes, Zuzu felt all her fears welling up inside her, tightening in her throat, and bursting out her mouth before she could stop them.


  “You’re going to fuck those other women and one of them will get pregnant and then they’ll move in with you and they’ll take my job and raise your baby and you’ll fire me and I’ll have to go back to Maid For You and I’ll refuse all the other jobs they give me because they won’t be you and I’ll get kicked out and I’ll be back on the street and I’ll probably die alone in a gutter in less than a year and—”


  She didn’t know what came after that. She would be dead.


  Zuzu whimpered and tucked her head under her arm again, not wanting to look at Mark.


  “Zuzu, none of that is going to happen.”


  “I know,” Zuzu said with a sniff. “I know it with my head, but I don’t feel it with my heart. I don’t know why but I just feel really stupid and vulnerable and irrational right now. Leave me alone so I can think.”


  “Sure,” Mark said, his voice soft. “No problem. Let me know when you’re ready.”


  Zuzu heard his feet pad away on the hardwood floor, and heard the couch squeak as he sat down. She squeezed her eyes shut tight and tried to take deep breaths. She did know that he wasn’t going to do any of those things she was scared of. But the feelings that rose up when she thought about it were just as real as if it had actually happened. And they scared her.


  She peeked at him again, and found Mark watching her.


  “Stop looking at me,” she snapped. “I feel stupid in this sexy underwear all of a sudden. I feel more naked than when I’m actually naked.”


  “I never asked you to dress like that,” he reminded her. “I only allowed it because you seemed to want to. We can return it all if you don’t like it, Zuzu. Well, the stuff you haven’t worn. We can buy you something more comfortable and modest, if that’s what you want.”


  Zuzu swallowed, hating the idea even more than she hated that he was seeing her like this. “No, that’s even worse! That’s like admitting that I’m not sexy and I should just give up.”


  Mark arched an eyebrow. “Give up? On what?”


  Heat burned through Zuzu’s entire body, and she could feel herself sweating under his gaze. She wriggled around on the bookshelf and it wobbled. But she got herself turned so that he was only looking at her back.


  Then she sucked in a deep breath and said, “I want you to want me.”


  Mark sighed and the couch creaked and Zuzu had a sick feeling in her stomach.


  “Well…” he said, and she just wanted to die waiting for him to tell her she was wrong for wanting that, that he was going to have to fire her now. That fear was more real than the mini panic she’d had about the horny satyresses. Then Mark let out a laugh, “Mission accomplished, I guess.”


  Zuzu spun around, rocking the bookshelf violently. She clung to it with her claws and narrowed her eyes at him.


  “Really?” She almost hissed the word.


  “Really.”


  “Sexually?” She couldn’t help herself. She had to know for sure.


  Mark laughed again. “Uh, yeah. Definitely.”


  Zuzu launched herself off the bookcase and landed on the floor in front of Mark, on all fours, her tail twitching with curiosity. Mark looked more unnerved than she’d ever seen him before. She stared at him, not sure if she should believe him or if he was just trying to make her feel better.


  “Look, Zuzu,” he said, rubbing his hand on the back of his neck. “I don’t think it’s necessarily a great idea for us to have sex when you’re working for me.”


  Zuzu crawled toward him, her heart pounding in her chest. He didn’t look like he was lying. He looked like he was aroused.


  “I’ve never had a single good idea in my entire life, Mark,” she purred, inching closer. “And I sure as Hekiri am not going to start now.”




  

Chapter Eleven
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  Mark


  Mark was as stunned by Zuzu’s admission as he was by his candid response. He did want her. It was insane to deny it. Zuzu was sweet and funny and sexy as hell. He didn’t give a damn if she wasn’t a great maid because she was a hell of a cook, and she tried hard to please him. More than anything, though, he’d grown to love coming home to her. He spent all day at work thinking about her, and couldn’t wait to come through the front door and hear about her day.


  And yes, while he hadn’t really wanted to dwell on it, he had to be honest with himself. He’d wanted to fuck her since day one.


  He wouldn’t have made the first move. And he’d tried to voice his concerns now that she was staring at him with her wide, yellow eyes, assessing him curiously and a bit hungrily. But a man could only resist so much when a beautiful, willing woman was crawling toward him wearing skimpy, see-through lingerie.


  “Zuzu,” he tried to say, but her name came out like a croak as she crawled into his lap.


  “If you want me, Mark, please don’t make me stop,” she whispered, leaning against his chest. “I need you.”


  Mark moved his hands to her thighs, watching her face as he ran his fingers over the tight top of her stockings. The elastic dug into her skin a bit, creating a little bulge that he suddenly wanted to lick. He pulled the elastic garter away from her thigh and let it snap back in place.


  “Oh!” Zuzu gasped, but she didn’t protest.


  “I like these,” he said, dragging his palms up over her bare ass and tugging at the waistband of her thong, letting it snap too. “And this.”


  Zuzu moaned and bit her lip, a purr growing in her throat.


  Mark squeezed her waist where the little corset cinched in. “And this”


  Zuzu placed a hand on either side of his head, leaning against the couch for support as he explored her body. Her lips parted and she closed her eyes as he cupped her breasts.


  “And especially these.”


  He ran a finger over the lacy edge of Zuzu’s bra to find her hardened nipples spilling over the top. She was breathing heavily, letting him touch her as he liked. “Mmm, that feels so good.”


  He squeezed her breasts until she gasped again, then pinched her nipples gently between his thumb and forefingers. Her eyes shot open and she shouted, “Oh my Gods!”


  “You’re sensitive,” he commented, enjoying her responsiveness to his touch. “Do you like that?”


  She nodded wordlessly, looking like she didn’t know what to do about it.


  “What else do you like?”


  “I… I don’t know,” she said, blushing a deep pink that spread all the way from her cheeks, down her neck, and over her chest. “I haven’t… I’ve never… I’m sorry, Mark, I have no idea what I’m doing.”


  Mark swallowed hard. She was a virgin? After all the nightmares he’d imagined with her living on the streets, he hadn’t expected that. Not to mention her insistence on all that suggestive lingerie. She really didn’t know how sexy she was.


  Relief for her flooded through him, almost as powerful as the wave of guilt he felt at taking advantage of her when she didn’t know what she was asking for.


  “Jesus, Zuzu. Are you sure about this?”


  “Yes!” she shouted, a hint of desperation in her voice. “Please. I do want it. I want you. I just… don’t want to do it wrong.”


  Mark groaned, pulling her to him. His fingers tangled in her hair as he pressed his mouth to hers. He kissed her gently at first, parting her lips with his tongue and nibbling on her bottom lip. She returned the kiss, softly, tentatively. Then harder.


  Zuzu moaned into his mouth as he slipped his tongue between her teeth, tasting her. His arms wrapped around her slender body, and he was suddenly aware of how small she was compared to him. He probably wasn’t the best choice of man to take her virginity, but he sure as hell wasn’t going to suggest she find someone else. He’d just have to make sure he got her sopping wet before he attempted penetration.


  Mark’s hands ran over her body, wanting to touch everywhere at once. She whimpered and begged and purred as he caressed her, searching for the places she responded to best.


  Her breasts were a sweet spot. Every time he got near them, she would tense and grind her hips against his chest. Mark slipped his fingers inside her bra and popped out her left breast, exposing the dark, hard nipple.


  Holding her firmly in his arms, Mark began to massage and caress her, drawing out her moans and gasps like a conductor guiding an orchestra. He loved the way she jumped when he pinched her and whimpered when he released her.


  Zuzu cried out when he brought her nipple to his mouth, circling it with his tongue before sucking it between his lips. Her entire body jolted like she’d been shocked, and she dug her fingers into his hair as he played with her. “Oh Mark, that feels… that feels…”


  He didn’t let her finish the sentence, slipping his fingers into her panties and sliding them between her lips. She froze, stiffening as he caressed her pussy.


  “I can see exactly how that feels,” he growled. “God, you’re so wet, Zuzu.”


  He moved onto her right breast, nipping and sucking and relishing her moans, and this time he used his fingers to massage the swollen nub of flesh at the top of her sex. Her juices dripped over his fingers to his wrist.


  She might be inexperienced, but her body knew what it wanted.


  Mark groaned, grabbing her around the waist and flipping her onto her back on the couch.


  “What are you doing?” Zuzu gasped. “Did I do something wrong? Am I too wet?”


  “No such thing,” he laughed. “But I’m going to make you wetter.”


  Mark slipped his fingers under the waistband of her thong and tugged it down until it caught in the garter belt. Zuzu’s pussy was puffy and pink and glistening with her excitement. A thin, triangular strip of velvety black hair ran along the center of her mound, pointing to her slit. Otherwise she was bare. Mark’s mouth watered.


  She looked so vulnerable, lying on her back with her knees up and gazing up at him with her wide yellow eyes. Her breasts overflowed the bra, which was now slightly askew. Her hair was mussed up and her lips were bruised from his kissing. Mark didn’t think he’d ever seen a more perfect specimen of femininity than he had in front of him in that moment.


  He couldn’t take the thong off without removing everything, and he had no desire to do that. Mark paused to assess the situation. Then he pressed his hands on the inside of her knees and pushed them apart. Zuzu gasped as the thong stretched and bit into her skin. But it was stretchy enough.


  Mark lowered his face between the catgirl’s thighs. She squirmed anxiously, not sure what he was doing. He wrapped his arms around her legs and pulled her thighs apart, splitting her pussy lips to expose her wet, pink folds.


  “Mark?” Uncertainty put a quaver in her voice. “What—? Oh, oh, oh, oooooh!”


  He licked her lower lips, lapping at her juices like a thirsty man drinking at an oasis. Her muscles tensed and relaxed and tensed again as he dragged his tongue over her sex, seeking the spots that made her scream.


  Zuzu was hot and wet and smelled sweetly musky, like the low notes of an expensive exotic perfume. Mark flicked his tongue over her clit, holding her firmly in place as her hips began to buck and her words dissolved into grunts and whimpers. The thong stretched between her knees tried to force her thighs closed on his head, but he kept her held open with his hands.


  Mark was surprised to find that she seemed to like a firmer stroke than his more delicate tickles.


  Flattening his tongue, he licked her like a lion cleaning its mate, firm and forceful. Zuzu began to pant and moan, her fingers gripped in his hair. Her juices flowed over his chin. Mark had never felt so powerful as he did in that moment, with Zuzu completely at his mercy. Her thighs trembled with need.


  “Fuck me, Mark!” she begged. “If you don’t fuck me right now I’m going to scream.”


  “I’m going to make you scream either way,” he teased, though his cock was straining to be released.


  Zuzu’s claws dug into his shoulders, and she hissed. “Fuck. Me. Now!”


  She was definitely wet enough to take him, though Mark didn’t think he’d be able to do it without hurting her a little bit. He disentangled himself from her lingerie, and knelt between her thighs. Holding her legs up with one hand, he unzipped himself with his other, then he pulled down the waistband of his boxers, finally letting his suffocated member free.


  Zuzu gasped when she saw it, her yellow eyes widening in fear.


  “Having second thoughts?” he asked as her gaze roved over his body.


  “No,” she said. “You’re just… even bigger than I thought you would be. It’s thicker than my forearm!”


  “We don’t have to do this, Zuzu,” he said. And looking at the size of her little slit, as wet as it was, next to his fully engorged manhood, he actually wondered if it was possible.


  “Yes, we do,” Zuzu said, panting slightly. “I feel like I’ll die if you don’t fuck me, Mark. Just… take off your shirt. And your pants. I want to look at you when you do it.”


  Mark swallowed, feeling even more turned on. How could she be so innocent and so sexual at the same time?


  He stood, stripping off his t-shirt and feeling the heat of her gaze immediately. Then he let his pants drop and pulled off his boxers. Zuzu was staring at him like he was a god. When she looked at him like that, he felt like he was one.


  Her legs were still up, bound by the elastic waistband of the thong. Her bra was crooked, her nipples popped out over the edge. Mark admired her bare ass and glistening pussy. Her long, black tail twitched against the couch cushions and her ears were drooping slightly.


  “Now, Mark, please,” she begged. “I need you.”


  He knelt in front of the couch and moved close enough that the head of his cock rested against her entrance. Mark pushed her knees against her chest, finding the right angle. Zuzu was so flexible that she was as malleable as putty in his strong hands.


  He held her still with one hand, and slipped a finger inside her, watching her face as he stroked the inner walls of her channel. Zuzu’s cheeks were burning pink, her lips parted and gasping. She was so tight, even against one finger that Mark had doubts he’d be able to fit anything more.


  Zuzu moaned as he squeezed a second finger beside the first. He began to pump them in and out, stretching her slit as best he could.


  “Now!” she screamed, hissing at him. “I can’t take any more of this teasing. Just put your dick inside me before I die of old age!”


  Mark bit back a laugh and withdrew his fingers. “If you’re sure…”


  “I’m sure!”


  He spread her lips with the fingers of his left hand and eased his head against her entrance. Slowly he started to push. Zuzu’s eyes widened and she bit her lip as he began to fill her. Her brow furrowed in concentration as he pushed deeper.


  “Fuck, you’re tight,” Mark gasped, straining himself to go as slow as he needed. “I don’t want to hurt you.”


  “Well, you are!” she snapped, hissing again.


  Mark stopped, pulling out a little bit. He wasn’t even halfway yet. “Do you want me to stop?”


  “If you stop, I’ll scratch your fucking eyes out, Mark McGuiness.” There was a dangerous growl to Zuzu’s voice that Mark had never heard before. He had the distinct impression that she wasn’t kidding.


  He pushed in deeper, and Zuzu screamed.


  “Yes, yes,” she panted. “Like that! Ow, it hurts. It feels like you’re tearing me in two!”


  Mark was panting too, and his balls were starting to ache. “Should I go slower? Or do you want to just get it over with?”


  Zuzu’s claws dug into his back, her legs smashed against her chest, squishing her tits out to the side. Yet she somehow still looked like she was ready to commit murder.


  She growled through gritted teeth. “Shove. That. Cock. Inside. Me. Now!”


  Mark couldn’t bring himself to shove too hard—he wasn’t convinced that Zuzu knew what she was asking for. But he increased the pressure, sinking deeper and deeper into her impossibly tight body while she writhed beneath him and scratched his back. Finally, with a final thrust, and a wet slap of their bodies connecting, he had buried his length inside her.


  “More!” she hissed. “Fuck me, dammit. Fuck me!”


  Mark withdrew an inch, then thrust, forcing a surprised mew from the little catgirl’s mouth. Now that he was all the way inside, her wetness allowed him to slide easily. He pinned her knees to her chest and thrust again.


  “Fuck, Zuzu,” he gasped. “This is…incredible. I need you.”


  He said it almost apologetically, because he knew his self control was hanging on by a thread.


  “I need you more.” She gazed up at him with longing in her eyes. “I’ve never felt so good, Mark. Don’t be afraid. I can take it.”


  Mark collapsed onto the couch, pulling her against his body as he fucked her. She was so small, so perfect. So his.


  Zuzu’s gasps and moans grew louder with each thrust, until her body tensed beneath him and she began to shake. “Mark. Mark, I—oh!”


  She yowled in his ear as she climaxed and scratched the hell out of his back. He felt a wave of her excitement gush out of her pussy, spilling around the sides of his dick and down his thighs.


  He couldn’t hold on anymore. Her pleasure pulled him to the edge and tossed him into the ocean as he pumped his length into her squeezing, twitching sex, no longer conscious of how hard he was taking her. She moaned and squealed and writhed in his arms, gasping each time their bodies collided.


  “Oh, fuck!” Mark’s muscles quaked as the hot burst of seed exploded from his body. His hips kept bucking, like he was a man possessed by his need. And he had never needed a woman like he needed Zuzu. He didn’t have words to describe how good she made him feel. Another wave of pleasure took him, and he shot another load into her eager, virginal sex.


  He was exhausted in every sense of the word. But they couldn’t sleep on the couch.


  Mark gathered the last of his strength and lifted Zuzu from the couch, his cock still embedded inside her, and began to stumble to the bedroom.


  Zuzu laughed, clutching at his neck, with her knees splayed awkwardly to each side. “Where are you taking me?”


  “To my bed,” Mark grunted. “Where you belong.”


  Zuzu wriggled in his grip, pretending to try to escape. “What about my bed?”


  Mark kicked the bedroom door open.


  “That was a stupid idea,” he said. “You obviously don’t need your own bed when you can be in mine. It has better sunbeams, doesn’t it?”


  “Yes.” Zuzu gasped as he withdrew himself from her pussy and threw her on the bed. She gazed up at him with adoring, lustful eyes. “And a better view, too.”


  The evidence of their lovemaking spilled from her body onto his bedspread, but he didn’t care. In fact, he was stirring again, wanting to take her a second time.


  “What are you doing to me?” he growled, crawling across the mattress toward her. “Is this some kind of catgirl magic I don’t know about? A minute ago I was ready to pass out from exhaustion, and now all I can think about is fucking you again.”


  “Yes, please,” Zuzu whispered as she lay back on the bed. “And thank you in advance.”


  Mark ran his hands up her legs to where the garter belts clipped to her stockings. He unclipped them, front and back, then tugged her thong down past her knees and pulled it off completely. “I don’t know why I didn’t think of that earlier.”


  “Something else must have been on your mind,” she said, purring.


  Mark’s manhood swelled again as he looked at her. He didn’t want to take his eyes off her this time. “Are you sure? You aren’t too sore, are you?”


  Zuzu nodded and spread her thighs. “I want you, Mark. I want you as many times as you’ll have me.”


  “That’s a dangerous offer.” Mark put his hands on either side of her head and lowered himself in pushup formation until they were mouth to mouth. He held himself there, his muscles straining, as he kissed her, slow and deep, until he elicited a moan of desire.


  He felt her hands wrap around his shaft, and he grunted as she pulled him roughly toward her entrance. Zuzu’s motions were clumsy, but her desire was obvious, and he didn’t mind taking the lead.


  When Mark sank into her a second time, he didn’t do it slowly. Zuzu cried out, gripping his shoulders as she arched her hips to take him as deeply as possible. He rocked against her pussy with steady, rhythmic strokes, his gaze moving between her wide eyes, her sensually parted lips, and her bouncing tits as he stretched her body to suit his needs.


  Again, Zuzu came first, and quickly this time. Mark didn’t relent as she cried out, shivering beneath him, writhing in ecstasy. He drove his cock into her quivering depths, kissing the side of her neck, sucking on her lips, keeping her pinned helplessly beneath him as he slaked his unwavering desire.


  It took him longer to cum a second time, and Zuzu reached a third climax before the dam inside him finally burst and he emptied himself into her.


  “Thank you,” she whispered when he had finished, and collapsed onto his side, wrapping his arms around her and pulling her tight to his body.


  “What are you thanking me for?” he murmured, kissing the top of her head, between her ears. “No man deserves a woman like you, Zuzu. I should be thanking you.”


  Zuzu snuggled against his chest, licking and kissing him as if she couldn’t get enough of his taste. Mark tugged the comforter down and rolled with Zuzu against his chest, until they were on the uncovered part of the bed. Then he pulled the blanket up over her so she wouldn’t be cold.


  As she nuzzled him, Mark undid her bra and the ties on the back of the corset, throwing them out from under the blanket on the floor. Then he pulled off her garter belt, and unrolled her stockings, throwing them down too. He wanted her completely naked, wanted to feel every inch of her skin touching his, even the tender places left raw by her claws.


  When he was done, he tilted her face up to his and kissed her again. “Zuzu, you’re perfect.”


  Tears glistened in her yellow eyes as she looked up at him, spilling down her cheeks. But she was smiling.


  “What’s the matter?” he asked, worry tightening his chest. “Did I hurt you? I’m sorry Zuzu, I shouldn’t have gotten so carried away.”


  Zuzu reached up to put a clawed finger against his lips. She shook her head. “No. I don’t know why I’m crying. I’m not hurt and I’m not sad. I just… I feel so safe. I’ve never felt like this before, Mark. It’s overwhelming. But in a good way. I know I’m safe in your arms, nothing bad can ever happen to me now that I’m yours.”


  “So are you ready to make this official?”


  Zuzu sat up and gazed at him with wide eyes. “Official?”


  “You want to stay, right? You don’t want to go back to Maid For You and find some other guy to work for–?”


  His question was cut off with a slap on the chest. “Shut up! Of course I want to stay. Does this mean you want to keep me?”


  “More than anything.” Mark pulled her to his chest and squeezed, running his fingers through her hair and rubbing the base of her ears until she started purring again. He had never felt so happy either.


  But his happiness was tinged with guilt.


  In order not to betray Zuzu’s trust, he was going to have to deal with the problem of Craig the City Boy and the Boss. And he had to do it sooner rather than later.


  Mark needed to put that chapter of his life behind him for good.


  He had to if he was going to start a new one, with Zuzu by his side.


  ***


  Zuzu


  As soon as Mark fell asleep, Zuzu rolled out of bed and crawled back to the living room to retrieve her phone. Then she scurried back and squeezed under his bed, listening to him snore softly above her.


  Certain that she wasn’t going to wake him up, she opened the browser on her phone and started to search.


  Her pussy ached pleasantly, still throbbing with the memory of his huge cock inside her. The sex had been good. Better than she had imagined. And he’d made her climax three times in a row! Zuzu knew there were some girls who never climaxed with their partners.


  Zuzu wasn’t sure why they put up with that. But it wasn’t really her business.


  Mark obviously knew how to please a woman. And while she felt a little jealous about the other women he’d had to practice on to get that good, she was too happy to let it get to her. He was hers now. There would be no other women now. Only her. She would see to that.


  She had let him do all the work, though, and Zuzu needed to show him that she was willing to put some effort in too.


  With that goal in mind, Zuzu watched as many videos as she could find on sex, blowjobs, and how to please a man. She slipped her fingers into her swollen and bruised pussy as she imagined trying these things on Mark, teasing herself but not letting herself come. She brought herself almost to the brink then eased off. She could easily have had a hundred orgasms that night, she was so turned on by the idea of pleasing Mark the way these women pleased their men. But she didn’t want to do it on her own anymore. It was so much better with her man, it seemed like a waste to go it alone.


  The night passed quickly, and about ten minutes before Mark’s usual alarm went off, Zuzu wriggled out from under the bed and got under the covers with him. She squirmed down until she was at waist height, and opened an article on her phone, following the directions for how to give the perfect blowjob.


  He was soft when she took him between her lips, which was weird, considering how hard he’d been the night before. But the article had said that might be the case if she started when he was sleeping. It didn’t take long for his length to stiffen in her mouth as she sucked.


  Mark moaned in his sleep, his hips thrusting toward her, pushing more of him into her mouth. Zuzu dropped her phone and grabbed the base of his cock in both hands in an attempt to control how deep he pushed.


  She knew he was awake when his hand found her head and he began to rub her ears, causing her to moan louder than he was. Zuzu bobbed her head, trying to remember what the article had said about getting bigger men deeper into your throat. She gagged each time she pushed his tip to the back of her mouth, but he didn’t seem to mind, so she kept doing it that way, thrusting and gagging and moaning as he pet her.


  After a few minutes of this, Mark’s fingers tightened in her hair, and his legs stiffened. Her eyes opened wide with surprise as he came in her mouth, squirting his hot, salty seed all over her tongue. Zuzu squished it around her mouth before swallowing. It had a kind of bitter aftertaste, but really wasn’t too bad. She could definitely drink more of it if it made Mark happy.


  “Zuzu,” he groaned, still rubbing her ears. “That was amazing. You didn’t have to do that, though.”


  Zuzu wriggled up from under the covers and snuggled against him, enjoying the feel of his naked skin on hers. “I did need to,” she said. “For my own reasons. You made me feel so good yesterday, Mark, I wanted to return the favor.”


  “You made me feel pretty good yesterday, too,” he said with a laugh. “I don’t think I’ve ever felt that good, as a matter of fact.”


  “Really?” Zuzu’s ears flattened against her head and she beamed with pride. “Good! But still… You did all the work. I want to learn how to do sex stuff too, so I can make you feel good whenever I want. From now on, I’m going to suck your dick every morning to wake you up.”


  Mark laughed again, harder this time. “That does sound pretty good,” he said. “But how will you have time to cook breakfast?”


  A jolt of panic shot through Zuzu’s limbs and she sat up straight in the bed. “Oh no! I forgot to make breakfast!”


  She leaped off the mattress and ran naked to the kitchen, with Mark shouting after her. “Zuzu, it’s fine!”


  But Zuzu didn’t think it was fine. She was his maid. She was supposed to make breakfast and clean. Just because they’d made love didn’t mean she didn’t have to work anymore.


  While Mark dressed, Zuzu whipped up a quick and dirty breakfast of scrambled eggs, sausage, oatmeal and banana slices with cinnamon sugar. She was in such a hurry, running around the kitchen, that by the time Mark got there she was panting.


  But the breakfast was ready, and that was what was important. She plunked the dishes on the table as he sat down. “I didn’t have time to make your lunch box yesterday,” she said. “I’ll do it now, while you eat.”


  Mark dug into his breakfast with a hearty appetite, and it made Zuzu smile to know it was her that he’d expended his energy on rather than his usual exercises. She pulled out some ingredients from the fridge and started to make a sandwich.


  “Zuzu,” Mark said, gently. “You don’t have to put so much pressure on yourself. If I miss a meal every now and then, there’s a bistro just down the street from the fire station that I can grab breakfast or lunch at. I used to do it all the time before you started here.”


  Zuzu could only shake her head. “I’m not going to slouch on my duties just because I got what I wanted. How’s your breakfast?”


  She glanced over her shoulder at Mark, who was chewing thoughtfully.


  “It’s great,” he said. “Of course it is. But, sweetheart…” He frowned, which sent her heart into a panic spiral. “I don’t want you to see your job as a duty if we’re going to be in a relationship.” He paused. “Is that what we’re doing? Or is this just sex?”


  Zuzu’s cheeks burned, and she dropped the salad shaker she was working on to throw herself onto Mark’s lap. His hands came up to rest on her bare thigh, then cupped her ass and squeezed. She wrapped her arms around her neck. “It’s not just sex,” she said. “I want everything… I want to be yours.”


  “Well then,” Mark whispered in her ear, stroking her hair. “I don’t feel good about you having to wait on me like you were just a maid.”


  Zuzu purred, then nipped the lobe of his ear between her teeth. “I don’t mind,” she said. “I actually like cooking, and cleaning isn’t so bad when I’m doing it for you.”


  She jumped off his lap, and hurried to finish his lunch. Mark ate the rest of his breakfast, but Zuzu could feel him watching her, his gaze raking over her naked body like he wanted to do much more than look. It made her feel sexy and powerful in a way she’d never experienced before.


  When she was finished, she packed his lunch in the stainless steel lunch kit and passed it to Mark. He stood from the table, thanked her for breakfast, and took the lunchbox. She followed him to the door, picking up his bag and passing it to him as he donned his jacket.


  “Have a good day, handsome,” she said, her tail weaving happily behind her. “I can’t wait until you’re home again.”


  Mark paused with his hand on the door, then turned and scooped her into an embrace, kissing her fiercely. “I could call in sick,” he said.


  She laughed and slapped his arm, warmth rising from some deep place inside her, and tingling through her body.


  “No, you can’t,” she said, “That would be dishonest. Besides, people need you. You’re a Hotshot Hero, remember?”


  Mark growled something unintelligible against her neck, making her squirm and giggle. Then he let her go, and gave her another peck, this time on the cheek.


  “All right,” he said. “But only because you still think I’m a hero.”


  “You are,” she said, standing with her hands behind her back so she wasn’t tempted to throw her arms around his neck and pull him back into the house. Or chase him onto the porch… what would the neighbors think of that? “I know you are.”


  “Lock the door behind me,” he said. “Don’t go outside or answer it for anyone, okay?”


  Zuzu nodded.


  Mark smiled at her as he left, but as he turned to close the door, Zuzu thought she saw the smile slip a little. For a moment, he looked worried. But before Zuzu could get a good look at his expression, he’d closed the door. She ran to the front window to watch him get into his car and drive away.


  Whatever she’d seen in his face hadn’t been there anymore.


  He was smiling to himself, and it made Zuzu smile to know that she was the one who’d made him happy.



Chapter Twelve
[image: image-placeholder]


Mark

Mark ate his lunch in his car again that day. Not because he was embarrassed by the kitty sandwich container—which Zuzu had packed again—but because he needed to make a phone call.

City Boy hadn’t been wrong when he’d suggested that Mark had contacts on the police force and with monster-kin that he could use to help him complete the Boss’s job. But it wasn’t as if there were dozens of crooked cops to choose from. With Marty McGuiness as the police Commissioner, it wasn’t only white-collar corruption that was targeted as a part of his plan to clean up the city. The boys in blue underwent an overhaul, too. Commissioner McGuiness had zero tolerance for bad behavior on the force, which led to the firing of a lot of the Boss’s uniformed connections.

With Marty McGuiness in retirement, however, and the Boss still going strong, the old ways had started to creep back in. Unfortunately for Mark, he didn’t know who the current bad apples were. The only cop he knew for sure was dirty enough to do the job that needed to be done was Thomas O’Malley.

Mark fucking hated Thomas O’Malley.

He was one of the greasiest little weasels Mark had ever met, and having worked for the Boss, that was saying something. Even when Mark was still on the Boss’s payroll, he’d never gotten along with O’Malley. Mark could reconcile his criminal connections, so long as the guy had some kind of integrity. They might not follow the same rules as the rest of New Justice City, but the Boss, City Boy, the Out-Of-Towner, Moses the Cleaner… they were the kind of guys you could trust with your life and reliable enough to set your watch by. They had a code.

Thomas O’Malley’s only code was looking out for number one. He had an instinctive ability to gauge just how much he could get away with without getting himself in trouble, and he was always nibbling at the edge of those boundaries, testing for weaknesses like the rat that he was.

And like a rat, he’d proven to be tenaciously difficult to get rid of. Which was why he was one of the only dirty cops Mark knew to have weathered his father’s reformation of the police force and adapt to the new commissioner once Marty McGuiness retired.

As much as Mark hated the guy, he knew O’Malley’s instincts to save his own hide boiled down to a rock solid loyalty to the Boss. On a professional level, it was a logical choice. O’Malley might be a repulsive little maggot, but Mark wouldn’t put himself at risk by involving him, so long as they both were careful and followed the plan to a T.

Mark ate his lunch while staring angrily at his phone. The more he thought about it, the less he felt like eating. It was like the stench of O’Malley’s corruption was in the car with him, curdling his stomach. But Mark forced himself to continue because he knew Zuzu’s feelings would be hurt if he came home with a full lunch kit, as if he didn’t like the food or appreciate the effort she’d made. And he wouldn’t be able to tell her the truth to make her feel better.

When he was finished, Mark picked up his phone, gritted his teeth, and made the call.

“O’Malley here,” the whiny, nasal voice crackled over the line before the phone had rung twice. “That you, McGuiness?”

“It’s me,” Mark confirmed, trying to keep his voice neutral. It never paid to let a guy like O’Malley know how much you despised them. “How you been?”

“Oh, you know how it goes,” O’Malley said with a snigger. “Things are always a little better under the table than on the books, if you know what I mean. It’s good to hear from you, McGuiness. I was beginning to fear you’d outgrown our friendship.”

Mark snorted. Both of them knew there was no friendship between them. “Got a line I wanted to run by you. But the reception here is pretty poor. I thought we could meet up, talk in person.”

Mark could practically hear the gears turning in O’Malley’s head as he tried to figure out if there was any reason Mark might be trying to set him up. Apparently unable to come up with anything, he said with false joviality, “Oh sure, sure. It’ll be good to catch up. I’m actually off today if you wanna grab something to eat or drink. Sal’s Diner on Eighth Avenue is a good joint. Nice and quiet, if you know what I mean.”

“I’ve got another…” Mark checked his watch. “Forty-five on my lunch break. How’s their coffee?”

“Burnt, bitter, and watered down.” O’Malley let out another nasal snigger that set Mark’s teeth on edge.

“Sounds like a step up from what we’ve got at the station,” Mark said dryly. “I can be there in ten.”

“See you there, friend.”

O’Malley hung up before Mark could say goodbye, which added to his irritation. But he tossed the phone on the passenger side and peeled out of the parking lot eager to get the meeting over and done with. Once he was through with this job, he’d never have to talk to the Boss, City Boy, or O’Malley ever again. It would be worth it.

Sal’s Diner looked like it had survived a fire back in the 1950s and never been restored. The white stucco exterior was so grimy it gave the impression of having been scorched by flame and stained by soot. The double paned windows were cracked and caked with yellowed dust. But as far as Mark knew, there had never been a major fire in the commercial district. The neon sign had faded and half the letter’s were burned out, so it seemed to read SaDr at a distance. Sadder. It suited the place.

Sal’s Diner was the kind of restaurant people went to when they didn’t want to be seen, because nobody in their right mind would actually enter the building expecting to get a good meal. With how quick O’Malley had come up with the suggestion, it wouldn’t have surprised Mark if the business was just a front for the Boss’s money laundering needs, or a cover for one of his bookies.

He parked his car on the next block down, in front of a vintage vinyl shop that he could ostensibly have been shopping at. Mark’s friends knew he had a collection of classic records, but none of them were interested enough that they’d bother to stop if they saw his Golf GTI parked out front. It had been a while since Mark had had to be careful who saw him in which neighborhoods, but he found himself slipping into old habits easily enough.

When he pushed open the door to Sal’s Diner, he was greeted by the stink of stale cigarette smoke and rancid fat strong enough to make him wince. A tinny bell sounded above the door, letting whoever was in the back know they had company, but nobody came out to greet him.

Thomas O’Malley was seated in a booth upholstered in cracked red pleather with a beer bottle in front of him. He raised a hand and bared his long teeth in Mark’s direction. The diner appeared to be empty except for the two of them. Mark strode across the gritty floor and sat across the yellowed Formica table from the off-duty cop.

“Nice place,” Mark said, unable to keep the sarcasm from his voice.

“Nice and quiet,” O’Malley said, taking a pull from the beer and setting it down in its sweat ring on the table.

O’Malley wasn’t a big man, but he was as wiry as a terrier. His skin had a sunburned look all year round, dotted with rusty brown freckles. His nose was too long and too narrow, his lips were too thin, and his eyes were too big for his face. They were the color of dirty water that had been festering in a mop bucket a month. His hair had probably been red once, but it had a pale ginger color to it now, which seemed to fade into his sunburnt skin so that at a distance, it was difficult to tell if he had hair at all. When he smiled, he showed too much gum and his tobacco yellowed teeth seemed about twice as long as they should be.

Mark wouldn’t have minded any of it if he hadn’t had an ugly personality to match his ugly mug. As it was, he found it hard to look at the man without curling his lip. If O’Malley could tell how Mark felt, he didn’t show it. Maybe he was used to the quiet revulsion of everyone he met. Maybe he knew he was loathed, and reveled in it like a pig in shit. That wouldn’t have surprised Mark one bit.

“I was surprised to hear from you, McGuiness,” O’Malley said, scratching the top of his head with a dirty fingernail. “Thought you’d cleaned up your act?”

“The Boss suggested a final polish before I’m completely clean,” Mark said.

“Ah.” The mop water eyes showed a glimmer of interest.

“We can talk here?”

“We can sing at the top of our lungs if we like. Nobody hears nothin’ at Sal’s Diner.”

O’Malley was wearing a faded button up t-shirt with palm leaves printed on an apricot-colored background. It was open, revealing a white—mercifully clean—muscle tank top. The t-shirt was too big, as most men’s clothing would be on O’Malley, and the tank top was too small, which would have been significantly harder to find. Mark wondered, perhaps unkindly, if he’d bought it in the women’s section. The entire look seemed to be a bargain bin knock-off of a bad 70s police procedural drama. The only thing O’Malley was missing to complete the look was a pair of mirrored aviators and a moustache.

Mark gave him as brief a rundown of the situation as he could, not wanting to give the corrupt cop any more details than he needed in order to agree to the job. O’Malley sipped his beer as Mark talked, his thin lips working themselves into a yellow-toothed smile.

“All right, McGuiness,” he said when Mark had finished. “That’s a fine story. But you’ve left out the most important part.”

Mark gritted his teeth and leaned back in the booth. The faux leather creaked and a crack in the surface pinched his skin. He ignored it. “Oh yeah?” Mark said. “What’s that?”

O’Malley rubbed his thumb against his index and middle finger. “What’s the compensation?”

Mark let a slow breath out through his teeth. He’d wondered if this would be a sticking point for O’Malley. As loyal as he was to the Boss, he could be a greedy little rat depending on how the betting tables had gone for him recently. Mark couldn’t afford to pay him out of his own pocket, and as he was doing a favor for the Boss, he wasn’t expecting any payment incoming. He decided it was best not to beat around that particular bush.

“I’m not getting paid,” he said. “So, I doubt you will be either. But you’ll bank a favor in the Boss’s good books, which is never a bad thing.”

Surprisingly, O’Malley shrugged. “I ain’t never said no to the Boss yet. Sure as shit not going to start now. A little pro bono work might get me back on his radar. The side hustle’s been drying up lately. Okay, McGuiness, you’ve got my ear. Have you got a plan?”

Mark barely stopped himself from breathing a sigh of relief. He didn’t want to let O’Malley know how badly he needed his help for this job. O’Malley wasn’t the kind of guy who would let an opportunity for leverage go unlevered. Or whatever.

Then again, it wouldn’t look good for O’Malley if Mark reported he’d refused the work, either. So maybe he didn’t need to be too worried about the weaselly little cop.

“Here’s what I’m thinking,” Mark said. “Over the course of the next few days, I’m going to try to get my hands on some normal healing salves. Once I have enough to make the swap, I’ll hand them off to you, and you make the switch with the salves in the evidence locker, and hand them off to me. That’s your part. I’ll get the package to the Boss.”

“What about the cameras?” O’Malley asked. “I don’t want to be called into the Commissioner’s office for this.”

“All you’ve got to do is make note of the time you make the switch, I’ll pass that on to City Boy. City Boy will arrange for Moses the Cleaner to take care of the security footage.”

O’Malley rubbed his hands together. “A victimless crime. My favorite kind.”

“Nothing to it,” Mark said, with more confidence than he felt. “One and done.”

He’d never had to do anything like this for the Boss before. There was a slim chance that his involvement with O’Malley and stealing from the evidence locker would be used against him in the future. The Boss didn’t go back on his word lightly, but it wasn’t impossible. The Boss never shied away from doing what needed to be done. But Mark hoped this job would be enough to satisfy his debt, and that he would truly be free once it was done.

Mark was grateful for the fact that he had to get back to work, so that he wasn’t forced to sit and socialize with O’Malley any longer than necessary. He made his excuses and O’Malley grinned his yellowed teeth and waved him away. As Mark stood, the ginger cop pulled out a pack of cigarettes and knocked one into the palm of his hand. There wasn’t anybody at the front counter to tell him off for lighting up inside, which he did, dropping his match into the empty beer bottle. Mark left him to his vices, and hurried back to the station, relieved to have the meeting out of the way and a plan coming together.

Checking his watch when he got back to work, Mark decided he had time for another couple of calls.

Arthur answered after a couple of rings. “Hey, buddy, what’s up? We missed you last night.”

“Last night…” Mark shook his head, then his eyes widened, and he slapped his hand to his forehead. “Oh shit. Yesterday was Wednesday. Something came up and I completely forgot we were meeting up.”

“Don’t worry,” Arthur said. “I didn’t let any of the beers or wings go to waste. I tried calling you, but it went straight to voicemail. Everything okay?”

After the call from City Boy, Mark had panicked and gone straight home after work to check on Zuzu. He probably would have remembered the boys’ night out with Arthur if she hadn’t surprised him with her new lingerie. But he couldn’t tell Arthur that part, not yet at least.

“Yeah,” Mark said quickly. “I mean, kinda. I was actually calling because I was wondering if I could take you and Sansara out for dinner to talk about something. Sometime soon, preferably.”

Mark could hear the knowing smile in his friend’s voice when he replied, “Is Zuzu coming?”

“No,” Mark said. “She’s not leaving the house. I’ll… I’ll have to explain why later.”

“Sure, man.” Arthur sounded a little less pleased. “You sure everything is okay?”

“It will be,” Mark said. “I hope. Look, my lunch break is almost up, and I have another call to make. Text me a time that works for you guys, and I promise not to space on it, okay?”

Arthur agreed to talk to Sansara and let him know. Mark gave another glance at his watch the moment he’d hung up and, deciding he still had time, he dialed Zuzu’s number.

***

Zuzu

After Mark had left her with a kiss that morning and called her ‘sweetheart,’ Zuzu had been so happy she’d run around the house in circles until she’d exhausted herself, then fell asleep in a sunbeam on the kitchen island. She hadn’t moved a muscle or blinked an eye, deep in dreams full of Mark’s lips and arms and the wonderful feeling of fullness she’d experienced with him inside her.

She’d fallen asleep with her phone in her hand and was now using it as a pillow. So when it rang, jarring her from a dream where Mark had prowled toward her like a lion and begun cleaning her with his tongue, she bolted upright so fast that she rolled off the island and landed with a thud on the kitchen floor. Zuzu hissed, her tail bristling as she glared at the phone. Stupid contraption. How dare someone interrupt her personal grooming dream?

She launched to her feet and snatched the phone off the island, prepared to shout at whoever had so thoughtlessly called her in the middle of the day like she was some… human… with a diurnal waking schedule.

But when she saw Mark’s name on the display screen, her heart leaped in her chest. She licked the back of her hand and preened at her ears before answering. He wouldn’t be able to see her, but she wanted to look her best when she was talking to him. She was still naked, too, and very aware of the wetness left between her legs after the sexy dream.

“H-hello?” she answered softly, feeling suddenly shy and exposed.

“Hey sweetheart,” Mark said. “Are you doing all right?”

Her nipples hardened at the sound of his voice, and she couldn’t help picturing his warm, chocolate brown eyes looking up at her as he took one in his mouth.

“Yes, I’m good,” she said, her voice coming out as a squeak. “I was just napping.”

Mark softened his tone, speaking with a smile in his voice. “Pleasant dreams I hope?”

“Oh, God, yes…” she nearly gasped. “You’ve given me a lot of new things to dream about, Hotshot Hero.”

The moment the words were out of her mouth she regretted it.

Why had she said that? He was going to think she was crazy and clingy and desperate. Why couldn’t she just play it cool?

Mark groaned. “Now I wish the day was over and I was coming home,” he said. “I’m sure there are lots of new things I can show you.”

Zuzu bit her lip and squeezed her thighs together. A small whimper escaped her throat.

Screw playing it cool. She was crazy and clingy and desperate, and she wanted him more than anything she’d ever wanted in her whole life.

“Me too,” she said, feeling her ears flatten to the side of her head and her tail swaying happily. “I miss you.”

“I miss you too,” he said, without missing a beat.

He sounded so earnest about it that Zuzu found herself grinning like a fool. “Is that why you called?”

“Actually, it’s not.”

Zuzu’s smile slipped a little, but he continued quickly.

“I just wanted to let you know I’m going to be meeting with Arthur and Sansara,” he paused and there was a rustle of fabric over the speaker. “Uh, tomorrow night, looks like. Arthur just texted me. I would bring you, but—”

Zuzu’s stomach did a little flip flop. Was he still embarrassed of her? Even after they’d made love? She decided she didn’t want to ask, and interrupted whatever he was going to say next.

“I don’t want to go out of the house yet,” she said. “I’m still getting used to being a housecat.”

Mark laughed. “You seem to be taking it in stride.”

“Yes, well… catgirls are highly adaptable,” she said. “But once we find a place we feel safe and comfortable, we don’t like to change.”

“That’s fair.”

Zuzu swallowed, her mind still on why he didn’t want her to come out with him. “Mark? Do you still like me?”

Mark was silent for a moment. Then he said, “Zuzu, of course I like you. I don’t think it would be possible not to like you after last night… and this morning… I mean, not that the sex is the only thing I like about you. But… Jesus, sweetheart.” He took a deep breath. “I like you. A lot. And if you’re having doubts about that, I guess I’ll just have to show you how much I like you when I get home.”

Zuzu giggled, her fears assuaged. Mark might not be ready to come out as dating a catgirl, but she couldn’t blame him for that. Catgirls liked their privacy, and any situation that was going to draw a lot of attention was something she’d like to avoid too.

“I can’t wait, Hotshot,” she said, leaning proudly into her fun new pet name for him.

Mark had to get back to work, so they said their goodbyes. Zuzu set the phone down, then stretched and yawned, feeling like she should probably do something around the house. But the kitchen and living room were looking pretty clean, and she needed to do some shopping before she cooked dinner.

Maybe that’s what she would do. Shopping. It would be good to practice going out in public again, little bits at a time.

First, though, Zuzu really felt the need to gush to someone about her feelings for Mark and the only person she could think to call was Evelyn Ramsbottom. She had Sansara’s number, but she didn’t want to tell the lamia woman about their relationship until Mark had a chance to tell Arthur. Maybe that was what his dinner was about?

No, she would have to wait before she talked to Sansara. Besides, the beautiful lamia woman kind of intimidated her. She was everything that Zuzu wasn’t in the maid department. Hard-working, selfless, competent where Zuzu was scatterbrained, impulsive, and anxious.

But she didn’t think the lamia woman would question Mark if he said that he liked her. It was probably best for him to be the one to tell them.

Zuzu opened the browser on her phone and searched for the Maid For You office’s phone number. When the receptionist answered, Zuzu used her most professional tone of voice to ask for Ms. Evelyn Ramsbottom.

The call was passed through, and Ms. Ramsbottom answered.

“Hello Evelyn!” Zuzu practically shouted into the phone.

“Zuzu, is that you?” The satyress seemed momentarily stunned. “Is everything all right?”

“I’m wonderful,” Zuzu said, grinning from ear to ear. “How did you know it was me?”

“I spend a lot of time on the phone, you silly girl. I’m very good with voices. I admit I’ve never heard you sounding quite so… upbeat. You’re not on drugs, are you?”

Zuzu hissed. “No, I’m not on drugs. What a thing to ask! I’m just… happy!”

“Ah.” Evelyn Ramsbottom cleared her throat, and Zuzu could have sworn she was smiling even though she couldn’t see her face. “So things are going well with Mr. McGuiness, are they?”

Zuzu took a deep breath and released all of the pent up excitement in a flurry of words so jumbled they seemed to trip over themselves as they came out of her mouth. “Mark is amazing! He’s so sweet and kind and he has such nice eyes and even when I mess up he doesn’t yell at me and his muscles are even bigger in person than they are in the calendar and sometimes I sit on him when he does pushups and last night he showed me this thing with his tongue that’s kind of like kissing but it’s down—”

“Oh dear, that’s enough!” Ms. Ramsbottom stopped her, quickly, though her voice said that she was laughing. “It’s probably not a good idea for you to tell me too many of those juicy details.”

“Why not?” Zuzu asked, her cheeks burning with embarrassment. “You wanted this, didn’t you? Didn’t you know this would happen?”

“Officially, Maid For You is not a dating service,” the satyress said. “And because you get paid for the work you do, we have to be very careful to keep any relationship developments out of our files. It could be construed as prostitution if the wrong city official got their hands on that information.”

“Oh, it’s not like that!” Zuzu was sure her face was cherry red. She wouldn’t be surprised if the white tips of her ears had turned pink, too.

“I know it’s not,” Ms. Ramsbottom assured her. “A big part of the reason I founded Maid For You is because I believe it’s important for monster girls to find mates and families who can support them. Unofficially, that is. I knew you and Mark would be a good match as soon as I received his application, but I wasn’t so sure either of you was ready for more. I’m glad you’re doing so well, Zuzu, truly I am.”

“I didn’t have anyone else to tell,” Zuzu admitted. “I haven’t really made any friends yet. But I just had to tell someone or I thought I might burst! Do you like chocolate, Evelyn?”

The satyress bleated a surprised laugh at the sudden change of topic. “Why yes, I do. The sinfully darker the better. Why do you ask?”

Zuzu grinned. “Never mind. I have to go get dressed and do the shopping. Thanks for letting me gush. And for knowing what I needed even when I didn’t know it myself.”

“That’s my job, Zuzu,” Ms. Ramsbottom said warmly. “That’s my job.”

When Zuzu hung up, she felt lighter than she had before. Telling someone else made it seem more real, especially having Evelyn confirm that it was okay for her to feel this way about Mark. Unofficially.

Zuzu giggled again, then rushed to her room to choose an outfit for shopping. She put one of the more casual bra and panty sets on, with the pale pink t-shirt and the stretchy black pants. She hadn’t fixed the back so that her tail would fit, so she just folded the waistband down and wore them below her tail. Then she put her Maid For You apron over top. She liked to have at least part of the uniform on, if she was going to be shopping in a human neighborhood.

The walk to the grocery store was warm and sunny, and Zuzu relished the gentle breeze ruffling in her ear fur. She actually did like it outside. For little bits at a time.

The little market at the end of the street was bustling with people, and Zuzu saw a few Maid For You girls amongst the aisles, which made her relax. She didn’t know any of them but she smiled and waved whenever one of them caught her eye.

Zuzu felt like she was a part of a secret society, in a way. The human shoppers barely seemed to notice them in their uniforms, but they noticed each other. It was comforting. Zuzu wondered how many of the maids she’d seen that day were also shacking up with their bosses on the sly. She blushed again, then glanced at her phone, counting down the hours until Mark would be home.

Once she’d finished collecting the items from her list, Zuzu headed for the checkout. As she was loading her purchases onto the conveyor belt, she felt her senses prickle with alarm. Zuzu looked up sharply, her eyes scanning the store for the source of her unease. It didn’t take her long to spot him, though she didn’t let her eyes linger, not wanting him to notice she’d seen him.

He was watching her. A man in a black suit wearing a red tie. She hadn’t done anything wrong, so she didn’t know why he would be looking at her like that.

Maybe he just had a thing for catgirls?

Zuzu barely remembered paying for the food, she was so aware of his eyes on her every time she looked away. Worry wriggled in her belly, and she hurried home, no longer noticing things like the sunshine or the breeze.

When she got back to Mark’s house, she unloaded the groceries into the fridge and the pantry, and then she ran for the laundry room where she crawled into the dryer and tried to stop her heart from pounding its way through her chest.


Chapter Thirteen
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Mark

Between his worries about the Boss’s job and his growing desire to see Zuzu, the second half of Mark’s shift seemed to drag like molasses. He’d half expected to find Zuzu’s cute little face peering through the curtains at him when he pulled into the driveway. But the curtains were closed, and the windows behind them seemed dark. He hurried into the house, calling her name the moment the door was closed.

“Zuzu? Sweetheart? I’m home.”

When she didn’t immediately appear, Mark’s chest tightened with worry. He dropped his bag and his lunch kit and ran into the kitchen.

There were fresh groceries in the fridge but no evidence of a meal being prepared.

“Zuzu?”

A metal clang from the laundry room preceded her small voice. “I’m here.”

Mark’s brow furrowed and he followed the sound to find Zuzu climbing out of the dryer. “What are you doing in there? Is everything okay?”

Zuzu’s lip quivered, and she looked up at him with her big yellow eyes. Then she rushed into his arms, pressing her face against his chest, standing on her tiptoes atop his feet. “I’m so glad you’re home. I got scared.”

Mark’s arms wrapped around her in an instinctive need to protect her. She was shivering.

“Scared of what?” he said. “Did someone come to the house?”

She shook her head, keeping her face squished against his shirt. She spoke, her words muffled by her position. “I went shopping,” she said. “There was a guy there, watching me. He… he could have just been a business guy, I guess. He was wearing a suit and a tie. But the way he looked at me made my hair stand on end.”

A chill of dread rippled down Mark’s spine. “What color tie?”

“Red,” she said, confirming his fears. City Boy’s favorite uniform. “Why? Do you know him, Mark?”

Mark took a deep breath, running his hand comfortingly up and down Zuzu’s back, wondering how he was supposed to tell Zuzu any of this. He’d wanted to protect her from it all, but if City Boy was going to be creeping around, Zuzu needed to know the truth. Mark wouldn’t be able to live with himself if something happened to her that could have been prevented with a little honesty.

“I do,” he said, pulling her by the hand. He led her toward the couch, where he sat down and she sat beside him, staring at him with her wide, yellow eyes. Mark sighed. “I’m sorry, Zuzu. I didn’t want to tell you about this. I thought I could protect you. But maybe the best way for me to do that is to tell you… I haven’t always been a firefighter.”

Zuzu didn’t say anything. She just took his hands and squeezed. Mark was grateful that she didn’t suddenly bombard him with questions. He took a deep breath and told her about his youth, growing up in the shadow of his Police Commissioner father, the bad choices he’d made in an attempt to make a name for himself. He told her about the job that had convinced him to quit that life and his attempt to start fresh. He told her about the favors the Boss kept calling in, fewer and fewer over the years. And now, the Boss’s final request.

As he spoke, Mark felt sure that Zuzu would be angry with him. All she’d wanted was a safe place to stay so she didn’t have to live on the streets, and here he was, putting her in danger just by having her in his house.

But when he looked up into Zuzu’s eyes, he didn’t see anger there at all.

Zuzu’s tail stood straight up behind her, bristled out in every direction. Her ears were flattened backward on her head. Her eyes were so wide he thought they’d pop right out. She looked… terrified.

“Zuzu?” he said. “What’s wrong? You don’t have to be scared. I have a plan to take care of it, and after that we’ll both be off limits. City Boy wasn’t going to hurt you, I promise.”

Zuzu shook her head rapidly. “City Boy…” she whispered. “That man I saw was City Boy?”

“Well, his name is Craig. But that’s what everyone calls him.”

“You mentioned someone called the Boss, too,” she said, quavering the words. “Does he have another name?”

Mark shook his head. “No. Just the Boss. That’s all anyone knows him by.”

Zuzu shuddered and closed her eyes, her claws digging into the palms of Mark’s hands. “The Boss… was my Boss, Mark. He’s the one I’m hiding from. And I have heard of City Boy.”

Mark’s mouth dropped open as Zuzu began to speak, her eyes closed the entire time as if she were recounting a horrible dream.

“I used to steal for the Boss,” she said. “I’m not a very good maid, but I was a damned good thief. I’m not proud of it. It’s just… what I had to do to survive. I never had a job go wrong, and I kept getting higher and higher profile calls. But I was never in the inner circle. I never met the Boss in real life, only over the phone. I had a phone I needed to keep on me at all times, in case he needed me. I thought if I did good enough, maybe… maybe he’d take care of me.”

“You were in the proving stage,” Mark said, disbelief making his words come out hollow. “It’s tough. The toughest part of working for the Boss is earning his trust. But once you’re in, you’re in.”

A tear trickled out between Zuzu’s eyelashes and ran down the left side of her face. “Well, I didn’t make it. I messed up my last job. I was supposed to rob an Apothecary. They had some healing salves the boss wanted… probably to sell on the black market… I’ve done that kind of job before. But the security was way tighter than it should have been for what I was stealing and the cops were on me almost as soon as I got out of the building. They were shooting at me! A bullet grazed my hand, and I dropped the package. I managed to get away by ducking into the Maid For You office downtown. Ms. Ramsbottom let me change into a uniform, and I hid my clothes and phone in the trash. By the time the cops came by to search, I just looked like one of the maids. She took pity on me, I guess. Never asked what it was about, just asked if I needed a job. I knew I couldn’t go back to the Boss after a failure like that, so… I said yes.”

Mark’s mouth had run dry as he was listening. The salves she’d stolen… they must be the ones City Boy wanted him to get back.

“I can’t believe it,” Mark muttered, still in shock. “I can’t fucking believe it.”

Zuzu’s eyes shot open, glittering with tears. “Please don’t be angry with me, Mark. I wanted to tell you but—”

“You’re the reason the Boss needs me to do this job?” Mark said, shaking his head. “All of this is because of you?”

Zuzu’s claws dug into his wrists, jolting Mark from his thoughts. “I’m so sorry, baby. I’m so, so sorry. I was scared, I didn’t—”

“Shhh,” he said, pulling her against his chest. He could feel her heart racing like a jackrabbit. “No, I’m not mad at you. Just stunned. It’s okay. It’s going to be okay. This is a good thing, really.”

“How can you say that?” she wailed against his shoulder.

“The Boss is very strict about leaving people alone once he’s declared their debts settled,” he explained, believing it more as he said it out loud. “I’ll go through with my plan, Zuzu. Then the Boss will stay away, and he’ll never find you. If he does, he’ll probably just leave you alone because you’re mine. I was in his inner circle, Zuzu. I still command some respect with the Boss. This is… crazy. But good.”

Zuzu wrapped her arms around his neck and kissed him passionately. Tears were still streaming down her cheeks and she was sobbing between her kisses, but Mark held her and kissed her back, his dread melting away and leaving only conviction behind.

“Do you believe in fate, Hotshot?” she asked, pausing to gasp for breath. Her lips were swollen and pink and looking more kissable than ever. “I feel like… like our destinies are tied together. It’s like all of our mistakes led us to one another. It’s like I’m meant to be here.”

Mark kissed her again, loving the way she melted into his arms, parting her lips for him and welcoming his tongue. Zuzu moaned and her thighs were suddenly around his waist, squeezing at his hips.

“I don’t know about fate,” he whispered into her mouth. “But I’m willing to entertain the possibility.”

“It’s fate,” she gasped, leaning her head back as he kissed her. “It has to be.”

Mark fought the urge to lay her down and take her on the couch. He wanted to rip her clothes off with his teeth. But they had plenty of time to do that after they’d eaten.

“By next week, sweety, all of this will be over. I don’t want you to worry about it anymore, okay?”

Zuzu reluctantly agreed.

“Now, can I take you out to dinner?” he asked. “I noticed you didn’t have time—”

Zuzu’s hands shot to her mouth. “Oh no! I was so scared I forgot!”

“It’s okay,” he said. “City Boy is enough to scare anyone. Tonight, dinner is on me.”

Zuzu bit her lip, her cheeks burning brightly. “Are you sure that’s okay? Aren’t you worried people will see us together and… and gossip?”

“At this point, that’s the least of my worries,” he said with a laugh. “You never met the Boss… so he doesn’t know what you look like?”

Zuzu shook her head. “I don’t think so. He could have had spies watching the drops, but I always dressed in oversized clothes to hide what I looked like.”

“It’s probably safe to assume that he doesn’t know,” Mark said. “Or City Boy would have grabbed you at the grocery store. The fact that he didn’t tells me that he was only trying to scare you to get to me. They haven’t made the connection.”

Zuzu’s ears flattened, but she nodded her head.

“Don’t worry, okay?” Mark said, pulling her in for another kiss. “There’s a diner just down the street. We’ll be there and back before you know it.”

She nuzzled against his neck and purred. “Good. I don’t want to be away from home for long.”

Mark smiled. “You just referred to my house as your home…” he teased, though his heart swelled to hear those words.

Zuzu stiffened in his lap, as if afraid that she’d said something wrong. “Is it my home?” she asked. “I’ve… never really had a home before. It felt right to say so.”

Zuzu let out a surprised squeak as Mark picked her up off the couch and whirled her in a circle before setting her on her feet again.

“Yes,” he said. “This is your home. It feels right because it’s true.”

More tears spilled down Zuzu’s cheeks, but Mark just patted her bottom and pointed at the bedroom. “Go get ready,” he said. “I’m starving.”

***

Zuzu

Her outfit was rumpled after she’d spent the afternoon hiding in the dryer, so Zuzu decided to change. Mark had said he wasn’t worried about her embarrassing him, but she didn’t want to give him any additional reasons to feel that way even so. It was bad enough that she was a catgirl and he was a human, as far as most people in New Justice City were concerned.

Zuzu bit her lip as she considered her options, settling on the terry shorts and fuzzy hoodie that Mark had bought for her. Then she picked one of the sexier bra and panty sets, just to make herself feel good. Slipping the lacy undergarments on under the ultra-soft and cozy lounge wear felt sinfully unexpected, and even if Mark never saw what she had underneath her clothes, it would make her feel erotic knowing what a surprise it would be if he did undress her afterwards.

It gave her a chill of excitement to think about it, and she smiled to herself as she dressed.

Glancing at herself in the mirror, Zuzu wished she had some makeup to elevate her look a little bit. She liked the casual look of the clothes and felt that they suited her. But a little pop of color on her eyes or lips would have made the look more deliberate, rather than giving the impression that she was just lazy and couldn’t be bothered.

Zuzu considered asking Mark to buy her some makeup for next time, but quickly dismissed the idea. She wasn’t very good at applying makeup anyway. She wasn’t really interested in what anyone else thought of her. She just… didn’t want Mark to feel ashamed of her. But Mark already knew what she looked like without makeup, and he seemed to like her, so he probably wouldn’t mind having a low-maintenance girl on his arm.

She hoped.

When she stepped out of the bedroom, Mark was waiting for her. She smiled shyly at him, waiting for his reaction.

When Mark glanced up from the magazine he was browsing, his face split into a wide grin. “Ready to go, beautiful?”

He jingled his car keys like he was trying to lure her toward him.

Zuzu’s heart had jumped when he’d called her beautiful. It hardly seemed possible that a man like Mark could see her that way. But she didn’t want to spoil the happy feeling it gave her by questioning it.

And the way he jingled the keys actually did make her want to follow him, like it tickled some hunting instinct buried deep in her brain. She immediately wanted to inspect the keys or swat them out of his hand.

She ran to his side and was saved from her urge when he wrapped his big hand around the keychain and muffled the sound.

“I’m nervous,” she said as Mark opened the passenger door for her. She slid onto the seat and pulled her legs inside the vehicle before he closed the door.

Mark walked around to the driver’s side and got inside. He squeezed her bare thigh, just above her knee, and smiled reassuringly.

“We won’t be gone long.” He started the ignition. “And I know most of the Boss’s men well enough to spot anyone who might be watching us. You’re safe with me, babe. I promise.”

Zuzu nodded, her heart thumping hard and steady in her chest.

She was relieved to find the diner was as close as Mark had said. The drive took less than five minutes. The diner was a classic burger and fries type that wouldn’t take long to order from. It would be less than an hour before she and Mark were back home, snuggling on the couch. Zuzu breathed deeply and tried to keep her nerves in check as Mark came around the car to open the door for her again.

“You don’t have to do that, you know,” she said, smiling as he held out a hand to help her out of the low seat. “I can open my own door.”

“Allow me my old-fashioned ways,” he chuckled, leading her to the door of the restaurant.

“What do you mean, old-fashioned?”

Mark shrugged. “Gentlemen used to be expected to open doors for ladies. It’s a bit out of step with fashion, but I still like to do it.”

“You think I’m a lady?” Zuzu asked, startled.

“You are.” Mark’s warm brown eyes landed on hers, and he gave her a very serious look. Her skin prickled with desire and she shivered, remembering the way he’d looked at her the night before. He went on, “And you shouldn’t accept anyone who treats you as less than what you deserve.”

Zuzu bit her lip and nodded, feeling her cheeks flush. She wasn’t used to people noticing her the way Mark did. He paid such close attention to her that every glance now felt intimate. She didn’t mind that at all, but it was a strange feeling when they were in public.

Before they entered the restaurant, Zuzu pulled her hood up to hide her ears. Her tail was already tucked inside the fluffy white hoodie. She wanted to spare Mark the shame he must feel, even if he wasn’t admitting it to her.

But when Mark saw the hood up, he brushed it gently back, rubbing her ears as he did so. “It’s fine, Zuzu,” he said. “I don’t intend on hiding you forever. Just be yourself.”

A curvy red-headed waitress greeted them as soon as they stepped through the door.

“Welcome to Sunshine House,” she said. “My name is Eden and I’ll be your server today. Is it just the two of you?”

Eden beamed a practiced smile at Mark first, then slid it over to Zuzu.

Zuzu saw her gaze flicker to her ears and her smile faltered briefly. But she recovered quickly, her gaze returning to Mark as he answered.

“Yes, please,” he said. “Can we have one of the booths in the back, maybe?”

Mark indicated a secluded, almost romantic booth, away from the windows and other tables. Zuzu hoped it was because he didn’t want them to be disturbed and not because he was regretting her having her hood down.

Eden nodded and picked up their menus, leading them toward the exact booth Mark had suggested. Mark took the far side, facing the door, and Zuzu realized he probably wanted to be able to see all the windows and entrances, just in case. While this made her feel a little less embarrassed, it made her feel more nervous. She slid into the booth opposite him and clutched her hands together in her lap.

Eden was rattling off the day’s specials, but Zuzu wasn’t really listening. She stared at the menu, trying to find something she knew she would like. She didn’t want to waste Mark’s money by accidentally ordering something yucky.

She scrunched up her eyebrows at some of the selections.

“Is… everything okay?” Eden asked, tossing a curly, copper lock of hair over her shoulder.

“What are chicken fingers?” Zuzu blurted, unable to contain her curiosity. “Chickens don’t have fingers!”

Mark laughed. Eden looked stunned for a moment, but she mastered her expression with surprising professionalism. “It is kind of a silly name,” she admitted, echoing Mark’s laugh. “It’s just strips of chicken breast, fried in a crispy batter. They’re pretty yummy if you’re not watching your waistline. And… it doesn’t look like you need to. You’re tiny!”

Zuzu blushed. “I like chicken.”

“Great!” Eden said with a grin. “You could get the chicken fingers meal, which comes with French fries or hash browns and your choice of soup or salad as a side. The chicken burger can be grilled or fried, and comes with the same side options. Or, you could get the appy platter, which has chicken fingers, chicken wings with your choice of seasoning, and the Thai chicken bites, which are chunks of breast in a sweet and spicy curry sauce.”

Zuzu’s eyes widened and she glanced at Mark. “Can I get that one?”

“Of course.” Mark reached across the table to squeeze her hand. Then he turned to Eden who was watching Zuzu and Mark with an intense, almost jealous look in her eyes. He said, “I think I’m going to have the grilled chicken burger with fries and a Caesar salad, please. And whatever lager you’ve got on tap.”

“Sure thing,” Eden said, snapping out of her trance. Then she smiled at Zuzu, “Anything to drink for you?”

“A glass of milk, please,” Zuzu replied.

Mark’s brown eyes twinkled with amusement. “What about a milkshake?”

“What’s that, exactly?” Zuzu leaned forward, whispering the question, because she felt a bit silly not knowing what all of the dishes were. But she hadn’t gotten to eat in a restaurant before, and all she knew about human food had come from searching for recipes she could easily make at home.

Mark didn’t answer her, his grin widening. “Can you bring her a vanilla milkshake, please?”

“A wise choice,” Eden replied, returning Mark’s smile. Then she turned to Zuzu and whispered conspiratorially to her behind her hand. “You should keep this one. He has excellent taste.”

Mark barked a laugh as the waitress walked away, and Zuzu just blushed. She felt like she was being teased, but she didn’t know what she’d done wrong. She really didn’t know what to say in response to the woman’s joke. Zuzu knew Mark was a keeper. She was much more worried that he might not want to keep her.

“What’s a milkshake?” she asked again.

Mark shook his head. “You’ll see.”

They stared at each other for a little while. Then Zuzu’s gaze began to wander around the diner. There were old movie posters framed on the walls, and kitschy handmade signs that said things like “Skinny People are Easier to Kidnap. Stay Safe. Eat Seconds” and “I Had My Patience Tested: I’m Negative,” photographs of famous people who’d visited the diner, and—inexplicably—stuffed fish trophies.

Zuzu thought they should have had fish like that on the menu. They looked delicious.

Mark must have noticed her staring at the wall mounted fish. “Have you ever been fishing?”

Zuzu shook her head. “There was a market in my old world. I used to go with my mother before the conflicts started near my village. I love fish even more than I love chicken.”

“My father loves to fish,” Mark said, his gaze turning inward for a moment. “Maybe someday I’ll take you to visit him. I’m sure he’d teach you.”

Zuzu felt nervous at the thought. She hadn’t really considered that Mark might have parents. Her own had been dead for so long. “Couldn’t you teach me?”

Mark shook his head. “I’ve never been fishing either. Dad never had time for that when I was a kid. It’s something he’s picked up now that he’s retired, and he lives full time at the cabin.”

“Oh.”

They sat in silence again.

It was strange, Zuzu thought, how naturally they talked at home. Then, in a new environment, everything felt awkward and forced. But it was still nice, even like this. She liked being with him, even when there wasn’t much to say, or a reason to say it.

The waitress returned balancing a tray with two glasses of ice water, a pale yellow beer, and… Zuzu’s eyes grew wide… a tall white glass with a straw, topped with whipped cream and a bright red cherry.

“One vanilla milkshake,” Eden said with a wink at Zuzu’s stunned look. Then she put down the frothy pint in front of Mark. “And one Drunk Skunk lager. Your food will be out shortly, can I get anything else for you?”

“Thank you,” Mark said. “I think that’s all for now.”

Zuzu grabbed the milkshake in both hands and pulled it toward her. She was so excited to try it she practically pounced on the straw. The milkshake was so thick and creamy it was hard to suck through the narrow opening, but when she finally managed to get a mouthful, it was totally worth the effort. She moaned out loud, her eyes rolling back in her head at the sweet, milky taste. “Oh my God. This is as good as sex!”

“Hey!” Mark laughed.

“Well, not quite,” Zuzu admitted. She grinned at him and licked a dollop of whipped cream off her nose. “But it’s pretty close.”

Eden, who had not left the table yet, gave Zuzu a curious look. “I’m sorry to be nosy,” she said, her cheeks turning a little pink. “But which world are you from?”

“I’m Werifesterian,” Zuzu said, giving her a friendly smile.

“Oh,” Eden muttered. “There was a girl who used to work here from Lusteria. She said in her world, catgirls were emissaries of the gods and had to travel to alternate universes to find worthy heroes to mate with. I found it so fascinating, I just had to ask.”

She glanced at Mark then back at Zuzu, a questioning look in her green eyes.

“Oh, that’s nothing,” Zuzu said with a laugh. Then she leaned forward and whispered dramatically. “Have you heard of Evercool? The monsters there keep human men as breeding stock because the human populations were mostly wiped out by a plague centuries ago. Most monster girls need human men to procreate… So in Evercool, catgirls keep humans as pets!”

Eden’s eye practically bulged out of her head. Even Mark looked impressed.

“Werifesteria isn’t like that,” Zuzu said with a sigh. “The most interesting thing about us is that some of us have residual magic from our ancestors. Most of us can only use it to shapeshift into a regular cat once in a while. A few people learn to hone their magic with a method called Mastery, which gives a supernatural advantage to skills that they spend their lives trying to perfect.” She glanced at Mark and giggled. “I think I’d rather have a man pet, though.”

Eden looked like she had about a million more questions, but there was a customer waving her down on the other side of the restaurant, so she thanked Zuzu for her explanation and then excused herself.

When she was gone, Mark said, “I think that’s the most I’ve ever heard you share about your home world.”

Zuzu shrugged and took another big sip of her milkshake. “You never asked. Ouch!”

Pain exploded in Zuzu’s head and she clutched her hands to her temples and squeezed her eyes shut tight.

“Oops, brain freeze,” Mark chuckled. “If you drink something really cold really fast that happens sometimes. I’m sorry, I should have warned you. I guess you don’t have many iced treats in your world, huh?”

Zuzu flattened her ears to the side of her head and hissed at the milkshake glass, her eyes narrowed angrily. When the pain subsided, though, she snatched it back and sipped, more slowly this time. She whispered, “I can’t stay mad at you, milkshake.”

Mark laughed. “Anyway, I thought a lot of monster-kin were sensitive about questions like that. I didn’t want to be rude. I’ve heard a lot of your worlds are much darker than Earth is, and that it can be painful to remember.”

“Werifesteria isn’t like that,” Zuzu said, shaking her head. She plucked the cherry off the top of the whipped cream and popped it into her mouth, chewing slowly. “There were wars, but they were far away from where I lived. A lot of the men and boys went away to fight in them, though, and never came back. But it wasn’t a dark place. Not like the streets of New Justice City.”

“Why did you leave, then?” Mark asked, taking a sip of his beer.

Zuzu shrugged. “My mom died when I was quite young. I didn’t have anyone else and there was no one to take me in. I… I missed having a family. When a portal opened near my village I figured I didn’t have much to lose by trying something new. I was pretty naïve, I guess. Until I met you, I thought coming here was the biggest mistake of my life.”

Eden showed up with two plates heaped with food, and conversation stopped while Zuzu marveled at all the delicious ways that chicken could be prepared. The waitress lingered at their table, showing her which dips to try from a little tray filled with tiny stainless-steel bowls of multi-colored sauces. Zuzu tried one of everything, gasping with amazement at how good it all was.

“If I had gotten a chance to eat at this restaurant, I don’t think I ever would have considered going back home,” she said, licking a creamy ranch sauce from her fingers.

“Oh, you’re not going back to Werifesteria, are you?” Eden asked, looking sad.

“Never.” Zuzu chomped a chicken finger in half and wriggled in the booth with delight. “Never, never, never.”

“Oh, good!” Eden said, then she blushed again. “Sorry, maybe that’s inappropriate. I’m going off shift soon and I was actually going to ask if I could give you my number… I hope that’s not too weird. I only just moved here and I don’t really have any friends yet, and… well, after seeing how much you love milkshakes and chicken fingers, I just know we’d be great friends.”

Zuzu stared up at the server, her cheeks full of half chewed chicken. The pretty redhead smiled nervously and tucked a lock of curly red hair behind her ear. Zuzu swallowed. “You want to be friends with me?” she asked. “Really?”

Eden nodded. “If you want to, I mean.”

“Mark, can you show me how to put her number in my phone?”

Mark laughed. “Of course. It would be good for you to have friends in the neighborhood, don’t you think?”

“I’ve never had a friend,” Zuzu said. Then she glanced at Mark and bit her lip. “Well, except you. But that’s different. And maybe Sansara, but she’s kind of scary.”

“Sansara’s not scary,” Mark said. “She’s just… intense.”

Zuzu turned to Eden, her eyes still wide. She whispered, “Totally scary.”

Eden nodded, like she believed Zuzu’s version, then she reached across the table and wrote her number down on a napkin and passed it to Zuzu. Then she pulled a paper receipt from her apron and passed it to Mark. “I did this up for you, unless you want to order anything extra. That way I can close your tab before I clock out. Makes things easier for the next girl.”

“Sure,” Mark said, pulling out his credit card. “I think we’ve got more than enough food.”

Eden took the card and went off to the cash register while Zuzu wolfed down more chicken. She had never in her entire life had anything so yummy. After this, she wasn’t sure if she’d ever be able to eat cat food again.

Once the bill was squared up, and Eden had waved goodbye, Mark and Zuzu continued their meal in silence. Mark kept watching her, though, with a little smile on his face. At first she ignored it, but after a while she couldn’t stand it anymore.

“What?” she hissed.

“I was just wondering how you felt about Earth now,” he asked. “I mean… now that you know there are milkshakes and chicken fingers to be had.”

Zuzu pushed her empty plate away and sucked the last of the milkshake out of her glass, until it made a rattling sound in the bottom. Then she wriggled back in the booth and stared at Mark, taking in his broad shoulders, his warm smile, his sweet chocolate-brown eyes.

“I came here looking for a home,” she said, licking a sweet drop of milkshake from her lip. “It took a little while, but Earth did give me what I was looking for. You gave me what I was looking for.”

Mark reached across the table and took her hands in his. “Ready to go home?”

Zuzu nodded, feeling tears prickle her eyes at the thought. Home.

When she slid out of the booth, Mark scooped her up in his arms, and Zuzu let out a startled yelp that drew the attention of the other restaurant patrons. Zuzu blushed and pounded Mark on the chest. “Let me down,” she said, laughing. “Everyone is looking at us.”

Mark walked through the diner, carrying her like a baby. Or a bride.

“Let them look,” he growled in her ear, sending shivers down her spine. “I want them all to know that you’re mine.”

When they got to the car, Mark tossed her into the passenger seat and hurried around the other side of the car, then peeled out of the parking lot like a man on a mission.

“Why are you driving so fast?” Zuzu asked, hurrying to buckle her seatbelt.

“Don’t you want to get home?”

Zuzu smiled and nodded as the engine roared and Mark careened around a corner. “Yes, of course! But… what’s the hurry, Hotshot?”

Mark gave her a lascivious grin. “There are things I want to do to you that would get us in trouble in the parking lot.”

Zuzu felt heat rushing between her legs at his words, and she squeezed her thighs together, wondering what he had planned for her. She bit her lip and held on tight to the door handle.

When they got home, Mark parked the car in the driveway, and Zuzu moved to open the door.

“No,” Mark growled again, his hand darting out to stop her. “Stay right where you are.”

“Here?” Zuzu squeaked. “What—?”

Her question was cut off by his mouth covering hers, and she moaned as his hands gripped her waist and tugged her closer.

Mark ran his fingers under her shirt as he probed her mouth with his tongue, his mouth hot and needy in a way he hadn’t been last night. Zuzu melted into his desire, feeling herself respond immediately. She whimpered as he squeezed her breasts, then yelped as he pushed a button and her seat flung backwards.

“Mark, what are you doing!?”

She squealed as he gripped her shorts and tugged them down her thighs, tossing them in the back seat. Zuzu’s eyes darted to the windows, but they were mostly hidden by the trees on either side of the driveway. Mark was acting like a mad man, and she kinda sorta loved it. But she didn’t want some nosy neighbor spying on them making love, if that was his plan.

“You are so fucking sexy,” he said, dragging a finger along the leg of her panties. She shivered as his touch got closer and closer to her sex. When he slipped his fingers inside her panties, she heard how wet she was.

Mark groaned. “These have to go now.”

He hooked his finger in the pink lace crotch and pulled them down in one quick motion. Her thighs stung where the fabric had rubbed her. Mark’s dark eyes roved over her bare legs and her exposed pussy, and he licked his lips.

Then he seemed to realize what an awkward position they were in, with the two bucket seats separated by the console. He flattened his own seatback, then rolled onto his side and grabbed Zuzu by the waist. Her heart throbbed in her chest, not knowing what to expect.

“Watch your head, sweety,” he said as he tugged her into his lap. She bit down on a shriek as she was whipped onto the other side of the vehicle, then she giggled. Mark cupped her ass in both hands and pulled her up toward his chest.

“Mark, what the hell are you doing?” she asked, still laughing.

“It’s time for dessert,” he said, lifting her higher, until her knees were resting on his shoulders and she could feel the heat of his breath against her wet, lower lips. “Now, shut up and sit on my face.”

Zuzu barely had time to register his demand before his tongue darted out and dragged across her swollen clit, sending a shockwave of pleasure through her body.

“Oh, fuck,” she moaned, reaching for something to hold onto. Finding nothing she braced her hands against the roof of the car and slowly lowered herself down to his waiting mouth. “Oh, oh, oh… oh Gods!”

She screamed, no longer worried about the neighbors.

Mark’s hot, strong hands gripped her by the ass cheeks, preventing her from backing up as he attacked her with his lips and tongue. Zuzu’s tail twitched. Her ears were flattened to her head, without room to stand up straight in the car. Her eyes rolled backwards, and her muscles tensed.

Last night, when Mark had kissed her there, he’d been gentle and teasing, lapping at her like a male lion cleaning his mate. Now, Mark ate her pussy like he was starving, and he needed every last drop of her to survive. It was intense and relentless, and Zuzu could do nothing but submit to his need.

She was already so aroused it seemed to take no time before her thighs clenched on the side of his head and she arched her back, pressing her palms against the roof of the car. Zuzu yowled, her claws digging into the fabric.

“Fuck, baby,” she panted, trying to keep some control before the final wave of desire washed her away. “I’m coming!”

The climax was like fireworks going off inside her head, her body burning as the sparks of need rushed through her limbs. She felt hot fluid gush from her pussy, and Mark sputtered, still holding her ass, still licking as she quaked in his arms.

When Zuzu had been reduced to a limp rag, quivering and whimpering as she slumped down his chest, the tears she’d felt tingling in the restaurant rushed back, pouring down her cheeks.

“Good kitty,” Mark murmured, petting her ears and stroking the base of her tail. “Very good kitty.”

After the intensity of the orgasm, and now with Mark’s hands stroking her, Zuzu gave in to a cathartic purge of emotion that she didn’t realize she’d been holding onto. She laughed and she cried, and she kissed Mark’s face and neck, loving the smell of her sex on his skin. “Thank you,” she gasped. “Thank you.”

“You don’t have to thank me,” he said with a laugh. “But I do hope you get over the need to cry every time we do stuff like this.”

Zuzu nuzzled his chest, feeling suddenly too sleepy to move. “I’ll try,” she said. “But I’m just so… so… happy…”

Before he could respond, she’d fallen asleep in his lap.


Chapter Fourteen
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Mark

On Friday night, Mark met with Arthur and Sansara at a little café she’d recommended in Havenseed Heights. It wasn’t busy, as most of the regular patrons were out at the livelier club. The café was a converted warehouse, which meant there was a loft area above the main seating area, which at the moment had no other patrons. Mark breathed a sigh of relief when he realized they would be able to have a private conversation.

Mark and Arthur ordered a coffee and a dessert, while Sansara sipped peppermint tea, insisting that it was still too early for her to eat without getting sick. Mark asked if she would be okay on the stairs, and she waved him off, looking slightly annoyed.

If possible, Sansara seemed visibly bigger than she had when she’d accompanied Mark to Maid For You. Mark knew better than to mention it, though. While Sansara said she was handling the pregnancy well, he’d heard from Arthur that she was a little crankier than usual and feeling sensitive about her distended belly.

“And you, Arthur?” Mark asked, glancing at the cane in his friend’s hand.

Arthur grinned and nodded. “This is mostly for show,” he said. “And because Sansara threatens to beat me with it if I try to leave the house without.”

“I do not,” she hissed. “Though it would be no less than you deserve. It only makes sense to have a backup. I can’t carry you home in my condition, you know.”

Arthur winked at Mark. “Occasionally we get a bad batch of healing salves,” he said. “And they don’t last as long as the good ones. Apparently elven healing isn’t as reliable on humans as it is on monster-kin. But the salves have still been a hell of a lot better than what our own doctors have come up with.”

Mark cleared his throat. “Funny you should mention those salves…”

Sansara narrowed her bright, golden eyes, her forked tongue flicking out between her teeth.

“Well, what’s this about, Mark?” she asked the moment they were seated.

The table was made out of an old wooden barrel with a round piece of glass balanced on top. Mark tapped his fingers on the glass, wondering how to explain his predicament without giving too much away.

“I need five kilograms of elven healing salves,” he said, just blurting it out. “And I can’t tell you why, so please don’t ask.”

Sansara’s eyebrows lifted in alarm, and she glanced at Arthur who was staring at Mark. “Five kilograms,” he said. “That’s like… a year’s supply for me.”

“Mark, are you in some kind of trouble?” Sansara asked, keeping her voice low, which Mark was grateful for.

“Not if I do this right,” he said. “I’m sorry I can’t tell you more, but I didn’t know who else to ask.”

“I don’t like the sound of this,” Arthur said, pushing his plate away, untouched. “Does this have something to do with your new maid?”

Mark sighed. He leaned back in his chair and rubbed his eyes.

“No,” he said. “Well, yes. But it’s complicated. Even if I’d never met Zuzu, I’d still need to do this. But she’s connected.”

Sansara and Arthur shared a look, and Arthur nodded, though he still looked grim.

“Is Zuzu in trouble?”

“I don’t know,” Mark said. “I think I can protect her from the worst of it. It’s really my problem. There are people who would use her as leverage to get what they want from me. I don’t want to feel like she’s in danger, and I’m not willing to give her up. I really wish I could tell you more, but you’re just going to have to trust me.”

“It is not a simple thing you’re asking for, Mark.” Sansara took Arthur’s hands in hers and rested them both on her belly. “That is a huge quantity of healing salves. You know, they can be dangerous if not used by someone who knows what they’re doing.”

“I’m not using them,” Mark insisted. “I just need to procure them.”

Sansara pursed her lips. “I have access, of course. But the quantities that registered monster-kin can buy are limited. We use our supply for Arthur’s therapy.”

Mark felt his heart sink. He’d thought for sure that Sansara and Arthur would be able to help him. If he had to find other monster-kin—probably less trustworthy people, if they were willing to deal in black market salves—his job was going to be a lot more dangerous for him and for Zuzu.

“We don’t have to, though,” Arthur said, glancing at his wife. “I mean, they have helped a lot, and I wouldn’t have come this far in my recovery without them. But I’m doing well enough right now that we could take a few months off the salves if Mark needs it this badly.”

“Arthur.” Sansara’s eyes narrowed and she hissed in irritation. “What if you backslide? I don’t want you to stop using the salves.”

“This will change your life, Mark?” Arthur asked, turning back to him.

Mark nodded mutely, guilt washing through him at the sacrifice he was asking his best friend to make. He really hadn’t thought through the consequences. But he didn’t have any other choice, either. Not really.

“Sansara, this isn’t just about me and my recovery,” Arthur said. “I still have you to help me if my progress stalls, and Tanya is at home now. I’ll hardly be helpless if the cramping starts up again. And you’re the first to remind me that you’re perfectly competent, even with the baby on the way.”

Sansara huffed, but stayed silent.

“We owe Mark for his help the night Megan lost her shit, remember?” Arthur prompted, sensing he’d found a weak spot in the lamia woman’s defenses. “He took care of you while I was in the hospital. He helped us fight against the corrupt Fire Chief. He and the new Chief have opened investigations into the sub-par living conditions rampant in Havenseed Heights, the same ones that endangered your mother. All he’s asking for are some healing salves. It’s fully within our abilities to help him.”

Sansara’s snake-like pupils dilated as she stared at her husband, a look of worry and frustration battling in her features. “It’s illegal,” she said, weakly.

“Your using the salves on me is already illegal, Sansara.”

She sighed and closed her eyes, taking a calming breath as she rubbed her belly absently.

“You’re right, of course,” she said. “About everything. We are already skirting the law, and we owe Mark our help if we’re able. And we are.”

Arthur picked up his coffee cup and held it up like he was about to make a speech. “Mark the calendar, buddy,” he said. “I’m right about something. She even admitted it, with you as a witness.”

“Don’t say it like that, or she might have me killed,” Mark barked with a laugh, finally able to relax now that Arthur and Sansara seemed to be on board with the plan. He picked up his own coffee cup and clinked it against Arthur’s in cheers.

“I’ll place as large an order as I can,” Sansara said, ignoring the men and getting right back to business. “And I should be able to fill in the rest from my supplies. My mother doesn’t use her full allotment anymore, either. So, if I don’t have enough, I should be able to get some from her. It would be best if we didn’t have to involve anyone else. But, Mark. If we agree to do this, I do need you to answer some questions. It’s important that I know every detail.”

Mark felt his mouth go dry. He really didn’t want to involve Arthur and Sansara any more than he had to. If he told them details about the Boss’s operation, that would put them in danger. But Sansara was holding all the cards at the moment, so he had to nod, tension squeezing his chest.

Sansara leaned forward and whispered. “Have you kissed Zuzu yet?”

Mark’s jaw dropped. He wasn’t expecting that kind of question. His brain didn’t have time to catch up with his mouth before he answered in the affirmative.

“And have you had sex?” Sansara’s eyes glittered with excitement.

Mark cleared his throat. “Uh… yes. But it was totally organic and consensual. We’re both on the same page.”

Sansara cast Arthur an ‘I-told-you-so’ kind of look and leaned back in her oversized chair.

“What page is that?” Arthur asked, his lips quirking into a knowing smile.

Mark felt his neck growing warm, and he was glad the café was dark so they couldn’t see him blushing.

“I like her,” Mark said. “A lot. I think… we’re going to try to make this a long-term kind of thing.”

Arthur thumped his cane on the wooden floorboards and shouted for a server. A young half-orc woman appeared at the top of the stairs a moment later. “Can I help you, sir?”

“Do you serve alcohol at this fine establishment?” Arthur asked, his face splitting into a grin.

The server nodded. “We’re fully licensed, sir.”

“Excellent!” Arthur clapped his hands together. “We’re going to need a bottle of your finest champagne.”

The half-orc woman’s eyes widened, and she nodded quickly. “Yes, sir,” she said. Then hesitated at the top of the stairs. “But… I’m afraid it’s not very fine.”

Arthur barked a laugh, and Mark couldn’t help but smile at the woman’s unease. It was the last thing he’d expected from the evening too.

“That’s fine,” Arthur said, and the waitress disappeared back down the stairs. He turned to Mark. “This is only the trial celebration, anyway. We’ll save the good stuff for when you’re ready to make it official.”

“Official?” Mark repeated, staring at him dumbly.

Arthur didn’t say anything as he took Sansara’s hand. The happy husband and wife watched him from the other side of the table, both with infuriatingly knowing looks on their faces.

They didn’t have to say anything. Their smiles and posture implied what they felt Mark’s future had in store.

Once upon a time, another lifetime ago, Mark would have been annoyed at the suggestion. But he couldn’t muster those feelings at the moment.

He was too relieved to have their help.

And too excited that they might actually be right.

***

Zuzu

The moment Mark had left for his meeting with Arthur and Sansara, Zuzu had parked herself in the window where she could peer out at the street from behind the curtains and watch for his return. She wanted to stay there the entire time he was gone, but she also knew that was silly.

So, she busied herself with baking, only coming to check at the window every few minutes. It seemed like a good compromise, even if she made a couple of mistakes with her recipe because she kept losing her place.

Once Mark had realized she was involved in the Boss’s final request, he’d been able to tell her more about his plan. She knew what the meeting was about and how much was riding on its outcome. Mark didn’t want her to worry, and Zuzu didn’t want to disappoint him. But it was in her nature to be anxious. That was what had kept her alive on the streets.

Baking helped ease some of her nerves, though. And so did getting changed into the sexy red lingerie set. She liked to be sexy when she cooked, even if Mark wasn’t there to watch her. It made her feel more comfortable and confident in her abilities, somehow.

Zuzu was in the kitchen when the lights of Mark’s car lit up the curtains. Her heart leaped as she heard the crunch of his tires on the driveway. By the time he opened the door, she was waiting for him with a basket of freshly baked butter croissants, wearing her red lace.

When he saw her standing there, the look in his eyes was so intense with desire that it took Zuzu’s breath away. How could a man like this be looking at her like that? It seemed like a fairy tale.

Mark didn’t even say anything. He just locked the door firmly behind him and scooped Zuzu into his arms, causing her to drop the basket of croissants on the ground as he smothered her neck and chest in kisses.

“No, baby!” she squealed with delight, wriggling in his arms. “Wait, you have to try—”

He cut off her words by dropping a kiss on her lips, pushing her mouth open with his tongue. Zuzu couldn’t help the moan that escaped her throat as he wrapped her arms even tighter around her.

When he broke the kiss he said, “What did you get up to while I was gone?”

“I made croissants.” She stuck her tongue out at him. “Which you’ve thrown on the floor. Don’t you want to try one?”

“I already ate,” he said, kissing the side of her neck. “I’ve got other things on my mind now.”

“But I made them for you!” she protested, though the hungry way he was attacking her with his mouth made her think of ‘other things’ as well. “Please, you have to try at least one.”

Mark groaned, then bent at the waist, refusing to put her down but lowering her so that she could retrieve the basket from the floor. “All right, grab them. But we’re going to the bedroom. Immediately.”

Zuzu snatched up the handle and held the basket tight as Mark carried her down the hall to his bedroom. He kicked the door open, then kicked it closed behind him, and knelt on the bed, still holding her around the waist.

Mark lay down against a pile of pillows, guiding Zuzu’s hips so that she ended up sitting astride him. She could feel his hardness pressed against her pussy and she rocked against him, trying to see if she could elicit a response.

He smiled knowingly at her. “Well?”

“Well, what?” she asked, giving him an innocent look.

“Aren’t you going to let me try one of your croissants?”

“Oh!” Zuzu blushed. She’d completely forgotten about the stupid pastries in her sudden need to be close to Mark. She snatched one from the basket and tore a piece off the end. “Of course. Open wide!”

Mark opened his mouth, an amused look crinkling the corners of his warm brown eyes. Zuzu pressed the flaky pastry between his teeth, letting her fingers linger around his lips to brush away the crumbs. He chewed and made an appreciative sound.

“Very good,” he said. “Better than the ones in the grocery store.”

Zuzu beamed at him. “Do you think so? Is this your new favorite? The recipe is a little finicky, but I don’t mind making more if you like them.”

“Hmm,” he said, opening his mouth for another bite as he thought about it. She gave him another piece and waited patiently for his answer. “No, I think my favorite of your baking still has to be those blueberry muffins.”

Zuzu wriggled happily at the praise, her tail swishing back and forth. “I’ll make you some after you go to bed,” she exclaimed. “Then you can have them for breakfast and lunch!”

“You’re going to make me fat.” He tugged her down to his chest and wrapped his arms around her.

“You’ll just have to exercise harder,” she replied, flattening herself along the length of his body. He was big enough that she could fit perfectly on top of him, like he was a lumpy mattress. She poked at his muscles. “Although maybe you’d be comfier if you were a little squishier…”

Mark ran his hands up and down her bare sides, petting her skin and making her purr. “I thought you liked me hard,” he teased.

Zuzu bit her lip and moaned as she felt his shaft twitch against her belly. “I do,” she gasped. “I like you rock hard, Hotshot.”

“Good,” he said with a laugh. “More exercise it is, then, I guess. Because I’m sure as hell not going to eat less of your baking.”

Zuzu put her head on his shoulder, listening to the powerful thump of his heart. With his arms around her she felt so small and vulnerable, and yet completely safe and protected. It was the most wonderful feeling she’d could think of.

Sighing happily, Zuzu said, “The only thing that could make this more perfect would be a sunbeam.”

Mark laughed. “I will take that as the highest compliment. I know how much you love sunbeams.”

Zuzu swallowed, lying perfectly still. Had he meant to use that word? Love? Was she admitting that she loved him, subconsciously? Zuzu felt suddenly unsure of herself. She’d wanted this, wanted Mark to care for her, to protect her, to give her a home. But she’d never expected to fall in love with him. Zuzu hadn’t really been sure she could love anyone the way humans seemed to mean when they used the word.

Yet, when she imagined losing what she had now—the warmth, comfort, and safety of Mark’s arms, his friendship and company, the little home they’d begun to build together—she felt utterly bereft. If she lost Mark, Zuzu felt she’d have nothing left to live for.

It was a strange revelation for a girl who’d only ever had herself.

Surely, she’d still have that?

But no, the more she thought about it, the more she felt if she lost Mark she’d lose herself too. It would be the death of her soul, and she was certain she wouldn’t live for long after that.

“How did your meeting with Arthur and Sansara go?” she asked, trying to distract herself from the uneasy thoughts. “I still haven’t met Arthur, you know.”

“You will.” Mark rubbed the top of her head, running his fingers through her hair. “After our talk tonight, I think he’s more eager than ever to meet you.”

Zuzu wondered what they’d talked about that had made Arthur so curious about her. What could Mark have said? She’d thought he was just going to ask about the elven salves, not talk about her.

“We’ll have to invite them over,” Zuzu mused, her mind still lingering on the imagined conversation in which she’d unexpectedly turned up.

Mark dragged his hand from her head, over her shoulders, down her side and then rested on her hip. Zuzu shivered at the lightness of his touch, wishing Mark would peel the red lingerie off her body and touch her aching pussy. Her legs parted at the thought, and Mark’s warm hand slipped over the curve of her ass, squeezing her playfully.

“If we’re going to entertain guests,” he said, “you’ll have to put some clothes on.”

He punctuated this thought with a sharp slap on her bare, thonged ass.

Zuzu yelped and tensed, whining as her skin started to sting where his palm had landed. But Mark stroked her tingling bottom with gentle fingers, petting her to ease the delightful sting.

As he pet her, she began to purr again, nuzzling her head against the bottom of his chin. “I’m so happy, Mark.”

“Good.” He ran a finger along the edge of her thong, stopping where it slipped between her cheeks. “I’m happy too.”

“No,” she whispered. “I’m very happy.”

“Yeah,” he insisted. “Me too.”

Zuzu felt a flash of annoyance at herself for not being able to express the feelings that seemed so large inside her. She didn’t have the words, not without using the one she wasn’t sure she was supposed to use.

Could a catgirl feel love? She didn’t want to ruin things by using it the wrong way.

“You don’t understand,” Zuzu said, pushing herself up and looking into Mark’s eyes. “You can’t know what it’s like to go from having nothing and no one to having… everything, having someone. Happy isn’t the right word, but I don’t know how else to say it.”

“Just because I don’t come from the exact situation as you do, doesn’t mean I don’t get it, Zuzu.” He said it firmly, as if he didn’t want her to argue anymore. “I promise you, as happy as you are to have me, I feel the same way about you.”

Zuzu shook her head and laughed, feeling a sudden urge to burst into tears. She no longer knew if she was happy or sad, just that she felt very overwhelmed.

“I doubt it,” she said, unable to help herself from continuing the discussion, even though she could tell Mark was getting irritated.

Mark cupped her ass in both hands and squeezed hard enough that Zuzu felt a pinch of pain before he released and started petting her again. Her tail twitched nervously.

“I want you to trust me on this, Zuzu,” he said. “I’m not just saying this to baby you or butter you up. You need to listen to me when I tell you that I am really, truly happy to have you in my life. I’m not going to argue with you about this.”

Tears prickled Zuzu’s eyes, but she managed to hold them back. She didn’t want Mark to feel uncomfortable when he was being so sweet, and trying to make her feel better. She closed her eyes and took a deep breath, willing the waves of turbulent emotions to pass.

“Did you ever think you’d end up here?” she asked softly. “When you signed up for Maid For You?”

Mark’s hands froze. His entire body stiffened beneath her, and Zuzu’s eyes shot open. She pushed herself up on her hands to look down into his face again.

“You did, didn’t you?” she gasped. “You wanted this!”

Mark gripped her waist and shuffled himself into a sitting position so that they could look one another in the eye.

“Yes and no,” he began, looking a bit uncomfortable. “Ever since Arthur met Sansara… I don’t know. I’ve watched their relationship develop and I started to feel like there was something missing in my life. I tried dating, but I never found anyone I clicked with. I realized I didn’t just want a girlfriend. I wanted the peace and comfort at home that Arthur had, I wanted someone to come home to, someone to belong to. Sansara pushed hard for me to call the service, but I felt awkward about it.”

Zuzu frowned, feeling suddenly self-conscious. “Mark… I’m never going to be like Sansara. From what I’ve heard from you and Ms. Ramsbottom… I’ll never live up to that standard. She’s a professional caretaker. She’s got a medical background and she’s skilled at all of the maid duties. She didn’t even need training!”

Zuzu could feel her chest tightening as a wave of panic threatened to take over.

“You’re not too shabby either, Zuzu,” Mark said, reaching up to pet her ears. “Don’t sell yourself short.”

Zuzu relaxed as he massaged her scalp and ran his fingers through her hair.

Mark continued, “Your cooking is off the charts. And that massage you gave me was absolutely incredible.”

“I suck at cleaning, though,” Zuzu blurted out, unable to accept the praise without correcting him. It seemed so unnatural to have someone say so many nice things about her and not expect anything in return. “You have to admit that much.”

Mark only laughed. “I don’t care. You said yourself, I’m pretty good at it. And your other skills more than make up for the fact that you don’t like to dust.”

Zuzu’s emotions surged again. Tears welled up in her eyes, and she couldn’t hold them back this time. She burst into sobs, wrapping her arms around Mark’s shoulders and squeezing him tight.

“I don’t know what I did to deserve you,” she gasped. “It makes me scared that it will all be taken away.”

“Hey now,” he whispered in her ear, petting her head with one hand and rubbing the base of her tail with the other. “I thought we were going to work on this. No more tears.”

Zuzu pouted. “That was after sex. This is different. You shouldn’t say so many nice things if you don’t want me to get emotional about it.”

Mark kissed the side of her neck. “So what you’re saying is, we need to have sex or you’re not going to stop?”

“No,” Zuzu said, shaking her head. Then she stopped. “I mean, yes!”

Mark laughed, rolling her onto the bed beside him. He slipped his hands under her panties and tugged them down, positioning himself between her knees. Neither of them wanted to waste any time with teasing. He pulled off his shirt, opened his fly, and pulled his pants and boxers down enough to let his manhood free. Zuzu gasped at the sight of him, her thoughts and worries melting away as she gave into other, more primal things.

He parted her thighs and held her hips as he sank into her wetness, filling her every need. Zuzu felt complete with him inside her, a feeling that only grew the more urgently he fucked her.

The weight of Mark’s big body atop hers stimulated her swollen clit as he slid back and forth, thrusting deep into her eager pussy. She dug her claws into his back, making him grunt with pain, but he only seemed to want her more because of it. Zuzu almost felt ashamed at how quickly her body responded to him. Her muscles tensed and quivered and she bit into his shoulder to keep herself from screaming.

“Come for me, Zuzu,” he demanded, his voice husky with restraint. “Come for me.”

She couldn’t have held back if she’d wanted to. His firm commanding tone sent shockwaves through her body as he rode her through wave after wave of pleasure.

Her cries were different now. There were no more tears. Just the pressure of him filling her, completing her, making her his own.

Mark pinned her arms above her head, thrusting harder. Her entire body ached as he climbed toward his own climax. When he burst, the heat of his release caused her to come again unexpectedly.

They shivered in each other’s arms afterward, Mark holding her so tightly she seemed to disappear in his embrace. Zuzu pressed her face into his chest, tasting the salt of his sweat on her lips.

Tears stung her eyes again, but she held them back. They breathed together, perfectly in sync, as their heartbeats returned to normal. Zuzu moved her mouth against his skin, whispering the words she wasn’t ready to say aloud yet, but which she realized now were true.

“I love you,” she mouthed, not loud enough for him to hear.

Those were the words she’d meant to say earlier, she knew.

She wasn’t just happy. She was in love.


Chapter Fifteen
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Mark

It turned out that Sansara was incredibly resourceful. It took her less time than expected to procure the elven salves. As soon as he had them in his possession, Mark called Thomas O’Malley to set up the switch.

Now, he was waiting on a park bench, across the street from the cop shop, with his back to the building and keeping his eye out for the weaselly little man.

Mark couldn’t go inside the police precinct, so he had to trust a lot of this plan to O’Malley. It made him nervous and cranky and on edge. When he saw O’Malley strutting toward him across the park, with a tell-tale waver in his step, Mark had to grit his teeth to stop himself from shouting.

In his uniform, O’Malley somehow looked even sleazier than he did in his try-hard casuals. His pale orange hair, slicked down against his head, stood up at odd angles in the breeze. His too-pink skin stood out against the navy blue like someone had taken a highlighter to him. His wiry arms were too small for the sleeves, giving the impression that O’Malley was wearing someone else’s clothes.

Given his disheveled appearance, it wouldn’t have been difficult to imagine he’d knocked some poor, unsuspecting police officer over the head and stolen the uniform.

Mark glowered as the dirty cop stumbled on a crack in the sidewalk. O’Malley whirled, as if he suspected someone of tripping him. When he saw the crack he grinned and shuffled the last few steps to the bench, sitting himself heavily next to Mark.

“Beautiful day for a spot of delinquency, isn’t it McGuiness?” His colorless gray eyes were red-rimmed and watery, and his nose a florid purple.

“O’Malley,” Mark hissed through his gritted teeth, not wanting to look at the man.

“That’s my name,” O’Malley said in a sing-song tone. “Don’t wear it out.”

“Are you drunk?” Mark felt his hands clenching into fists beneath the magazine he’d been pretending to read.

“If I wasn’t,” O’Malley bared his long yellowed teeth in Mark’s direction, “my coworkers would be suspicious, wouldn’t they?”

“I thought you’d cleaned up,” Mark said. “You weren’t drunk when we went to lunch the other day.”

“That was my day off.” O’Malley waved his hand through the air as if to dismiss Mark’s concerns. The motion nearly made him lose his balance, and he caught himself just before he fell off the edge of the bench. O’Malley let out a guffaw of laughter then blew whiskey scented breath into Mark’s face. “And it was only noon. I’d hardly gotten started yet. Gotta pace yourself on days off, you know. Alcoholism is serious *hic* business.”

Mark cursed, wondering how much trouble he’d get in if he laid O’Malley flat with a punch to his beak-like nose. He was a man in uniform, after all, if one stretched the definition.

“You got the stuff?” O’Malley asked, slurring his words slightly as he leaned against the bench, turning his face to the sunlight pouring in between the trees. “Chief Rogers put me on a minor fraud case a couple of days ago—some juiced up bookie tried to fleece the wrong guy and got caught. Rogers hates me. But he can’t fire me ‘cause I caught him banging his receptionist and I threatened to tell his old lady.”

“Get to the point,” Mark growled.

“Rogers thinks he’s punishing me with a paperwork case, but it’ll be grand for us. There’s a whole pile of useless shit being brought into evidence, receipts and ledgers and promissory notes written on the back of strip club flyers.”

“What does that have to do with anything?” Mark spat the words, his fingernails digging into his palms. “For fuck’s sake, O’Malley, we can’t afford to screw this up.”

Next to him, on the bench, was his steel lunch kit, filled with carefully packaged healing salves fresh from Sansara’s friend at the apothecary. She’d looked into getting an expansion on her legal allotment of salves, and discovered that, as a monster-kin woman carrying the child of a human man, she was entitled to far more than she’d realized. And because she was pregnant, and getting bigger by the day, the apothecarist had allowed her to fulfill three months’ worth of her new allotment at once, to save her the trouble of having to come in so often.

Mark had thought the plan was going swimmingly, until O’Malley showed up, as pissed as a cricket, and smelling like he’d taken a shower in sour mash.

“Who’s screwing anything up?” O’Malley gave him an offended look, which was somewhat undermined when he was overcome by a fit of hiccups. “Everything’s peachy, McGuiness. I have busi*hic*ness in the lock up, is what I’m trying to tell *hic* you.”

Mark’s neck muscles felt like they were seizing up. Every bone in his body wanted to pummel O’Malley into the ground. But this was his only in, his only chance to make the switch. And he had no confidence that if he called off the job and asked O’Malley to come back at another time that he’d be any better off.

Mark’s mind churned through his limited options, but in the end, he realized he needed to get this over with. Even if the conditions weren’t perfect. He needed to end his debt to the Boss so that he and Zuzu could move on with their lives.

Together.

He could get along with O’Malley, just for today, if it meant getting Zuzu out of trouble.

“Fine,” Mark said. “I’ve got the stuff. Did you bring the wire? I need to be in communication with you the entire time in case you run into problems. We might not get another chance at this.”

O’Malley crossed his legs, resting his ankle on his knee and bouncing it rapidly. Mark wondered if he’d taken more than just whiskey to get him through the day. But he tried to squash that worry with necessity. O’Malley dug inside his uniform and pulled out two sets of mics and earbuds. They weren’t the wireless kind, but it wasn’t like either of them was going undercover. The communication equipment could easily be passed off as a handsfree headset for Mark’s phone, and there were lots of reasons that a cop might be wearing an earpiece.

O’Malley took some deep breaths, trying to get his hiccups under control, while Mark set up the mics. He cringed at having to get so close to O’Malley greasy red skin with his fingers, but it was done quickly enough. A brief test demonstrated that the connection was working. Mark could hear everything O’Malley said through his earpiece, and O’Malley could hear Mark.

With that sorted, there was nothing left to do but to pass off the lunch box full of salves and to pray to God that O’Malley didn’t fuck it up.

O’Malley gave Mark an awkward salute. “Don’t look so grim, mate,” he said, his voice slipping into a bit of a lilt. “I’m not nearly so drunk as I look.”

Mark didn’t think O’Malley was Irish, despite his name. So, the sudden accent was a bit concerning.

“You’d better not be,” Mark ground out between his teeth. “Because if this job goes sideways, I’m not going to be shy about telling the Boss exactly how it went down.”

At the mention of the Boss, O’Malley’s back straightened, and he gave Mark a wounded look. “I’m good for it, mate,” he said. “You know I am. You can count on Thomas *hic* O’Malley.”

As he stumbled back toward the precinct, Mark took deep, steadying breaths, trying to stave off his growing sense of panic. Was this how Zuzu felt when her anxiety grew too big to manage? If so, he felt a fresh surge of empathy for the catgirl. It was awful to feel your entire life hung in the balance of a situation that was completely out of your control.

Mark kept his eyes closed, listening to the sounds that filtered to him through O’Malley’s microphone. Once O’Malley entered the building, there was a series of greetings and small talk followed by O’Malley’s drunken grumbling about them. It was as if he’d already forgotten Mark could hear what he was saying.

Apparently, O’Malley didn’t think any more highly of his coworkers than they seemed to think of him. Mark was beginning to understand why the little weasel drank so much. It must have been a miserable existence.

They ran into their first problem when O’Malley went to sign into the evidence locker.

“Aww fuck,” he muttered. “It’s Rogers’ favorite lickspittle on duty today. We’re going to have to do this the hard way.”

“What do you mean the hard way?” Mark asked, trying to keep his voice calm.

“Alexi’s got a stick up his ass about protocols,” O’Malley said. “Most of the property officers at this location are pretty lax. I thought I’d just be able to get into the back and do the switch in private. Fucking Alexi’s going to make that difficult.”

Mark felt his throat tighten. “What are you going to do?”

“Don’t worry about it,” O’Malley hissed into the mic.

There was a clang, as if O’Malley had kicked open the door.

His mic picked up the faint voice of another man. “Jesus, O’Malley. You scared the shit out of me. What do you want?”

“I wanna look at those bookie receipts again,” O’Malley said, his voice a bit too loud and a bit too friendly. “Just had a brainwave, you know what I mean?”

“No.” Alexi sounded like a big man, or at least a man with a big voice. “What’s the number?”

“Christ, Alexi, I don’t remember.” O’Malley sighed dramatically. “Just let me go back there and check. I’ll know which box it is when I see it. I drew a little cock’n’balls in the corner of the label.”

Mark slapped his hand to his forehead, seeing his plan unravelling spectacularly before his eyes.

“You know I can’t do that, O’Malley.” There was a pause and some shuffling of paperwork. “I’m going to need you to sign in here.”

There was a thump of something heavy hitting the counter.

“What’s that?” Alexi asked, sounding suspicious.

“It’s my fucking lunch, numb nuts, what do you think it is?” There was no trace of the slur or the hiccupping in O’Malley’s voice now, as if the adrenaline had kicked in enough to clear his mind.

“You can’t bring that in here,” Alexi said. “You know the rules, O’Malley.”

There was a sigh, and then silence that had Mark sweating bullets. “Fine, I’ll take it back to my desk. I’ve got to look up the case number again anyway, if you’re not going to let me go back there.”

“It’s on the sign in sheet from last time,” Alexi said, sounding impatient.

More silence. Then O’Malley said, “What’s this?”

“What?”

“This, I can’t read the number here,” O’Malley said. “Can you?”

There was a grumble from Alexi. He must have leaned over the sign-in sheet to get a better look at where O’Malley was pointing. Then there was a sharp, staticky sound as O’Malley moved quickly, and a gurgling sound from Alexi, as if something were twisted around his throat.

“You’re gonna open that back room for me, Alexi, you fat fuck,” O’Malley hissed. “And then you’re going to lay down on the ground with your hands behind your head until I’m finished, do you understand me?”

More gurgling. Mark’s eyes bulged out of his head as he realized what was happening. O’Malley was attacking the property officer.

“O’Malley, what the fuck are you doing?” Mark cursed into the mic. “This is supposed to be low profile.”

“Don’t worry.” O’Malley laughed, sounding a lot more sinister than jolly. Thankfully, though he was talking to Mark, he figured the property officer might mistake O’Malley for talking to him. “Everything’s going to be fine.”

Mark pounded his fist on the bench. “The Boss isn’t going to like it if you call attention to the switch, for fuckssake.”

In the background, Mark could hear Alexi struggling to get words out. “Rogers. Hear. This.”

“You can suck Chief Roger’s dick another day, Alexi,” O’Malley said. “But today, you’re gonna do as I say. You know why?”

More incoherent gurgling.

“Because…” O’Malley drawled. “My Boss is bigger and meaner than your boss. My Boss will eat Rogers for dinner, then he’ll shit him out, and I’ll make sure you’re there to clean it up when it happens. Now open the fucking door and get on the fucking floor. And when this is over, keep it to yourself if you value your life.”

Mark held his breath as he heard the sound of a door being unlocked. O’Malley was silent until he got inside the vault, then he started reciting numbers as he read the labels on the boxes.

“You know which one you’re looking for?” Mark asked.

“It was on the sheet,” O’Malley said. “Greene’s got the case. I’d recognize his ham-fisted chewed crayon printing anywhere. There it is.”

Mark could only listen, feeling anxious and helpless as O’Malley finished the job. After more rustling, and listening to O’Malley whistling a discordant tune to himself as he worked, Mark heard a clang as he closed up the lunch box.

“There, that’s done,” O’Malley said. “Easy as pie. Now all we have to do is get these cameras wiped and—shit!”

“What?” Mark said, his heart in his throat. “What is it?”

“Alexi is fucking gone, man.” Fear crept into O’Malley’s voice. “Shit, he’s going for Rogers, I know he is. You gotta get me outta here.”

“How the hell am I going to do that?” Mark practically shouted, standing up from the park bench and glancing around frantically. “Is there a back door you can get out of?”

O’Malley was breathing hard. “Yeah, yeah. That’ll work. Meet me in the alley behind the precinct. But, McGuiness, you’ve gotta do something. Create a diversion or something. Alexi’s shouting his damned head off out there, everyone’s going to be looking for me.”

Mark’s eyes landed on an ancient and decrepit looking phone booth across the street from the police station. His stomach dropped. He was going to have to do something drastic.

He sprinted across the park and threw the graffiti covered glass door wide open. Then he hurled himself inside and slammed the door shut behind him. There was no charge for dialing an emergency number from a payphone, so he called 9-1-1, his heart in his throat.

“This is 9-1-1,” a bored sounding operator droned in his ear after the second ring. “What’s your emergency?”

Mark made his voice gruff. “We’ve got an active shooter and hostage situation going on at Argent Bank on Thirty-Second Street,” he said. “Send everyone you’ve got. It’s bad. It’s really bad. Oh shit, he’s looking at me. I—”

He hung up the phone before she could ask any questions. Mark wondered if he should make a second call, pretending to be someone else, to corroborate the false call. But moments later, sirens sounded, and three cop cars peeled away from the station.

“Good, good,” O’Malley said, panting hard. “That got Rogers’ attention. I’m going, man. I’m going. Nobodies looking. Meet me out back in two minutes.”

Mark pushed the phone booth door open and headed for the crosswalk at a brisk pace. He didn’t want to draw attention to himself by running or jaywalking in front of the cop shop, but the pedestrian light was taking its sweet time to turn. He bit the inside of his cheek to stop himself from screaming in frustration.

When it finally turned, Mark walked across the street then made a bee-line for the alley he knew curved behind the police building in a few hundred yards. Once he was in the safety of the alley, he ran.

O’Malley was there, panting under a tree, his pink face even redder than usual. His colorless gray eyes practically bulged out of his head. “Fucking Moses better be good for it, man,” he said. “I fucked up bad. Never expected Alexi to rabbit. He’s got coward written all over him.”

“You got everything, though?” Mark snatched the lunch box from O’Malley’s hands and flipped open the lid. The packages inside looked identical to the ones he’d brought in, so he only had O’Malley’s word for it that they’d been switched.

“That’s it man,” O’Malley said, wheezing. “And the Boss better be happy, because I’m gonna lose my fucking job over this one unless he steps in to save my ass. The last thing I need is another favor to work off.”

Mark dialed the number City Boy had given him for Moses the Cleaner. The call was picked up, but nobody answered. Mark rattled off the date and time, like he’d been told to do, and the line went dead.

Mark cursed, wondering if he should call back.

A moment later he received a text from an unknown number. It read: Consider it done, old friend.

Following that, from another number, was an address. Mark breathed a sigh of relief. He showed O’Malley the text from Moses.

“Fuck,” the dirty cop put his head in his hands and rubbed his hair rapidly. “I need a drink. And a change of clothes. And I really need a fucking drink.”

“You go ahead,” Mark said, closing the lid of the lunch box. “I’ll take it from here.”

He left O’Malley sweating in the alley, and headed for the drop.

***

Zuzu

Mark looked a bit harried when he returned that afternoon, but the smile of relief on his face when he saw her told Zuzu that everything was going to be alright. He closed the door and swept her into his arms, then spun in a slow circle.

“It’s over now,” he murmured against the side of her neck. “It’s done. Case closed.”

“Thank the gods.” Zuzu wrapped her arms and legs around him like she was clinging to a tree. “I was so worried, Mark. Did everything go as planned?”

A look of bemusement crossed Mark’s features as he looked at her, then he laughed. “All’s well that ends well. That’s what they say, right? I guess it must be true.”

Zuzu wasn’t sure what he meant by that, but he was still smiling, so she smiled back. “We should celebrate!”

“Celebrate, huh?” Mark slipped a hand inside her t-shirt and found her bare breasts. He rolled a stiff nipple between his fingers, and Zuzu moaned. “What did you have in mind?”

“Not that,” she said, forcing her eyes open. “Or… at least, not just that.”

Mark’s hand dropped away and she had a moment of regret. But no, there would be plenty of time for sex and snuggles later. Right now, she wanted to celebrate properly. Do something memorable to mark this moment that would be the start of the rest of their lives.

She glanced at the curtained windows in the living room, where a spear of late afternoon sunlight was spilling onto the floor. The shadows of the trees outside danced on the other side of the sheer fabric, and Zuzu felt a yearning she hadn’t felt in a long time.

“Let’s go outside!”

“Outside, you say?” Mark pinched her bottom hard enough to make her yelp. “I thought you were a housecat?”

“Just for a little while,” Zuzu insisted. “I haven’t even been to the market since that guy in the suit was watching me.”

She shuddered involuntarily at the memory. The man was as big as Mark, which was intimidating enough. But he didn’t have Mark’s friendly smile, and she couldn’t see his eyes behind the mirrored sunglasses, but she very much doubted he had Mark’s kind eyes, either.

“How about an evening stroll?” Mark suggested. “There’s a nice path through the park that I like to run on. In fact… I haven’t been for a run since the day you got here… I think you might actually be bad for my health, little cat.”

Zuzu scratched Mark’s shoulders playfully. “I’ll make sure you get your cardio in, don’t worry.”

Mark set her on the floor and patted her bum. She was wearing the comfy casual underwear and the sheerest of her t-shirts, with no bra underneath. The way he looked at her told Zuzu he very much did not like the idea of doing something that would require her to change.

Zuzu agreed with that sentiment. She bit her lip and shook her head. “No, I don’t want to go anywhere,” she said. “I was thinking maybe we could go in the backyard. I’ll make a picnic!”

“I like the way you think,” he said. “I never use the backyard, except to mow it. But it is kind of nice.” He leaned forward and whispered in one of her ears. “And private.”

Zuzu’s knees went weak as she imagined him taking her under the stars. “Sounds perfect,” she gasped, her tail swishing excitedly. “Let me make some sandwiches.”

“I ate enough of that amazing chicken parmesan you made for lunch to kill an elephant,” he said. “I don’t think we need sandwiches.”

“Every picture of picnics I’ve seen online has sandwiches,” Zuzu insisted. Then she wrinkled her brow. “Why would you want to kill an elephant? They’re so cute!”

“Never mind,” Mark laughed. “Sandwiches are great. I’ll go find a blanket.”

Mark disappeared and left Zuzu in the kitchen, where she put together the best picnic spread she could with what they had in the fridge and pantry. There were still some leftover blueberry muffins to go along with the B.L.T.’s. She also found a bag of chips and a couple of bottles of sparkling water. She wrapped everything in napkins then stored them in a basket.

When Mark returned, looking freshly showered and carrying a big blanket, he showed her the way to the backyard through a door in the laundry room that she hadn’t ever opened before.

Zuzu stood, holding the basket, while Mark lay the blanket on the grass, which was thick, and green, and plush between her toes. It was maybe time for another mowing, if she was honest, but it would be perfect for sitting on. Once the blanket was down, she pounced on it, setting the basket aside and kneading at the soft surface to make a little nest.

Mark just watched her. And when she was finished, he sat down beside her without ceremony. Zuzu wrinkled her nose at that. Humans were such savages about some things. But she chose to ignore it as she unpacked the food.

“You made enough for both of us,” Mark commented. “Does that mean you’ve given up on cat food?”

Zuzu held up her B.L.T. and took a huge bite, opening her eyes wide as she savored the delicious flavor. “Oh, I’m never eating cat food again. I’ve been thinking of converting to chicken fingers. But this bacon is pretty amazing too.”

“I’m glad to hear it.” Mark opened the bag of chips and held one out to her to try. Instead of taking it from him, she leaned forward and plucked it from his fingers with her teeth. Mark smiled. “Maybe it’s time for us to throw the rest of it out, then?”

Zuzu reached into the chip bag and pulled out a big one, which she held out for Mark. Mimicking her, he leaned forward and took it with his teeth. But Mark let his lips brush against her knuckles first, which sent a shiver of surprise through her.

“I was thinking…” Zuzu said, feeling emboldened by the intimate gesture. She held his gaze with her own, wondering how best to ask. He didn’t press her, waiting patiently for her to say what was on her mind. His silence made her panic and she blurted, “Maybe we can get a cat?”

Mark leaned back on the blanket with one hand, and licked his fingers, watching her carefully.

“Maybe,” he said, his gaze still watchful. Zuzu felt her heart beating so hard she thought it might bruise her insides. Why was he looking at her like that? Mark’s brown eyes pierced hers thoughtfully. “Can I ask you a personal question, sweetheart?”

Zuzu’s mouth went dry, but she nodded. “Anything.”

“Do you want children?”

Zuzu sat up straight, knocking the second half of her sandwich into the grass. She muttered something unladylike under her breath and picked it up, trying to blow off the bits of grass that clung to the bread. “Umm…” She hadn’t been expecting that question. She didn’t even really know the answer to that question. “I don’t know. Maybe someday. That’s… not what I meant though.”

Mark didn’t say anything, and Zuzu started to get nervous. Words tumbled from her mouth before she could think about them. “I’m young and healthy,” she said. “I have a lot of fertile years left, so I’m not in a hurry. And I’ve been so bad at so much of the household stuff that I don’t know if I’d make a very good mother.”

Then Zuzu’s eyes widened, and she turned to Mark. “Oh my God,” she said. “Do you want to put a baby in me?”

Her cheeks burned as she realized what he was implying.

“Uh, no,” Mark said, also looking awkward. “Not right now, anyway.”

He laughed. Zuzu’s ears flattened onto her head and she wondered what she’d done wrong that he didn’t want to put a baby in her. She didn’t want one, but that didn’t mean she didn’t want him to want one with her.

Damn it, why were feelings so confusing sometimes?

Tears brimmed in her eyes again. “Okay.”

“I was wondering if you wanted a cat because you were starting to feel… I don’t know… some maternal instincts. But it’s a good thing to talk about, isn’t it? I mean, we should be on the same page with what we want in life, shouldn’t we?”

Zuzu’s eyes shot up, meeting his again. If he wanted to have this conversation, that meant he was thinking about life with her long-term. She didn’t want to mess that up.

“Yes,” she said. “Do you want kids, Mark?”

Mark reached across the blanket and poked the end of her nose with his index finger. “Maybe someday,” he said, echoing her words. “But about this cat…”

“Yes?” she asked, her heart beating faster. Suddenly, her innocent request seemed to hold extra weight. At least, Mark seemed to take it more seriously than she’d intended. Or… had she intended it this way? Maybe she had.

“Getting a cat, together,” he said, putting emphasis on that word, “seems like a good first step. And I like the idea of you having something else at home with you while I’m at work, something to take care of.”

“Really?” Zuzu’s ears stood straight upright in her excitement. “Can we get one soon?”

The sun had already dipped behind the trees, and there was no longer any golden light visible through the branches. The sky above had darkened and was now twinkling with stars. Mark’s eyes were hard to read in the darkness, but his smile was wide and warm and made her want to curl up in his lap.

She shivered.

“You’re getting cold,” he said. Then he grabbed her around the waist and pulled her toward him. Zuzu nuzzled into his neck and purred. Mark lifted his hoodie, which was a bit too big for him, and pulled it over top of her, trapping her inside against his warm torso. It was like a cozy little cave that smelled perfectly of him. She felt herself getting sleepy.

“Someday soon,” Mark said, cradling her in his arms. “I will take you to a shelter and you can pick out a little street cat to add to our family. How does that sound?”

Zuzu couldn’t speak, she thought she might cry if she did. So she just nodded. He’d called her his family. Zuzu didn’t know if Mark realized how much that meant to her, and she didn’t want to make a fool of herself by pointing it out. Maybe he hadn’t meant it the way it sounded. But she didn’t care. Even if it was only a casual feeling for him, rather than this intense, burning longing that she felt, Zuzu was thrilled that he felt it for her.

“Just not right away,” he was saying. “I want us to be able to enjoy our life together for a while. Just the two of us. Does that sound okay?”

Zuzu nodded again. With her face hidden inside his sweater, she dared a single word answer. “Perfect.”

Mark held her, rubbing her back through the sweater. Zuzu found herself slipping into sleepiness. The relief that Mark was home safe, and that he’d completed the Boss’s job, and that now they could just be together was so overwhelming she was completely exhausted by it.

Mark moved the picnic things off the blanket and lay down with her still snuggled up against him, and pulled the blanket over top of them both.

She wasn’t sure how long they’d been lying there when Zuzu woke to find Mark sleeping, too. She ran her fingers over Mark’s muscles until he hardened at her touch and moaned in his sleep. She pressed a finger to his lips and undid his pants, squirming out from under his sweater as he lay on the ground.

“Zuzu,” he whispered. “What are you—?”

“Shhh,” she said. “We’re celebrating.”

Mark left his hands on the blanket to let her lead, clumsy as she was. Zuzu tugged her panties aside and lowered herself onto him, gasping at how deep the penetration was at that angle.

Mark stared up at her. Moonlight streaked across her face as she pulled her t-shirt off to expose her breasts. He didn’t move, watching her as if she were a dream. Zuzu lifted herself up and plunged herself down, feeling the pull of her breasts as they bounced with her, and knowing that Mark would be watching them.

She rode him until she ached, up and down, unable to believe how different she felt now that she had him in her life. She felt so… complete.

Zuzu rode him in silence until, heedless of their sleeping neighbors, they both climaxed loudly, no longer able to hold in their passion.

Afterward, the night was perfect and quiet, and they slept together under the stars.


Chapter Sixteen
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Mark

Two months after Mark had completed his job for the Boss, things were going well. At work, his side project with Chief Singer had garnered the interest of Mrs. Cadbury—who had agreed to personally finance the orc family’s stay in a hotel, the rebuilding of their home, and Mrs. Hammerfist’s medical bills as she recovered from a lung infection. The Department of Inter-Portal Immigration had stonewalled Chief Singer’s inquiries at first, but there was a change of heart when the indomitable Mrs. Cadbury threatened to withdraw all private donations to the city if they refused to cooperate.

The initial investigations were depressing. The monster-kin neighborhoods that had been built throughout Havenseed Heights over the last fifty years were purposefully under-built to save money, with the underlying ethos of the plan’s approval essentially being that Havenseed Heights didn’t have to meet human building codes because the inhabitants weren’t human.

One particularly gut-souring quote—from a court case where a property developer was arguing for reduced building codes in non-human neighborhoods—was, “You don’t need the city’s approval to build a doghouse, so why would we need it for a street full of doghouses?”

That property developer and the justices who had approved his request were long dead, but their ideas lived on beneath the surface of future developments.

It was difficult to imagine just how bad human-monster relations had been when the migrants first started to arrive in New Justice City, and how many of those original prejudices and misconceptions about monster-kin people still influenced the civil institutions and systems of modern day.

There were a couple of weeks where the ‘side-project’ became a full time job, and Mark spent more time in meetings and buried in paperwork than with his usual duties.

When Chief Singer and Mark presented their findings to the Department of Inter-Portal Immigration and informed them that the Fire Department would no longer be certifying monster-kin dwellings by a different standard than human dwellings, there was surprisingly little pushback. Marion Chester, the head of DIPI, saw a face-saving opportunity, and preemptively announced at a flashy news conference that these orders had come straight from their department and that the Fire Department was cooperating fully with “long-needed and ethically necessary changes” to the way monster-kin were treated in the city.

This annoyed Mark, but Chief Singer, who had a better feel for the politics of the city, assured him that this was better than having to back them up against a wall to force the changes. Even if Marion Chester took credit for their work, more people would benefit with a willing DIPI movement for change than a highly politicized culture clash. Some older citizens of New Justice City might grumble, but by and large, the old prejudices were fading.

Once they’d passed off the project to Chester and her people, Mark was back to his usual work at the fire department and getting back into the groove of working with his old team. Chief Singer implied that Mark would need to be ready to take on additional work if DIPI needed help, which they almost certainly would once they realized the extent of what needed to be done, but for now it was business as usual.

At lunch, a few days after Chief Singer had put Mark back on full time standard duty, Mark was being forced to admire Stacy’s new engagement ring. She’d enthusiastically agreed to marry Henderson’s younger brother, Daniel, the week before and now took every opportunity to shove the glittery diamond under Mark’s nose. Or the nose of any other coworker who happened to step into her line of sight.

“Isn’t it amazing?” she gushed, for the hundredth time. “Who knew a clear rock could have so many colors?”

“Anyone who’s seen a prism before?” Mark suggested.

Stacy punched him in the shoulder and plunked her lunch on the table, sitting down heavily across from him. “Fine, be that way. But I hope when you propose to Zuzu, you let her be excited about her ring without being such a drag.”

Mark rolled his eyes. “I didn’t tell you about Zuzu so you could harass me about marriage every day, Stacy. We’re taking it slow. Unlike some people.”

Stacy blushed. “I know it’s kind of sudden. Our families were totally blindsided.”

Mark had opened up about his relationship with Zuzu, first to Stacy and Chief Singer, then eventually to the others on his team. They’d taken it in stride, Arthur and Sansara having paved the way. If anything, dating a catgirl was less shocking than Arthur dating then marrying a lamia woman. The cuter, more human-like monster girls were more socially acceptable than the more monstrous ones. Mark imagined if he’d ended up with an Arachne maid, that would have raised some eyebrows.

Now the running joke among the team was that half the fire department would be married to monster girl maids by this time next year at this rate, and the other guys were constantly arguing about what kind of monster girl they would want to hire from Maid For You when it came to be their turn.

“Danny and I were taking it slow, too,” Stacy reminded him with a twinkle in her eye. Then she wriggled her fingers at him, showing off the ring again. “But… when you know you know. Why drag out the inevitable. Besides, being engaged is so much more fun and exciting than just dating. You’ll see.”

Mark laughed, but the constant mentioning of marriage was beginning to startle him. He hadn’t really thought about it in such concrete terms. Of course, he’d gone into the Maid For You contract knowing he wanted something more serious, stable, and long term. But he’d somehow avoided thinking about the specifics of what that would entail. The more time he spent with Zuzu the more he could picture them together forever, maybe even with some kittens running at their feet.

But he didn’t know what Zuzu’s concept of marriage was, and he was nervous to bring it up, afraid that opening that Pandora’s Box might freak her out. He didn’t want to say anything that he couldn’t take back. There was also the chance that she just wouldn’t understand, wouldn’t know what to make of it, or wouldn’t comprehend the significance of the question.

He needed to move slowly with Zuzu, not just in terms of their relationship, but in terms of how well integrated she was in human society. She’d spent all of her time on Earth living on the streets, and she didn’t have a great grasp of human customs in law-abiding circles. There was a lot he’d still have to catch her up on before they considered taking big next steps in their lives.

And Mark was enjoying their simple life together. He didn’t want to do anything to shake things up unnecessarily.

Stacy was prattling on about wedding gowns—Mark didn’t know why she was talking to him about any of this except that maybe she didn’t have any female friends to chat with. He wondered if she and Zuzu would get along. Zuzu had been hanging out with the waitress from Sunshine House, Eden, fairly often. She was friendly with Sansara, too—the two often texted each other—but Sansara was so pregnant now that she wasn’t getting around for many visits.

Mark was about to ask Stacy if she and Daniel would like to go out with him and Zuzu sometime, just to see if they’d hit it off, when there was a ringing sound from his locker.

Mark excused himself and went to check his phone, which he usually left in there unless he was expecting a call from Zuzu. Today he wasn’t. He hoped everything was okay.

Pulling out the phone, he glanced at the display screen, expecting to see her number. But it was an unknown caller. He held the phone in his palm, staring at the screen, his mind running a mile a minute as he tried to think who might be calling him.

Whoever it was, unknown numbers always felt like a bad sign to Mark. He hesitated to answer it, to make whatever it was come true by acknowledging it.

“Everything okay?” Stacy called from their table.

Mark waved the question away without looking at her, still staring at the display screen, a sinking feeling in his stomach. “I’m going to take this outside,” he said. “Quieter.”

He didn’t know if he sounded convincing, but the break room was a bit rowdy.

Mark took the phone and headed down the stairs for the parking lot. He answered once he was in the stairwell.

“This is Mark McGuiness,” he said, his throat tight with dread.

“McGuiness,” the voice said, low and calm. “I thought you were about to make the mistake of not answering my call.”

Mark swallowed, his hand freezing on the door that led to the parking lot. He’d expected City Boy as a worst-case scenario, he’d prepared himself for that. But it wasn’t City Boy. It was the Boss. He’d recognize that voice anywhere, and it was much, much worse to receive a call from the Boss than it was from City Boy.

“I had to get out of the break room,” Mark explained, knowing that his excuse sounded weak, even if it was true. “I wasn’t expecting a call from you.”

“No, perhaps you weren’t,” the Boss said in his even, measured tones. “But perhaps you should have been.”

Mark pushed open the door and stepped into the sunshine, hoping the warmth would chase the sudden chill from his bones. “What do you mean?”

“You and I need to have a little conversation, McGuiness.”

“Respectfully, sir, I don’t think we do.” Cold sweat dripped down his back, but Mark held firm. He was done with that life. The Boss had given his blessing. He couldn’t take it back now. He went on. “I’ve paid back my debt. I did my time. And as much as I appreciate everything you’ve done for me, Boss, we’re even. You can’t pull me back in again.”

The silence on the other line grew heavier with each second as the Boss seemed to chew on Mark’s words, assessing them for something, analyzing them, searching for a flaw or a weakness. Mark didn’t really know what went on in the Boss’s head when he did this, but he recognized the move. Any time the Boss thought like that, whoever he was thinking about was about to get some bad news.

“This conversation isn’t about you, McGuiness,” the Boss said, finally.

Mark ran a hand through his hair, not following, and hating that he didn’t know where the Boss was leading him. He felt like a fish strung on a hook and line, no matter how he fought or struggled, he was going to end up in the Boss’s boat.

“What’s it about, then?”

The Boss didn’t hesitate this time, delivering his answer in a cold, cool deadpan. “We’re going to have a chat about your girl.”

Mark’s fingers seized, his palm sweating. He almost dropped his phone.

The Boss didn’t wait for his response, perhaps knowing that there was nothing Mark could say to get out of it. Instead, he gave Mark a time, date, and place for their meeting, and then hung up.

Mark heard the words over and over again in his mind after the call had ended, like a bitter echo.

By the time the shock wore off, he was already dialing Zuzu’s number.

***

Zuzu

She spent the morning cleaning the house in her comfy underwear, dancing and listening to music on Mark’s big stereo system. Listening to music made her hate cleaning a little less. That was a trick she’d come up with over the last couple of months that helped her do her job and stay sane.

It could actually be a little fun if you forgot what you were doing and just lost yourself to the beat. Well, almost.

When the kitchen and living room were clean, Zuzu got the laundry going, then returned to the kitchen to begin dinner.

It was so much nicer to cook in a clean kitchen. That was another good thing about cleaning. She could learn to like the stupid chores if she could remind herself that dancing was fun, and that cooking was better in a clean kitchen. She was making chicken parmesan again, since Mark had really liked that dish when she’d made it a couple of weeks ago. She’d wanted to make a side salad—even though she didn’t really like stupid vegetables, she knew it was important for humans to eat them—but they were out of lettuce, so she’d have to go to the market before Mark got home. She’d tried something different for dessert, blueberry cheesecake tartlets, which she thought might be better than the blueberry muffins that Mark loved so much.

She loved that he loved the muffins, but it was a constant competition she had with herself once she found something that he really liked to see if she could find something he liked even better.

Cheesecake was kind of like the milkshake she’d tried at Sunshine House Diner: a sweet, desserty improvement on something Zuzu already loved—cream…or in this case, cream cheese.

Anything that came from a cow seemed to be better than other foods. She did like chicken and fish, of course, but beef was even better. And dairy… that was a revelation for her since living with Mark, as they didn’t have many dairy animals where she came from and when she was on the streets, it wasn’t something she could afford.

Mark told her about the human cultures that revered cows as a sacred animal, and while Zuzu wasn’t really religious, that was a sentiment she could fully understand.

Zuzu pulled the tartlets from the oven. They would need to be cooled before eating. The chicken parmesan was prepared, and waiting in the refrigerator to be put in the oven shortly before Mark came home. The salad could be whipped up in no time. So, for the moment, she was finished.

She was considering taking a nap in the sunshine when the doorbell rang.

She ran to her bedroom and pulled on her fluffy white hoodie and a pair of shorts before padding over to the door. Zuzu still didn’t like answering the door. It wasn’t often that she had to, and Mark had said it was safe for her now that he was all squared away with the Boss, but it still made her nervous.

She had to stand on tiptoes to see out the little spy glass in the middle of the door. Straining to keep her eye centered on the peephole, Zuzu caught a splash of curly red hair. She breathed a sigh of relief and dropped to her heels, pulling the door open so quickly that it surprised her guest.

“Hi, Eden!” she said, her tail twitching excitedly. “I didn’t know you were coming today.”

Eden’s freckled face broke into a grin. “Hi Zuzu! I hope it’s okay that I stopped by unannounced. They switched my shift at the last minute. I’ve got a split shift today, and I just finished the early one. I’m going back this evening. I thought we could hang out a bit this afternoon if you’re not too busy.”

Zuzu smiled back and motioned Eden inside. She was extra glad she’d done her cleaning early, because she would have felt really guilty slacking off if her chores weren’t done. And she knew Eden didn’t like to have to spend double bus fare on the days she had a split shift, so she wouldn’t have wanted to turn her away.

“I just finished with dinner prep,” she said, closing the door behind her friend and leading the way to the living room. “How’s things?”

“Oh, you know,” Eden said, following her in and slumping on the couch. “My manager’s a dick, but most of the customers are okay. He knows I hate split shifts. The extra tips don’t make up for having to waste my whole day.”

“Well now you’re here,” Zuzu said. “So at least we can waste it in style! What do you want to watch?”

She found the remote and turned the TV on, then passed it to Eden. The pretty redhead flipped through the channels until she found a cake decorating show she’d introduced Zuzu to last week. Today they were making a cake that looked like a movie monster. Zuzu was impressed at the artistic skill involved in creating a cake sculpture, but she wasn’t really sure why anyone would want to eat something that looked like it was made of rotting green flesh.

“How are things going with Mark?” Eden asked, turning the volume down and turning to Zuzu with a conspiratorial look on her face. “You have no idea how jealous I am that you landed that hunk of sexy man meat. He’s sooo hot.”

Zuzu blushed. Eden was always interested in her relationship with Mark, and Zuzu wasn’t sure how much was polite to say. She shrugged. “I don’t really know how I did it either,” Zuzu admitted. “But I’m glad the stars aligned the way they did. Mark’s pretty amazing.”

“Understatement of the year.” Eden wriggled in her seat and rubbed her arms. “Just thinking about him gives me chills. Don’t worry, I’m not out to steal your man. But if he’s got any single friends, you’ll hook your girl up, won’t you?”

Zuzu grinned. She knew Eden wasn’t thinking about trying to cut in with Mark, not that Mark would let that happen anyway. She had a good sense for people, and she knew Eden was just a big romantic softy who wanted to hear all the soppy details of Zuzu and Mark’s developing relationship. If Eden had given any indication that she was moving in on her territory, Zuzu would have scratched her eyes out and asked questions later.

But she was glad she hadn’t needed to. It was nice to have a friend.

“Actually, the only friend of Mark’s that I’ve met so far is Arthur and he’s married to a lamia woman,” Zuzu said. “She’s so beautiful and kinda terrifies me. Like… I’ve never met a woman who is so regal and poised and strong, and completely devoted to her husband. She makes me feel like I’m a scraggly kitten in comparison.”

“Hey, scraggly kittens are adorable!”

Zuzu grinned. “I like Sansara. She’s always been really nice to me. But I often feel like I don’t quite measure up when she’s around. Luckily, Mark seems to think I’m okay even if I’m a little rougher around the edges.”

“You’ve had a really hard go of it,” Eden said, patting her leg.

Zuzu had told her some of her life in Werifesteria, and—without going into any details that would get her in trouble—a bit about her life on the street before she started working for Maid For You. “I don’t think it really matters how rough your edges are, there’s always someone out there whose edges click with yours. Mark must be the one for you. You seem really happy here.”

“I am,” Zuzu said, beaming at her friend. “And I’ll ask Mark if he has any firefighter buddies who like cute, curvy redheads.”

“If that doesn’t work, maybe I could join Maid For You,” Eden said, brightening at the thought. “Think there are any handsome orc men who need a housecleaner?”

Zuzu laughed. “I have never seen a handsome orc man. At least… they aren’t to my taste. But if you like that bestial kind of masculinity, I bet there’s someone out there for you. I don’t think Maid For You hires human girls, though. Not yet anyway. The owner, Ms. Ramsbottom, said they’re planning to expand soon, though. So, who knows.”

Eden sighed and leaned back against the couch, her eyes on the television. “I guess I could just learn how to make a boyfriend out of cake. That might be more realistic at this point. It’s not like I have time to date with my schedule.”

They continued to chat as they finished watching the program. A sunbeam was coming through the curtains, warming her spot on the couch, and Zuzu could feel a nap attack creeping up on her. Then she remembered the lettuce she needed for the salad.

Zuzu sat up, forcing herself back to wakefulness, and said, “I still have to go shopping for a few items before dinner. Do you want to come?”

“Sure,” Eden said, rising from the couch. “I’ll head back to the diner when we’re done. Maybe I can pick up a couple extra hours if they’re busy.”

Zuzu ran to her bedroom and took a bit of cash from the envelope she kept for her grocery budget. She didn’t need much for lettuce, but she wanted to take enough that if she saw something that caught her eye, she didn’t have to go back for it. Some of Zuzu’s best recipes had come from seeing an unusual cut of meat or a weird vegetable and looking up how to cook it on her phone.

The girls walked to the market, chatting about nothing in the most pleasant way. Zuzu had never been the most social person, and a lot of people she’d met, she was instinctively put off by. But she and Eden could talk about just about anything, and their time together was fun and comfortable. Best of all, beyond her initial surprise at Zuzu’s being a catgirl, Eden wasn’t the least bit worried about other people knowing she had a monster-kin friend. Zuzu felt much more comfortable in the human neighborhood after gaining some acceptance from a few of the locals. And she was pretty sure their acceptance was largely in part because Eden made her seem so… normal.

In the produce section, Zuzu had located the lettuce right away. She also grabbed some extra garlic and herbs for the dressing. She was inspecting a strange spiky pink thing called a dragon fruit when her phone rang.

She set the dragonfruit down and answered without looking at the caller ID.

“Hello?”

“Zuzu, sweetheart, is that you?” Mark’s panicked voice was too loud through the speaker. She had to hold it away from her head so it didn’t hurt her sensitive ears. “Please tell me you’re okay.”

“I’m fine, handsome,” she said. “What’s the matter?”

“Why aren’t you at home? I got here, and you weren’t here, and I kind of freaked.”

“I’m just at the market with Eden,” Zuzu said, her anxiety spiking at the sound of fear in Mark’s voice. “Dinner’s almost ready, I just needed some things for the salad.”

“Thank fucking God,” Mark let out a heavy breath. “Please come home. Now. Forget the salad.”

“But—”

“Now, Zuzu.” His tone did not sound like he was willing to be argued with this time.

Eden gave her a worried look from the other side of a big produce bin. She was holding a bunch of bananas in her hand. She mouthed “Is everything okay?”

Zuzu shrugged, then turned her attention back to the phone. “Mark, please tell me what’s going on.”

He was silent for a moment, just a few seconds too long, and Zuzu felt true terror creeping up her spine. “Mark… are you there?”

“I got a call from the Boss today.”

Zuzu’s tail bristled, and she barely stopped herself from yowling in fear. “What? Why? I thought you were done with that.”

“It wasn’t about me, Zuzu.” Mark’s voice was low and serious. “It was about you.”

“Me?” Zuzu nearly fainted.

Eden set the bananas down and moved around the produce stand to put her arm around the catgirl’s waist, worry obvious in her freckled face.

Mark let out another deep breath, his voice tight. “I think… I think he knows who you are.”

If it wasn’t for Eden’s support, Zuzu might have passed out from the shock. It was her worst nightmare come true. She braced herself for a panic attack, certain that she’d lose control of her senses.

But she didn’t. Instead, it was like when she’d been in survival mode on the streets. This was real danger, and her body knew how to handle that. A cold calmness washed over her, numbing her other feelings. She nodded into the phone.

“Okay Mark,” she said, and her voice was strangely calm too. “I’m coming home. I’m coming home right now.”

She hung up the phone and wrapped her arms around Eden, hugging her new friend and hoping that it wouldn’t be the last time she saw her.

“I’m sorry, Eden,” she said. “I have to go. I’ll text you later and try to explain. But it’s probably better if no one sees you with me for a little while.”

“Zuzu, what—?”

“I’m sorry,” Zuzu said again.

Then she ran from the store, leaving the lettuce, garlic and herbs in the dragonfruit bin and Eden gaping after her like a stunned rabbit.


Chapter Seventeen
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Mark

He bought a gun. Mark hadn’t carried a gun since his time as the Boss’s bodyguard, and even then he’d preferred not to have to use it. Most of the time he’d found just carrying it was enough to dissuade the kind of behavior that would have required him to shoot anyone. And he’d never killed anyone.

But what was he supposed to do?

A meeting with the Boss when one was no longer on his payroll was a dangerous thing. He needed to protect Zuzu and the only way he could do that was if he was alive.

Mark didn’t have a taste for death the way City Boy did. Even if it was to save his own life he wasn’t sure he’d be able to do it. Maybe as a very last resort. But to save Zuzu? He didn’t want to do it, but if it came down to it, he would kill the Boss if it meant freeing Zuzu from the chains that bound her to the undercity.

If he got the chance.

That was a big if. But it was the only shred of hope keeping Mark going since he’d gotten the phone call.

The address the Boss had given him was for a bowling alley called King Pins on the north edge of town, right on the border between Havenseed Heights and the industrial end of New Justice City. Not in the Boss’s territory, which Mark hoped was a good sign. A neutral meeting place signified a willingness to discuss. If the Boss planned to kill him, he’d have insisted Mark meet him somewhere less public, where the cleanup would be easier.

There was a chance that the Boss’s guards wouldn’t frisk him in a public place, in which case Mark could take the shot if he needed to. But he wouldn’t get more than one. Mark wasn’t stupid enough to think this meeting would be a one on one. The Boss didn’t go anywhere without his heavies, and if he managed to shoot the bastard, Mark would be dead meat too.

It was a desperate plan, but it was the only way that Mark could think of to keep Zuzu from harm.

Whoever took over the undercity crime syndicate—and there would be many waiting in the wings for the Boss’s death—wouldn’t be likely to avenge the previous Boss’s minor grievances. Mark couldn’t imagine that this was anything more than a minor grievance to the Boss, a small matter of pride. But that didn’t change the fact that it was a life-or-death situation for him and Zuzu, underlings that they were.

Craig was probably the only one who knew of Zuzu’s true identity. The Boss wouldn’t like too many people talking about a petty thief with the balls—for lack of a better word—to defy his orders, at least not until justice had been served.

King Pins was typical of alleys built in the 50s and 60s at the peak of the bowling craze, with its retro-cool signage and old-fashioned charm. For decades, bowling had been the sport of choice amongst blue-collar workers in New Justice City. Beer leagues proliferated long past public interest in the professional sport. But it had taken on a seedy quality. King Pins was no different.

The place smelled like stale cigarette smoke, musty carpets, and shoe spray when Mark pushed the door open. He looked at the text message he’d received from the Boss. It said the meeting was taking place at Lane 23. There were twenty lanes, numbered with dingy hanging signs. The place didn’t appear to have been updated with electronic score keeping. Mark frowned and made his way toward the check in counter.

A bored-looking attendant chewing a wad of gum the size of a golf ball looked up at him as he approached. She looked to be in her fifties but had bleached blonde hair worn in girlish pigtails. Her makeup stood out strangely against her sun-damaged, crepey skin.

“Welcome to King Pins,” she droned in a nasal tone. “How can I help you?”

Mark reached inside his jacket, feeling the cold, dead weight of the gun in his inside pocket, just to reassure himself it was still there. “Yes, uh, hi. I’m supposed to be meeting someone here. But my directions say Lane 23.”

The woman grabbed a pair of shoes from a pile to the right of her desk and began dousing them with an aerosol can that proclaimed in large letters to be ANTIFUNGAL and DEODORIZING and SPRINGTIME FRESH. The scent that wafted toward Mark was something like rotted lawn clippings mixed with parmesan cheese.

The woman instantly lost interest in him, if she’d had any to begin with.

“Private Lanes are through the door on the right,” she said, shoving the shoes into a cubby behind her and grabbing another pair.

Mark thanked her, his stomach curdling with anxiety as he made his way to the door she’d indicated. Somewhere behind him, a ball smacked into the pins, the sound making him jump. It seemed degrading for this to be the place he was forced to make his last stand against the Boss—this seedy, forgotten figment from decades past. He doubted the woman at the front desk would even remember he’d been here if he failed to come out again. Maybe that’s why the Boss had chosen the place.

The swinging door was covered in peeling brown paint, with metal underneath that left his hand smelling like old coins or rusted pipes. Mark wiped his palm against his thighs as he looked down the corridor ahead of him. The walls and ceiling were made of bare concrete, and the floor was covered in a psychedelic paisley carpet that might have been earthy 70s hues of mustard, olive, and rust but which had been worn away until they all looked like different shades of beige. Fluorescent tube lighting buzzed and flickered overhead, illuminating dark brown doors with stenciled numbers painted on them from twenty-one to thirty.

A numbness had entered Mark’s limbs. He walked toward the door to Lane 23 like he was already dead. Acid burned the back of his mouth. He hadn’t realized just how much he was dreading this meeting until that moment.

Mark’s career as a firefighter put him in harm’s way almost every day. He didn’t hesitate to enter burning buildings or tear open wrecked vehicles or inspect gas leaks. He was familiar with dangerous situations, at home with hazards.

But the Boss represented a very different kind of threat. And the fact that it was not just his life, but Zuzu’s on the line made the stakes that much higher for Mark.

He knocked, slowly, three times, knowing the Boss would expect the courtesy. He did not appreciate those who took his hospitality for granted, even when they were invited. Mark didn’t want to make things worse for him than they needed to be by insulting him.

The doorknob clicked and the door swung outward, forcing Mark to take a step back into the hallway. Two huge men in charcoal gray suits stepped into the hallway with him. One stood in front of the door with his arms crossed. The second frisked him.

Mark didn’t seem to have the mental energy to be afraid of these goons. They worked with a businesslike efficiency. The frisker took the gun from Mark’s pocket without saying a word, stuffed it into his own jacket, then did a second pass.

“He’s clean.” The man turned to his partner, who opened the door. Then he nodded to Mark. “Go ahead.”

As much as Mark had dreaded having to use the gun, the ruthless competence with which he’d been disarmed and the carelessness the bodyguards had for his attempt to smuggle it inside… did not inspire confidence.

Mark swallowed hard as he stepped past the two guards and into the private room. Unlike the dingy public alleys with their cracked vinyl seating, yellowed hardwood floors, and painfully bright lighting, the Boss’s private lane oozed money and class.

A full mahogany bar, the liquor bottles stored on backlit shelves, was to the left of the door. Plush burgundy carpet covered the seating area, muffling the footsteps of the big men who followed Mark into the room. The goons seated themselves on two of the three leather and chrome barstools, facing outward impassively. The wood paneled walls were styled like a gentleman’s club from the 1800s, with patterned wallpaper in a hunter green and gold motif like stylized oak leaves.

It was so quiet, like every sound made in this room would be sucked up and forgotten before anyone on the outside ever heard a whisper. Mark had a sinking feeling that the Boss had had the place soundproofed.

Two long, leather sofas stained a deep cherry red and dimpled with buttons faced each other across a low table that matched the bar. On the table, a pair of dull brass knuckles rested next to a white silk tie and a cell phone. Mark had seen those brass knuckles in action before, and the Boss knew that he had. His chest tightened as he wondered if they were meant as a threat or a promise of what was to come.

The Boss sat in the center of one of the couches, wearing a black suit with incongruous lavender pinstripes. He wore a satin shirt under the suit jacket, also lavender, with no tie and the top three buttons undone. He had one arm draped over the back of the couch. He was a big man, even compared to Mark. He kept his head shaved to a glossy finish, which somehow only made his bullish neck and shoulders look bigger. He was barrel chested and powerful rather than lean, and while he had enforcers to do his dirty work for him, the Boss wasn’t shy about taking matters into his own hands when the situation called for it.

Mark prayed that this wasn’t one of those cases.

“Sit down, McGuiness.” The Boss’s voice was low and frighteningly calm. He didn’t turn to look at Mark as he entered the room, staring straight ahead at the place he was intended to sit. “It’s been a while.”

Beyond the seating area, the single bowling lane was polished to a golden sheen so perfect, a ghost of the wallpaper could be seen reflected in its surface. Ten unpainted wooden bowling pins were arranged in perfect formation, waiting for someone to knock them down.

There was a ball bag on the floor next to the Boss’s seat, unopened, as if he was waiting to finish this business before starting his game. Next to the ball bag was a black briefcase with golden clasps that probably cost half of Mark’s annual salary.

Mark lowered himself into the seat opposite the Boss, taking slow breaths and trying not to panic. “What is it you wanted to talk about, Boss?”

“Right to the point.” The Boss let out a gravelly chuckle, his dark, deep-set eyes staring straight into Mark’s own. “I respect that. All right, McGuiness. I want to know about your girl. Tell me everything you know about her.”

Mark obliged, explaining how he’d hired a maid from Maid For You to help around the house while he was working long hours. Zuzu had been a new hire for the company and wasn’t fully trained, but Mark agreed to give her a chance because she seemed traumatized by something from her past. He didn’t share any of the more intimate details of their relationship, but he explained how things had become more personal lately and that he wasn’t going to let anything happen to her.

The Boss’s face remained impassive as Mark gave his explanation.

“Zuzu…” He chuckled again. “Very cute. That is not the name I know her by. But that doesn’t change the fact that she works for me, not you, McGuiness. My contract with your maid supersedes your own. You can get another maid. I’ve heard good things about that service. But the catgirl belongs to me.”

Mark gritted his teeth at the Boss’s transactional tone. “Respectfully, sir, I can’t do that. It’s not just a business contract to me anymore. She’s more than that. She’s… she’s family.”

Over the years, one thing Mark knew about the Boss was that family was very important to him. It was one of the reasons that Mark respected him as a man of principles rather than thinking of him as an evil dirt-bag crime lord like some of the other leaders of the undercity he’d met.

The Boss took a cigar from his pocket, bit the end off, and lit it with a golden, engraved lighter before leaning back in his seat and regarding Mark without smiling. Thin blue smoke wafted into the air between them as the Boss smoked silently, his gaze thoughtful. Mark was all too aware of the throbbing of his pulse through his body. It made his head feel too big and his limbs heavy and useless. His mouth was dry. Sweat clung to his skin under his jacket. The Boss’s goons stared straight ahead at the bar, observing yet somehow not observing the conversation. Mark remembered that pose, the discretion the Boss valued in his bodyguards above all else.

When half the stogie had burned down, the Boss held it up over his left shoulder, and one of the bodyguards slid off his stool, an ashtray in his hand. He held it, staying out of the Boss’s line of sight as he stubbed out the cigar. The guard took it back to the bar, set it aside, and sat back down without a word.

“Family,” the Boss said, blowing out a stream of smoke as he did so, “is the most important thing of all.”

“It is,” Mark agreed, hope flickering in his chest.

“But I can’t have the word getting out that I let a runaway alley cat screw me over. You understand that, McGuiness. I know you do. I must have her back so that she can make amends.”

The hope died as quickly as it had appeared. “No.” Mark’s voice cracked as he said it, but he cleared his throat and tried again. “No, I can’t accept that.”

“Very well,” the Boss sighed, leaning forward and slapping his meaty palms on the thighs of his pinstriped pants. “You worked in this business for long enough that you know what comes next. I’m sorry it has to be this way. I did like you, McGuiness.” Without turning to his goons, he added two words. “Hold him.”

Both men slid off their stools with practiced synchronicity, they moved side by side until they got behind the Boss, then split to each go around one side of the leather couch. Mark stood, knowing what was coming, and yet refusing to suffer the indignity of having to be dragged into it.

Each of the thugs grabbed one of his arms, their grips like vices that bit into his skin. Mark closed his eyes, trying to control his breathing as he heard the metallic sound of the brass knuckles being moved across the table. The couch creaked as the Boss stood, and Mark opened his eyes.

The Boss was big, bigger than him, bigger than Mark’s memories of him. Maybe that was because he’d never been on this side of one of his business deals before. Feeling helpless, Mark did the only thing he could do to retain some sense of his own integrity. He looked the Boss in the eyes, and nodded that he was ready.

The man’s deep-set eyes widened slightly, but his mouth didn’t move. His fist hardly seemed to move either, but one moment it was at his side and the next it was planted firmly in Mark’s stomach. Pain exploded from the point of impact, deep, gut-wrenching pain, like things inside him had burst. His attempts at stoicism flew out the window as he roared in agony, his breath refusing to come back into his lungs after it had been knocked out.

The Boss didn’t bother to wait for him to recover before driving his fist into Mark’s ribs. Bones crunched. Mark felt blood in his mouth. He sucked in a gasping breath and choked on it, coughing and spluttering like he was drowning in his own fluids.

“What—” He wheezed. “What’s the point? Beating me. Won’t change my mind.”

The Boss’s only answer was another blow to the stomach, then another. This one hit something integral, a kidney maybe. Mark was sure he’d be pissing blood for months if he managed to survive this deal. Fuck. He might be pissing blood now, he wouldn’t know.

It was a good thing the goons had strong grips because his legs weren’t working anymore. The pain was exquisite, so completely outside his previous experiences that Mark could almost believe it had been delivered by God as some kind of punishment. There was no way for a human body to hurt like this and to survive, was there?

Strange white lights went off behind his eyes the next time the Boss hit him, like his brain was misfiring. The pain didn’t go anywhere, but Mark only felt half there to feel it. Like his consciousness was disconnecting from his body. He had the urge to hang on, to allow himself to feel all of it, because if he let go now, he was going to die.

God, he was going to die. He should have felt something about that. He didn’t want to die, for fuckssake. But it was an inescapable truth. The Boss was going to take his life for Zuzu’s. If that was the price, he’d pay it. But he had to be sure.

“You kill me,” he panted, forcing the words out through what felt like sludge inside his chest. “You leave her alone.”

The Boss ran a finger over the brass knuckles, petting them like Mark did Zuzu’s head. It made Mark feel irrationally sad to know that he wouldn’t be able to pet her again.

“It’s not too late, McGuiness,” the Boss said. “I can still save your life. All you have to do is agree to give your little catgirl up without a fuss. It’s not so hard.”

“Fuck. No.” Blood burbled from Mark’s mouth and dripped down his chin. “Rather die.”

The Boss’s fist hit his jaw like a freight train. Mark felt his skin peel away from his face and land flapping like wet fabric against his neck. There was something in his mouth, something hard and sharp. Mark spat the broken teeth onto the floor. He could barely see out of his left eye, which was swelling shut. He couldn’t breathe through his nose. He had the sudden, hilarious notion that he didn’t have a nose anymore, that the Boss had punched it right off his face.

He laughed, then again choked on his own blood.

“One last chance, McGuiness,” the Boss said, giving him an odd look. “I’m prepared to drop you naked in a ditch to die among the rats, if you make me do it. But it’s not too late to recant. I can still save your life. Hell, I’ll shower you with gifts you can’t imagine. Take your mind off the girl. All I need is to have your kitty back for one year of tough jobs. After that, she’ll be free, and you can live your happily ever after. It’s more than a fair deal after what you’ve put me through.”

Mark wanted to spit in his face, but he was rapidly losing his vision as his face swelled, and his brain shut down. He would have given him the finger, but he could no longer feel his extremities.

He attempted to move his broken jaw, his tongue feeling thick and foreign in his mouth as he formed the words. “Fuck. You.”

It wasn’t a snappy comeback like guys in the movies made. In fact, it was barely discernible as words at all. But it made Mark feel good to say it anyway. He tried again, speaking slowly and enunciating each syllable carefully, to ensure the Boss knew exactly what he meant.

“Fuuuuck. Yoooouuu.”

The Boss smiled for the first time since Mark had entered the room. He removed the bloodied brass knuckles and dropped them on the table, then snapped his fingers. The goon on Mark’s left let go of his arm and picked up the briefcase from the floor. The second guy threw Mark onto the table, and ripped his shirt open. Mark tried to fight back but it was like his brain wasn’t connected to his body at all anymore, just enough to feel the pain.

This was it. This was the end. They were going to strip him and leave him in a gutter somewhere to be eaten by rats.

But at least Zuzu would be safe. Somehow the rest didn’t bother him so much when he knew that she’d be safe.

Mark knew the Boss well enough to be sure he wouldn’t take payment for Zuzu’s crimes from both of them.

How had he fallen for this girl so fast? They’d hardly known each other more than a month, and he was willing to die for her. It seemed impossible, but he was.

God he’d been so stupid. He was in love with her. That was the only thing that made any sense. He’d thought it would feel different, falling in love. Like a bolt from the blue… but it had been so warm and comfortable and sweet that he hadn’t recognized it for what it was.

And it had taken a brass-knuckled fist to the jaw to make him see he was a fool.

Mark didn’t regret anything, except that he hadn’t had a chance to tell her.

That was worse than not getting to pet her ears again. Worse than never being able to hold her in his lap. Or eat her amazing blueberry muffins. Or laugh at how bad she was at working the laundry machine. Or watch her sleeping in a sunbeam.

God he wished he could have just one more minute with her, so that he could say the words. She deserved to hear them.

The Boss moved in the corner of Mark’s less swollen eye, pulling something from the briefcase. Probably some torture device. He couldn’t seem to muster the energy to care.

But when the Boss held the thing in front of Mark’s face, he blinked, not understanding.

A bottle of modified healing salve? What the fuck. Now he was taunting Mark with the job that had started this whole thing? Blood trickled out the corner of Mark’s mouth and made its way into his ear. The Boss wasn’t usually one to gloat. What was this about?

“You’ve convinced me,” the Boss said, squeezing the tube of cold cream onto Mark’s chest. “If you’re willing to die for this girl, then she is family. I am not one to disrespect the sacred bonds of family.”

A tingling sensation spread through Mark’s body as the magical properties of the salve took hold. He managed to pull one hand to his chest to rub the salve into his skin, crying out in pain as the juices seeped into his pores.

His bones crackled, aching as the magic pulled them back together. It was agonizing… but good. It was healing him. Everything inside his body that was burst, shattered, or torn apart was being restructured. He spread the salve inexpertly, unable to see what he was doing, but wanting to get some of it everywhere that hurt.

“I was never going to punish her, McGuiness,” the Boss said, with the stogie burning between his lips once more. “I knew you would pay her price for her, of course. Besides, when have you ever seen me treat a woman that way? If I must have a woman killed, it is always a quick and painless operation. Business, not pleasure.”

“Why then…?” Mark gasped, finally able to get some words out.

“We needed a test subject for the new and improved healing salves, suped up and modified for human usage.” The Boss sat down on the leather couch and crossed his legs as the goons retreated to their places at the bar. “I knew you were fit enough to take a serious enough beating to give them a proper test drive. Plus, you already knew of their existence, so that’s a bonus. This shit won’t be ready for mainstream use for another decade or so, but when it’s ready it’s going to be my market. We’re already laying the tracks. You won’t see it this way, but from my perspective, beating your ass killed two birds with one stone–you paid your girl’s price, we get to do a little early product testing. Win win, as far as I’m concerned.”

“You’re not the one with internal bleeding,” Mark grumbled. But he couldn’t deny that the medicine was working wonders on his body.

Still, within a matter of twenty minutes—after applying several salves to his torso and face—Mark was as good as new.

Well, almost. He was still missing four teeth and the cartilage in his nose had grown back kind of fucked, but he couldn’t really complain given the alternative had been being chewed to death by rats.

“You’re a fucking psycho, you know that?” Mark put his bloodied shirt and jacket back on gingerly, not quite able to believe that everything was right as rain. It didn’t hurt.

“That’s why I’m the Boss,” the Boss said, picking up the white silk tie that had been lying on the table, which was now spattered with blood. He lifted an eyebrow and held it up against his lavender shirt, which was also speckled in red. “You want to see a real psycho, though, you should meet my wife.”

“I have met your wife,” Mark reminded him. “She’s a delight.”

“You only think so because you’ve never had to show her my drycleaning bills after a meeting like this,” the Boss said, shaking his head. “That woman has no appreciation for the work that I do.”

“Does she know what you do?”

“No, McGuiness. She’s crazy. I feel as if you’re not listening to me.”

Mark squeezed the last of a tube of salve onto his finger and applied it to the back of his ear. “Maybe I’m still swollen,” he said. “You did try to cave my head in.”

The Boss leaned down and lifted the ball bag onto the table, opening it to reveal a lavender-colored ball that matched his shirt. “All in the name of love.”

Mark snorted.

“Go home, McGuiness,” the Boss said, reaching into his jacket pocket and withdrawing a small white card. He passed it to Mark, then picked up his bowling ball. “Give that troublesome little kitty a kiss. Live your lives free of obligation to me.”

The Boss carried the ball across the carpeted seating around, and positioned himself before the perfectly polished lane, lining himself up for his first roll.

Mark glanced at the card. “Who the fuck is Dr. Bernthal?”

“He’s a very good dentist,” came the reply. “Tell him I sent you.”

The Boss’s arm came back in a fluid movement, and he slid across the hardwood floor with a dancer’s grace, whipping the ball down the lane with practiced ease.

Strike!

The sound of falling pins followed Mark as he made his exit, tucking the card into the inside pocket where he’d been carrying the gun.

He didn’t really care to ask for it back.

***

Zuzu

She thought she had experienced fear before. Living on the streets of New Justice City had exposed Zuzu to terror unlike anything she had ever known in her old world. Fear of starvation, death by cold, fear of being caught by the police, shot at by gang members, fear of being captured and sold to a trafficking ring.

Fear of disappointing the Boss.

But none of that compared to the horror she felt as she watched Mark confronting the huge man in the pinstriped suit.

Ropes burned her wrists and ankles from where the Boss’s thug had tied her to the chair. Craig, Mark had called him, the City Boy. He was wearing the same black suit and red tie he’d been wearing when he’d watched her in the grocery store.

She would have recognized him anywhere. She sure as hell would never have let him into the house. Mark had warned her to stay inside and not open the door until he got home, and Zuzu had done just that.

It didn’t matter. City Boy didn’t have any time for locked doors or windows. He’d let himself in, and scared the devil out of Zuzu when he’d appeared like a ghost in the living room without making a sound.

She’d tried to run. She’d pushed the magic of her Mastery into her feet and launched across the room in an attempt to get to the door before him. But he’d barred it from the inside, and Zuzu had hit it hard enough to stun herself.

Panic did stupid things to the brain. She couldn’t believe she’d been so stupid.

And now she was tied to a chair with a gag in her mouth, being forced to watch live footage from a security camera connected to City Boy’s cell phone…

Footage of the Boss killing the man she loved.

Tears burned Zuzu’s eyes, and she screamed into the gag, ripping at the ropes that bit into her flesh. Every time the Boss hit Mark, Zuzu’s body jerked like she’d been hit. She clawed at her wrists, trying to get free, with the delirious conviction that if only she could escape, she could find Mark and help him.

Gods, she had never seen such violence. Heard of it, yes, but Zuzu had always run and hid rather than face the kinds of darkness that lurked in the shadows of the undercity. She was a thief, not a gangster. She wasn’t a killer.

Had she known how brutal the Boss could be she would never have taken jobs with him. It was her fault this was happening. Mark was going to die and it was all her fault.

Why was the Boss doing this? She hadn’t double-crossed him or betrayed him. It wasn’t her fault the cops had been watching that apothecary. It wasn’t her fault they chased her and shot at her and knocked the package from her hands. It was just a mistake. It was all a mistake.

And Mark was going to pay for it. He’d saved her. He’d taken her in. And now he was going to die.

“No, I’ll go!” she screamed, the gag muffling her words. “I’ll go, just leave him alone. Tell the Boss I’ll come back if he stops hurting Mark.”

City Boy just held the screen, wordlessly, as Mark took crippling blow after blow. Blood sprayed from his mouth. Yet he remained stupidly, stubbornly defiant.

Why, why was he doing this?

The thugs that had been holding Mark for the beating suddenly threw him onto the table, and began to strip his clothes. She wanted to puke when she saw how purple and swollen Mark’s torso was, like his internal organs had ruptured and were just waiting to burst out of his skin.

Zuzu felt like her insides were being torn apart. She might as well die, because she wasn’t going to be able to live without him.

“Kill me,” she begged, turning her eyes away from the screen to plead with City Boy’s mirrored sunglasses. “Kill me and call the Boss. Tell him it’s done. Kill me, you asshole!”

“Watch.” The single word was so dead and cold that Zuzu obeyed automatically.

The Boss was squeezing something onto Mark’s broken chest. She prayed that it wasn’t acid or…

What? Was that a healing salve? Zuzu’s heart leaped in her chest, confusion blooming in her mind until she felt like she was in a horrible dream.

It was a healing salve. She couldn’t hear their voices, but she could see Mark relax. He winced as he sat up, rubbing more of the salve over his chest. His face had a horrible melted look, like the skin wasn’t attached properly. Zuzu felt bile rising in her throat as she truly saw the extent of his injuries.

But as she saw the hanging skin, Mark pressed it back into place, rubbing salve on it and it was… like a fucking miracle. It didn’t make sense. Zuzu had never seen a healing salve that effective, even on monster-kin. She hadn’t known such a thing existed. She could only imagine how much a tube of salve that strong would cost.

The Boss was using hundreds of thousands of dollars’ worth of medicine to… heal Mark? After he had inflicted the beating? It didn’t make any sense.

“You’ve found yourself a good man,” City Boy said, breaking his silence. He shut the feed off and cut her bindings.

Zuzu glanced up to find him watching her with the same deadpan stare he’d had in the market. She opened her mouth to say something, but after all her screaming and her fear, she felt light-headed and confused.

“You’d better treat him right,” the enforcer continued. “Don’t take him for granted, alley cat.”

She managed to shake her head, but still couldn’t form words.

Zuzu felt numb and far away, on the verge of a panic attack. But it was as if her body didn’t have the energy to go through with it, and instead she just shivered, drooling on the gag, her eyes unfocused on a spot in front of her face where she kept expecting to see Mark’s dead body appear on the screen that was no longer there.

She was losing her mind. That was all. They’d killed Mark and her mind was broken.

City Boy left. She didn’t remember it happening, but one moment he was there and the next he was gone. Zuzu couldn’t bring herself to feel relief. She couldn’t feel anything but numb, dead limbed and catatonic from shock.

Zuzu didn’t know how long she’d been sitting there when the door to the house opened.

She whirled, forgetting she was no longer tied to the chair, and fell onto the floor, sure that City Boy was returning to finish her.

But it wasn’t him.

Kind brown eyes looked down on her from above a blood-stained shirt and jacket.

“Mark?” she gasped, belatedly realizing the gag was gone. “Mark!”

She picked herself up off the floor and flew into his arms. He squeezed her, as strong as ever, and she finally started to believe that the healing hadn’t been a dream.

“I’m so sorry.” She wept, pressing her face into his chest. “He made me watch. He made me watch everything. You must hate me for what they did to you. I begged him to take me instead, but he wouldn’t listen.”

“Stop it.”

Mark kept his arms around her and carried her to the couch, where he collapsed, keeping her pinned to his chest. His firm, healthy, not-bruised, not-broken chest. Zuzu pressed her hands to him, marveling at the fact that he was whole.

“Did it really happen?” she wondered, running her hands over his face. “It wasn’t a nightmare, was it?”

But she could see the rope burns on her wrists. Her ankles hurt too.

“Oh, it was a nightmare, all right,” Mark said dryly. “Unfortunately, it was the real-life kind. I’m going to have to take a day or two off work.”

Zuzu inspected his face, sticking her fingers in his mouth to pry open his jaw. “Where are all of your teeth?” she demanded.

“Apparently, there’s a guy who will fix that,” he said, pulling the business card out of his jacket pocket. “The healing salves can’t grow new teeth. And the cartilage in my nose is kind of fucked.”

Zuzu ran a finger down the lumpy bridge, biting her lip. “Does it hurt?”

“No.” Mark reached up to pet her ears with a far away look in his eyes. “Not anymore.”

“I like the new shape,” she said, leaning into his hand and purring. “Makes you look tough.”

She forced a giggle that came out more like a sob, but she kept her eyes closed and kept purring and just waited for the pain in her chest to stop.

Gods, why wouldn’t it stop?

“Listen, Zuzu.” Mark’s hand dropped from her head and his voice became suddenly serious. “There’s something I need to tell you. Now’s not really the time. I didn’t want it to be like this. But I need to get it off my chest.”

With each word, Zuzu felt ice shards stab through her heart. This was it. He was going to tell her she had to leave. There was no way he couldn’t hate her after being nearly beaten to death because she fucked up a job for the Boss.

Zuzu’s mouth went totally dry, and she froze, too scared to even breathe.

Mark inhaled deeply, and Zuzu thought she felt him shudder. She didn’t know if it was because of his injuries or if it was something else. Tears stung her eyes as she waited for him to say the worst words she could imagine. Words she deserved. Words that would be carved on her soul for the rest of her life, but which she had earned by being her stupid, useless self.

She shivered in his hands, unable to stop herself. The cold waves of fear overtook her body and she wished she could feel the numbness again. This was almost as bad as seeing him hurt.

Almost, but not quite.

She might be able to survive his hating her now that she knew he was safe.

Mark cleared his throat. “Zuzu… I—I love you.”

“What?” Her held breath rushed out of her lungs so quickly she felt like she might faint.

“I’m in love with you,” he said, more stable this time. “I didn’t realize it before, and I’m sorry. But I love you. I want us to have a future together. Maybe think about getting married someday.”

Zuzu felt black spots creeping in at the edge of her vision and her face felt kind of numb and fuzzy. She swayed in Mark’s lap, but couldn’t form words with her stupid, uncooperative lips.

Mark started talking faster, like he was nervous, like he thought he’d said the wrong thing. “I know it’s still too soon, I know it feels like we’re rushing things. And I don’t want you to feel like you have to make any decisions right away, especially after all of this. Fuck, I sound crazy. I’m sorry.”

Zuzu shook her head, her thoughts and feelings all jumbled up like a ball of tangled yarn. “Shut up.”

“Please, Zuzu,” Mark said. “You have to believe me. I don’t mind going slow, I just needed you to know. I’m sorry I didn’t tell you sooner.”

“Shut up!” Zuzu hissed, her claws digging into his shirt before she caught herself and retracted them again. “Don’t you dare… Don’t you dare tell me you are sorry. Not after all of this is my fault. Don’t you dare!”

“Uh…” Mark looked bewildered, and Zuzu could see another apology on his lips, though he didn’t seem to know what he was apologizing for. She lifted her hand and curled her fingers, letting her claws slide out menacingly.

“Did you say you love me?”

Mark nodded, his brown eyes darting in confusion between threatening claws and her tearful gaze. “I do. But if you don’t feel the same way, that’s okay. We can just… go back to how things were before. This really isn’t the right time for this conversation. I’m—”

Zuzu growled and he stopped himself just in time.

“Zuzu, I want a future with you,” he said again, squeezing her waist in his hands as he said it. “I don’t know what you know about human customs and marriage, but I’d like to talk about it at least. I mean, we need time to talk to people, let them get used to our relationship first, but that’s what I want. And I… I hoped you’d feel the same way.”

“Shut up,” she said again, this time with less feeling. She sagged against his chest, feeling as wrung out as a dishrag. She would never have thought it was possible to feel so many emotions all at once and one after the other.

Suddenly, as if they belonged to someone else, Zuzu’s arms wrapped around Mark’s neck, and she pulled him down to her, attacking his lips with hers.

“I love you,” she whispered, kissing him again. “I love you. I love you. I love you.”

“Zuzu…” Mark groaned, crushing her to his body. “I—”

“I. Love. You,” she practically snarled, and her nails pinched the skin on the back of his neck. “And if you ever question that again, I’ll scratch your eyes out.”

A laugh burst from Mark’s throat, so deep and unexpected that Zuzu’s tail puffed out like a bottle brush. She froze. Mark grabbed her by the waist, stood up off the couch, and flipped her over his shoulder.

“Hey, what are you—?”

“I’m taking the woman I love to bed,” Mark said, giving her ass a sharp slap. “You’re not going to question that, are you?”

Zuzu hissed until he rubbed the sore spot with his big warm hand.

“No,” she said, watching the hallway floor bounce by. “I guess not. But I like it better when I’m the one giving the threats, for the record.”

Mark kicked the door open and tossed Zuzu onto the bed. “I’ll try to keep that in mind.”

He grinned at her, and Zuzu felt all her feistiness melt away. Even with his missing teeth and crooked nose, she thought he was the most handsome man in the world.

And he was hers. All hers.

Her man. Her boss. Her family.

Hers.

Zuzu purred. She really, really, liked the sound of that.


Chapter Eighteen
[image: image-placeholder]


Mark

It had only been on his way home that Mark realized it was strange to have had the meeting with the Boss without City Boy present as the main enforcer. It was obvious the Boss never intended for their meeting to be a simple talk. Settling a personal score usually meant the presence of the Boss’s favored ones—whether they be bodyguards, enforcers, or interrogators—not just in order to keep the circle of those ‘in the know’ smaller, but also as a sign of respect.

The Boss was big on respect, and that went both ways. He expected to be respected, and he understood that he could command more loyalty from people who saw he respected them in turn. It made them want to stay loyal, even if they were being disciplined.

Mark hadn’t worked for the Boss officially for many years, but he’d always felt the Boss respected his choice to leave, and respected him as a person. So, in retrospect, he would have expected a more intimate party for this final test. The fact that City Boy hadn’t been there didn’t strike Mark as strange until after he’d survived the encounter, though. He supposed, because he’d gone in hopeful that it would only be a talk and by the time the meeting had escalated it happened so fast that Mark was no longer thinking of anything except how he’d been about to die.

On his way home, though, he noticed the incongruency. Where was City Boy?

His guts had twisted into knots when he considered that City Boy might be taking care of the other member of this triangle of loyalties. He knew who Zuzu was and where she would be. The Boss had said he wouldn’t hurt Zuzu. But in Mark’s experience, his compassion for women only went so far. If he wanted to punish Zuzu for her failed mission, there were ways City Boy could do that without touching a hair on her head.

The look on Zuzu’s face when he’d opened the door had confirmed his fears and nearly broken Mark’s heart. He’d thought it was awful to watch her experiencing a panic attack, but this had been much worse. Confusion warred with despair across her features as she slumped on a kitchen chair in the middle of the living room. She was nearly catatonic, lost in her own personal hell of fear, guilt, and anguish.

The evidence of City Boy’s visit was immediately obvious to Mark the moment he’d returned home, though—fortunately for everyone involved—Craig had left the scene. Cut ropes coiled at the feet of the chair like dead snakes, a red and white checked towel from the kitchen lay amongst them, probably used to gag Zuzu’s screams.

One look at the catgirl’s face and Mark knew he would have destroyed the newly wrought peace between himself and the Boss had City Boy still been there. Mark would have killed him. All the training, experience, and merciless skill the enforcer had honed over the years would not have been enough to protect him from the wrath that tore through Mark’s body when he saw Zuzu’s tiny, slumped form, wracked with sobs. Mark wasn’t foolish enough to think he’d have survived attacking the Boss’s prize enforcer, but he was sure that he’d have been able to drag Craig with him into an early grave.

But when Zuzu looked up and realized it was Mark standing in the doorway, the way her face had lit up, the way she’d launched herself into his arms, the way she’d trembled and apologized and begged his forgiveness—as if it was her fault she’d accidently gotten roped into working for the biggest, baddest crime boss in the city—had washed away his lust for revenge with an overwhelming urge just to be with her. And to tell her what he’d realized just before he’d thought he was going to die.

That he was in love.

When the words had finally slipped past his lips, Zuzu’s reaction had taken him by surprise. At first, he’d thought she didn’t understand. Then he’d thought she was angry at him for putting too much pressure on her.

But the crazy little alley cat had simply been so overwhelmed with her own emotions that she hadn’t known how to respond. When she was kissing him between her own desperate proclamations of love, Mark felt the ferocity of her attachment as he never had before. It was as if Zuzu had always been holding something back, afraid to upset him or push him away. It was as if his admitting his love for her had brought her fully out of her shell, and the heat of her passion stirred an animal lust inside him that Mark had never experienced before.

He’d fucked plenty of women in his days, but nothing compared to the feeling he had with his arms wrapped around Zuzu, his body responding to her writhing kisses and her frantic, prickling scratches.

He wanted Zuzu with the primal urgency of a caveman dragging his mate back to the cave. Mark had carried Zuzu to the bedroom and thrown her on the mattress, intending to take her as such.

She was his. She would never belong to anyone else. They’d been through the crucible for each other and now there was nothing in the way of their love.

But with Zuzu crouched on the bed on her hands and knees, looking up at him with her bright yellow eyes, her ears pointed toward him in alert excitement, and her tail swishing back and forth, Mark froze, paralyzed by the sight of this beautiful woman he was going to spend the rest of his life with.

He knew it was true. He could suddenly see them as a bickering old couple, many years from now, just as in love as they were today. Theirs was not a love that would fade with time. It would only grow stronger.

And so there was no need to hurry.

“Mark?” she asked, crawling forward to the edge of the bed. Her voice had lost its sassy edge as worry crept back in. “Are you okay? Are you still hurt? We don’t have to do this right now, you know. Do you want me to run a bath and give you a massage?”

Mark opened his mouth to say no, he just wanted to hold her for the next sixty or seventy years, but two things stopped him.

First, the sweet, eager look on her face as she offered to help him. It was so different from the sulky and resentful way she’d done so when he’d first hired her.

Zuzu wasn’t a servile person by nature, in fact her every instinct seemed to push her toward centering her own wants and needs.

The look in her eyes in that moment was transformative, as if she’d forgotten about herself completely in her desire to make him comfortable, as if his well-being had become a part of her own.

The second was that, while the salves had repaired the worst of the damage the Boss’s beating had done to his body, Mark was stiff, sore, and exhausted. And frankly, a soak in a warm tub and a massage sounded like heaven.

“Yeah, actually,” he said, surprising himself. “That sounds amazing.”

Zuzu leaped from the bed instantly and ran to his en suite bathroom to start the water. Then she hurried back out, holding up a finger as she passed by him in a flash, “One moment, please! You can get undressed if you like.”

She darted from the room. Mark wondered what she was up to, but he did as she’d asked and began to strip the blood-stained clothes from his body.

Zuzu returned a moment later carrying a bag labeled with the logo of MaxGains, the sports nutrition and supplements store in the same strip mall as the grocery store Zuzu liked to shop at. Mark bought most of his protein powder there. He couldn’t think of why she’d need any of that for his bath.

She’d also changed out of her hoodie and black pants and was wearing a casual pair of polka dot panties with her plain white t-shirt.

Mark finished getting undressed, throwing his ruined clothes in a pile at the end of the bed, then walked naked into the bathroom.

The tub was a large corner unit with jacuzzi jets, which he’d almost never used, preferring the shower stall after his workouts. It was nearly full, bubbles frothing out the top, and Zuzu was standing on the edge of the tub pouring something into the water.

Curiosity got the better of him, even as he admired her firm, round ass in the cheeky-cut panties as she balanced. “What is that?”

“I went into that supplement store last week,” Zuzu said, casting a nervous look at the filling tub. She’d said she didn’t really need to take baths or showers due to her magical catgirl hygiene, but Mark wondered if she was actually afraid of it.

“Last I checked you weren’t supposed to bathe in supplements,” he said with a smile.

Zuzu cast him a narrow-eyed look, as if she were trying to determine if she was being made fun of. “I told them that my boyfriend worked out a lot, and I wanted to get something that would help with his recoveries. The guy at the counter offered me some supplements, which I didn’t want. You already have some. But there was a girl working there who knew what I meant. She showed me these muscle soak crystals. It’s supposed to improve healing and reduce muscle soreness and fatigue. I know it’s probably not meant for recovering from…” She trailed off, her face going a bit pale, as if she were reliving whatever City Boy had done to her. Then her foot slipped, and she yelped, flinging her arms out to keep her balance.

Mark was at her side in an instant, a hand around her waist, and she clung to him, shivering in fear. “I’ve got you.”

“Thank you.” She looked down at him from her precarious perch, her gaze traveling over his shoulders, down his torso, and lower. “You’re naked.”

“That’s usually how I bathe, yes,” he said. “And you did tell me to get undressed.”

Zuzu bit her lip and nodded. Then she glanced back at the tub. “I guess it’s full.”

She tiptoed along the edge of the bathtub and turned off the taps, eyeing the bubbles warily.

“Anyway, I bought some muscle rub, too,” she said. “For after. First you have to soak.”

Mark didn’t say anything, just watching the strange little alley cat perched on his bathtub like a wary gargoyle.

The items weren’t something he’d ever bought for himself, but it seemed like an excellent idea. He wondered what had possessed her to buy these.

As if interpreting the look on his face, Zuzu said, “I felt guilty. For making too much food all the time and you having to work out more. I wanted to help. And… I didn’t want to stop making muffins. It doesn’t matter, just get in! You’re making me nervous.”

“Will you join me?” Mark suspected he already knew the answer but figured it was worth a shot.

Zuzu jumped down from the tub’s edge and put her hands on her hips. “No, and you’d better not splash me either. You are soaking and recovering, and then I’m going to massage you. No funny business. Get in the tub!”

Her tail twitched in irritation, which Mark found ridiculously endearing.

“Alright.” Mark stepped into the warm bath and lowered himself into it with a sigh. The muscle soak had a faintly herbal scent, and it made the water kind of tingle against his skin. “God that feels amazing.”

He leaned against the angled end of the tub, sinking lower into the suds. Despite the fact that he wanted to keep watching the adorable catgirl, Mark’s eyes closed as relaxation seeped through his skin, muscles, and into his bones. He lay back, content for a moment just to enjoy the sensation.

“I’ll be right back,” Zuzu whispered, then she ran out of the bathroom with her almost silent steps.

When she returned, Mark was practically falling asleep, but he cracked an eye when he heard her. Then grinned. She carried a plate of cheese, fruit, and some little baked tart-things that looked even better than the blueberry muffins.

“I thought you must be hungry,” she said. “Healing salves help speed up the process of recovery, but your body still has to do most of the work. You’re probably going to have to take more than a couple of days off.”

“What will I do with myself?” Mark asked, though he thought the idea of a vacation sounded pretty good at the moment.

“Let me spoil you rotten?” Zuzu suggested with a hopeful lilt at the end of the question. “I’d want to take care of you, Mark.”

“I think I could handle that,” he said, smiling at her over a mound of bubbles.

Zuzu set the plate on the side of the tub. “Do you want something to eat?”

“I can’t eat in the bath,” he said. “My hands are wet. And I’m not sure I could move my arms at this point, even if I wanted to. I’m so relaxed.”

“I’ll feed you,” she said, picking up a bunch of grapes and pulling one off. “Open up.”

Mark couldn’t ever remember being pampered the way Zuzu was treating him now, and he couldn’t have imagined Zuzu doing it, when they’d first met. Now she seemed almost desperate to care for him, and as she fed him bits of fruit and cheese with one hand, she began to massage his scalp with the other. Mark felt like he was in heaven. Even more so once he tried the tarts, which it turned out were like mini cheesecakes, and probably the most delicious thing he’d ever eaten.

When he was finished with the food, Zuzu set the plate aside, and leaned over the edge of the tub, tentatively reaching a hand into the bubbles. She hissed when her arm entered the water, and her tail bristled, but once she was used to the sensation, she began to rub Mark’s chest and shoulders.

“Keep your eyes closed, and lay back,” she commanded. “I’m starting the massage now.”

Mark was too tired and too comfortable to argue. He felt so good, he didn’t want to move. The incident with the Boss and the recovery salves seemed like it had happened in another lifetime. Maybe it had all been a bad dream.

But no, as his tongue probed the holes where his teeth had been, he knew it was all real.

But that meant this moment with Zuzu was real, too.

It was the first day of the rest of their lives together, and this was the perfect way to start.

Soon both of Zuzu’s hands were running over his body, stroking his skin and kneading his muscles. Along with the tingling caused by the muscle soak crystals, the feeling was one of the most sensual things Mark had ever experienced, gentle and soothing and promising so much more.

His body responded to her touch, especially as she took her massage to his hips and thighs. As relaxed as the rest of his body was, there was still a part of him that refused to stand down, and it didn’t take long for Zuzu to notice.

“Stop that,” she hissed as her wrist brushed the side of his cock. “You’re supposed to be relaxing.”

Mark opened his eyes and saw the front of Zuzu’s shirt had gotten wet as she’d leaned over the tub. Her stiff nipples were clearly visible through the thin, clinging fabric. She had a little crown of bubbles between her ears and another bunch on her left cheek.

“I can’t,” Mark said with a laugh. “There’s only one way to relax that part of my body.”

Zuzu frowned. “If I make you come, will you relax?”

“If you make me come right now, I might pass out and drown in the bathtub.”

Zuzu’s eyes widened and her tail puffed up. Mark laughed again and she glared at him.

“You’re just making fun of me.” She grabbed his shaft with one hand and pressed her other against his chest as if to keep him from sitting up. “Just lay there and let me massage you. All of you.”

Mark opened his mouth to argue, but the sudden pumping grip on his cock took his breath away. Zuzu kept her other hand on his chest, holding him down with surprising strength as she made firm, insistent strokes.

He groaned, shocked by the dizzying wave of need that pulsed through his body with every motion. Then he gasped as Zuzu stopped pumping long enough to cup his balls in her palm, gently squeezing and massaging, thankfully with her claws fully retracted. The unrelenting force of her weight holding him down, combined with the intense and very intimate caressing, took Mark’s breath away.

His breath started coming in pants. She switched back to the strokes, squeezing and releasing like she was trying to milk the seed from his body. He knew she’d been watching videos about how to please a man, and she’d demonstrated many of those newly learned skills over the last couple of months. But this was something new. Mark had never had a handjob like that.

Wave after wave of electric ecstasy washed over him as she took control of his body. Mark didn’t think he could last, and he knew as soon as he came he was done for. Despite not wanting the massage to end, he had no choice.

“No.” He grabbed her wrist and stopped her hand. “Not yet. I need you.”

Zuzu yelped and tried to pull her hand out of his grip. “Mark, you have to let me—”

“Zuzu, get on the bed.” He had to force the words through gritted teeth, however many he had left, afraid any slip in his resolve would have him begging for her to finish what she’d started. “Now.”

She had the good sense not to argue with him. Or maybe she wanted it as badly as he did. Her resolve evaporated, and she met his eyes, nodding briskly.

When he released her, she scampered out of the bathroom obediently, and Mark heard the bedsprings creak as she jumped onto the bed.

Mark rose from the bubble filled bath with his muscles feeling tired and heavy. He grabbed a towel off the rack and made a half-assed attempt to dry himself before stumbling after her.

Zuzu’s wet shirt clung to her breasts like tissue paper, completely transparent and somehow more enticing than if she’d been totally naked. She gasped as he sank onto the bed beside her, and pinned her to the mattress with a ravenous kiss, one hand working to tear her panties off.

It felt strange to kiss with missing teeth, and he hoped it wouldn’t be too noticeable or off-putting for her. Zuzu didn’t seem to mind, though, her hips rising to allow him to pull her underwear off as she moaned into his mouth.

“Mark,” she whispered as he came up for air. “Mark…”

It was like she was reminding herself that he was there, safe, and real, just whispering his name over and over again. The sound of it gave him chills.

Mark slipped his fingers between her thighs and groaned as he realized how hot and wet she was already. He stroked her as they kissed, relishing every time she murmured his name, the way she arched her back to keep contact longer when he pulled back a little bit.

He teased her, bringing her to the brink, then backing off until her thighs began to quiver.

“Mark,” she gasped again. “Please… please fuck me. I’m aching for you.”

Mark was aching, too, his erection as hard as if it had been carved from oak. His balls throbbed with the need to release, and he was so glad he hadn’t wasted the moment in the bathtub.

Zuzu was nearly delirious with desire, her entire body open to him.

“You never have to be alone again, Zuzu.” He whispered at the base of her ear, feeling her shiver. “You belong here. You’re home now.”

“Yes,” she gasped. “I am. I never want to be anywhere else.”

He spread her thighs, holding his weight on his elbows as he positioned himself above her. At her entrance, he could feel her entire body shaking through his shaft as he eased himself in.

“More,” she demanded, suddenly hungry. “Harder, Hotshot! Fill me. I need to be yours.”

Mark groaned as he sank into her eager passage, so wet that her tightness was no barrier. Zuzu let out a little cry as he pushed his length into her depths. As he tried to pull out, to ease off, he felt her claws sink into his back. “No. I want more.”

Mark slipped his hands beneath her shoulders, holding her still as he finished his thrust. Her scream drove him mad with need, but he waited for her to beg before he continued.

“Please.” Her breath was ragged. “More, please, Mark. Please!”

“I love you,” he said, then thrust again. “I love you, Zuzu.”

She cried and shivered with every stroke, quivering beneath his weight. “Tell me again.”

Mark kissed the side of her neck, nipping with his teeth. “I love you.”

“Oh, fuck.” Zuzu wrapped her legs around his hips as he pounded her. “I’m going to come. Say it again!”

Mark braced himself against the mattress, holding the little catgirl in his arms so he could get as deep inside her as possible.

“I love you.” He growled the words with each thrust, until she was bucking and quaking and screaming his name. “You’re my little housecat.”

“Mark, oh! Oh Gods, Mark! Mark! Yessss! Yessssss!”

Hot juices spilled over his thighs as Zuzu found her release. Mark felt the dam breaking within himself as well. His stomach tensed, and the pressure that had been building let go. He erupted, spurting seed into her pulsing depths, filling her as she’d begged him to do.

Then he collapsed onto his elbows and rolled onto his side, feeling every last ounce of strength leave his body with his release.

Zuzu scrambled onto his chest, wrapping her legs tightly around one of his thighs, and snuggled under his chin where she immediately started to purr. “I love you, too, Mark. I didn’t know I could feel this way… it’s like… being reborn.”

“Sticky and wet?” Mark asked, earning himself a slap on the shoulder.

“No!” She hissed. Then she made a little snort-laugh. “I meant… like having a new life. We have our whole lives ahead of us, Mark. Isn’t that wonderful?”

Mark stroked her back, feeling exactly the same way. Then he noticed something.

“You’re not crying,” he said. “Are you sure you’re okay?”

This earned him another slap, with less fervor than before. Mark watched her face as she answered.

“I don’t have anything to cry about anymore,” she said, smiling at him. Then she winced. “Except…”

Mark’s brows furrowed with worry. “Except what?”

“I think I pulled a muscle in my tail!”

Mark’s chest rumbled with laughter.

“I’ll be happy to give you an ass massage,” Mark said, giving her a little spank. “But not until after I nap.”

Zuzu nestled in against his body with a happy sigh. “You know what?”

“What?”

“You’re even better than a sunbeam.”

Mark smiled as he stroked her ears, feeling himself melt into the mattress in total relaxation.”

“I love you, too, Zuzu,” he whispered as he started to doze. “I love you too.”

***

Zuzu

Mark ended up taking a week of vacation time, at Zuzu’s insistence. And after some badgering, he succumbed to her pampering schedule. She told him that, even if he didn’t need to take the time off, she needed to have him at home. And it was important for them to spend a lot of time together now that she’d bonded to him completely.

Zuzu didn’t really care if he gave in just to make her happy, rather than because he actually needed her ministrations. Because it did make her happy. And she could tell it made him happy too.

Of course, there wasn’t a man alive who would have been able to resist her schedule. She woke him up each morning with a blow job, then let him doze while she made breakfast.

They cleaned the house together, then Mark did calisthenics exercises while Zuzu stretched and napped (mostly napped).

Then she drew him a bath for a muscle soak and went to make lunch while the special crystals did their magic. She gave him a massage with the recommended oils and creams for muscle recovery, which might not have been as good as elven salves, but which Mark said felt amazing.

After lunch, they hung out and often they cooked dinner together—which Zuzu tolerated only because she liked having him with her, even if he did make it hard to concentrate on following her recipes.

After dinner… her favorite part of the day… they spent the rest of the evening snuggling and making love.

Zuzu had never been so happy in her entire life. She hadn’t even known it was possible to be that happy.

Eventually, it would change, she knew. Mark would have to go back to work, for one thing. She’d eventually have to get used to going outside again. And she really did need to start making more friends.

Eden had been surprisingly supportive after Zuzu had abandoned her at the grocery store, and very understanding—even when Zuzu could only give her the barest details about her situation. Zuzu was so grateful to have her as a friend.

And it made her realize how much she was missing in her life, not having a circle of people like that… just understanding and supportive. In Mark, Zuzu had her family, her rock. Friends were the next step to living a full life.

Sansasra would someday be counted among those friends, too, Zuzu was sure. But she had babies on the brain, and Zuzu didn’t know a thing about babies. She planned to stay far away once the baby was born, in case being a maid meant people could ask her to babysit. She wasn’t ready for that, no matter how cute Mark had looked when he’d asked her if she ever wanted babies.

Zuzu’s life felt full enough, just taking care of Mark. There were a lot of things she had to learn about caring for a man as more than a maid. And, unlike with cleaning, she actually looked forward to learning them. It made her feel good to make Mark feel good. Like their souls were one and the same. Anything Zuzu could do to make Mark’s life better was something that would make her life better, too.

When she thought about her old life—always isolated and continually afraid—Zuzu couldn’t imagine how she’d managed to live that way. She wasn’t really alive at all. She’d just been a kind of… zombie catgirl, stumbling her way through the alleys of New Justice City, and waiting for her turn to die for good.

Mark had shown her how much more there was to life, to connections with other people. To love.

To Zuzu, it felt like magic.

Sometimes, when Mark wasn’t looking, she peeked behind doors and in cupboards, thinking there might be a fairy godmother hiding somewhere that had blessed her without her noticing.

She never found anything.

Zuzu knew she’d been blessed, all the same. She had a home, she had the love of a good man, a future, and a family. What more could a house catgirl ask for? Zuzu wouldn’t have traded what she had for all the sunbeams in the world.

Fortunately, she wouldn’t have to, because she’d had the good sense to fall in love with a man who lived in a house full of amazing sunbeams.

And now, when she napped naked in them, Zuzu knew she’d wake up to pets.

The best kind of pets! Gods, Zuzu still couldn’t believe how lucky she was.

Mark was hers, and best of all? She was his.


Epilogue
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Mark

Mark stood behind Zuzu, guiding her steps with his hands on her shoulders. She wore a blindfold, which she hadn’t been crazy about. But she hadn’t been crazy about anything with this plan of his.

She’d stubbornly refused to leave the house the entire time Mark took off—which was fine by him, they’d certainly found enough to do to entertain themselves—but now that he was going back to work, he wanted to surprise her with something he hoped would make the difficult transition easier for her.

Zuzu, of course, thought he was acting like a silly idiot. And she wasn’t shy about telling him so, though when she got mad now it didn’t have nearly as much venom behind it as it once did. Mark would never admit it, but he actually found it kind of cute when she was pissed off about something. Even—maybe especially—when it was at him.

The madder she was, the more fun it was to make up. Mark had spent a good portion of his recovery vacation figuring out just how to push Zuzu’s buttons and get away with it.

But today? He wondered if he’d gone too far.

Zuzu kept her ears flat to her head, and her tail stood straight up and puffed out as he led her to the car. She sat so stiffly in her seat the entire time he was driving that Mark worried she’d pull a muscle if he had to hit the brakes suddenly.

When they arrived at the animal shelter, even before they’d entered the building, the sound of dogs barking made Zuzu’s tail double in size again. She clung to his arms with her claws out, as if part of her wanted his support, and part of her wanted to punish him for making her do something she didn’t want to do.

Mark decided the rest of his surprise might go a little better if she didn’t have to wear the blindfold anymore. So he stood her in front of the building, squeezed her shoulders, and pulled the fabric down.

“Furbaby Soulmates?” Zuzu’s voice was confused as she stared at the sign, which depicted a stylized cat and dog surrounded by pink hearts. “Is this… some kind of sex club?”

Mark choked as he tried not to laugh. “Uh, no. Sorry. It’s an animal shelter.”

Zuzu went stiff in his hands. “Mark…” Her voice was so small, he almost couldn’t hear it over the barking dogs. “Does this mean—?”

“It’s time to pick out a kitten,” Mark said, bending down to kiss her cheek. “I thought it would help you feel less lonely when I have to go back to work on Monday.”

“Don’t remind me,” she grumbled. Then she turned to face him with a shy smile. “Can we go look at them?”

Mark nodded, taking her hand and leading her up the stairs.

When they opened the door, and stepped into the reception area, a friendly middle-aged woman with curly brown hair introduced herself as Marge and offered to show them around. Zuzu was tense in Mark’s arms, but she smiled at the woman and said, “I want to see the kittens, please.”

“Certainly,” Marge said with a smile. Her brown eyes took in Zuzu’s cat-like ears and tail, but if she was bothered by the fact that Zuzu was monster-kin she didn’t show it. She only smiled wider. “They’re at the back of the building. We’ll have to walk past the dogs to get there. I hope that’s all right.”

Mark wondered why that would be an issue. But the moment they stepped into the kennel area, it was abundantly clear what Marge had meant by her question.

Every dog in the entire shelter started yipping, yowling, and growling as Zuzu entered the space. She hissed at them as they passed, her tail still bristled. Mark kept a hand on the small of her back and they moved through that section as quickly as possible.

Once they’d gone through the next set of doors, and the sound of the dogs’ barking was muffled somewhat, Marge gave them an apologetic smile. “Sorry about that.”

“I don’t know why anyone likes those creatures,” Zuzu said, licking the back of her hand and smoothing her ears. Then she grabbed her tail and began to stroke the fur, easing it back into some kind of order. “They’re so loud and smelly and—”

“Good thing we’re not here for a dog,” Mark reminded her, laughing at her outrage.

“Yes, where are the kittens?” Zuzu demanded, suddenly remembering why she’d walked the growling gauntlet to begin with.

“This way,” Marge said, motioning them into a smaller room filled with smaller cages.

It was much quieter in the cat kennel and—Mark had to admit—less smelly too. Mark had always liked dogs, but maybe Zuzu had a point. He said so.

Zuzu didn’t take any time to revel in his confession, though, her eyes immediately drawn to the cage Marge was pointing to, which was filled with half a dozen playful fluff balls that were leaping on and rolling over one another like they were engaged in the world’s cutest battle to the death.

“Ohmygoodness, Mark,” Zuzu squealed, rushing toward the cage and grasping the bars in her fingers. “I want them all!”

“Let’s start with one.”

Her tail twitched and she attempted to barter. “How about four?”

“One.”

“Three?”

“Zuzu!” Mark laughed. “Let’s start with one, and if everything goes okay, we’ll talk about adopting another.”

Marge covered her mouth to stifle her laughter. “They are irresistible, aren’t they?”

“But Mark,” she whined, her eyes filling with tears as she stared at the roly-poly animals. “How am I ever going to choose only one?”

Mark came to stand beside her at the cage. There were three orange, two tortoiseshell, and one mostly black with two white tips on its ears and two white front paws.

“All right,” Mark said. “Close your eyes. I’ll choose for you.”

“But—”

“Don’t you trust me?” Mark asked, taking her by the shoulders and making her turn around.

Zuzu pouted, but she closed her eyes, crossing her arms petulantly over her chest. “I’m sure if you pick it, it will be very naughty.”

Mark rolled his eyes. “I think that goes with the territory with cats. But I managed to tame you a little bit, didn’t I?”

This time Marge did laugh. Zuzu pouted even harder.

Mark pointed at the kittens, then pointed at Zuzu’s black ears and tail. Marge had a twinkle in her eye as she silently agreed with him.

Zuzu jumped when Marge’s keys jingled. She bounced on her toes as she waited.

Once Marge had the squirming, fat-bellied little runt in her grasp, Mark put his hand on Zuzu’s shoulder.

“Hold out your hands,” he said.

Zuzu did, and the moment she felt the warm fuzzy fur in her fingers her eyes shot open and she gasped. “Oh, Mark! She’s perfect! But why this one?”

“She looks like you,” he said, reaching up to pet Zuzu’s ears. “So, I know she’ll be a good one. Only a little bit naughty.”

“Her name is Mittens,” Marge said, tapping one of the kitten’s white toes. “On account of her mittens, of course. But you can call her anything you like.”

“Mittens is perfect,” Zuzu whispered, tears filling her eyes.

Marge smiled, sensing that Zuzu needed a little bit of time to adjust. “I’ve got the paperwork started up front, I only need to fill in the details for which one you’re taking home. I’ll get started on that and meet you up there?”

“Go on ahead,” Mark said. “We’ll be right behind you.”

The barking dogs were louder again for a moment as Marge opened the door, then they faded away.

“She’s scared,” Zuzu said. “She doesn’t like dogs either.”

Tears poured down the catgirls’ cheeks, leaving shiny streaks against her skin.

“Zuzu, are you alright?” Mark asked, wrapping his arm around her waist. “If you’re not ready, we don’t have to do this right now.”

Zuzu shook her head and sobbed, clutching the kitten to her chest. “Are you crazy? I’m so happy, Mark! Every time I think I couldn’t possibly feel happier, you go and do something that makes me realize there’s more in this life than I’ll ever know.”

Mittens squirmed in Zuzu’s hands, poking her fuzzy, whiskered face up through Zuzu’s fingers like a gopher coming out of its hole. Zuzu giggled.

“I don’t know how you’re possibly going to top this, though,” she said, smiling so wide Mark thought her face might crack. “Thank you, Mark. I’m so, so happy!”

Mark kissed the top of her head and grinned. “Don’t worry,” he said. “I’ve got a couple more tricks up my sleeve yet. Now, let’s take Little Ms. Mitten’s home.”

He put his hand on Zuzu’s back and guided her through the door, his heart feeling even bigger than before. Zuzu was right. It was amazing how one could just keep getting happier, once they’d found the right person.

It thrilled him to know their little family was growing.

And as it grew, so would they.

***

Zuzu

Six months later, Zuzu walked into a coffee shop in Havenseed Heights, her heart fluttering in her chest and her hands clasped nervously in front of her. Her eyes darted around the café until she spotted two familiar figures sitting at a table in the back of the dining area. Sansara was absolutely glowing as she lifted a hand to wave Zuzu over, clutching a little bundle to her chest with her other arm. Beside her, Evelyn Ramsbottom sipped from a tall, pink drink with a straw.

Zuzu smiled, feeling suddenly awkward as she approached the table. “Is that a milkshake?” she asked as she sat down.

“It’s called a Frappuccino,” Evelyn smiled. “But if you like milkshakes, you’ll definitely enjoy this.”

“It’s good to see you looking so well, Zuzu,” Sansara said, beaming from the other side. “We’ve hardly seen you or Mark these last few months. You must still be in the honeymoon phase.”

Zuzu’s tail puffed up and she sat straighter in her chair. “Honeymoon? Why do you say that?”

She pushed her hands under the table and squeezed her knees.

“Oh, you know,” Sansara said with an elegant wave of her hand. “When Arthur and I first stepped outside the maid-zone… it was pretty hot and heavy for a while. We hardly remembered to eat, some days. Unless you count…”

Evelyn swatted her arm and Zuzu blushed. “Stop that, you hussy,” the satyress scolded, though she continued to smile. “You’re making poor Zuzu uncomfortable. Besides, you’re not supposed to speak that way with a babe on your arms. It’s unseemly.”

Sansara arched an eyebrow. “You do know how babies are made, don’t you Evelyn?”

Zuzu felt her cheeks burning, but she couldn’t help but peer at the angelic little bundle in the lamia woman’s arms. Baby Adella had rosy pink cheeks, a faint halo of white blonde hair, and a slender black and golden tail just like her mother’s.

“She’s beautiful, Sansara,” Zuzu gushed. “I hope everything’s going well?”

“Oh, wonderful,” Sansara said. “She sleeps like an angel, as you can see, and eats like a racehorse.”

“Isn’t the expression ‘piss like a racehorse?’” Evelyn asked innocently, sipping her drink.

“Oh!” Sansara looked shocked, but only for a moment. Then her face broke into a grin. “Well, she does that, too. She is a baby after all. All they do is eat, sleep, pee and poop until they get old enough to start getting into trouble.”

Zuzu giggled at the idea of the elegant and somewhat terrifying Sansara talking about baby poop. “Sounds like Mittens,” she said, then seeing the confused look on Evelyn’s face, she explained, “Mark got me a kitten. He didn’t like me being home alone so much now that Chief Singer has him heading the building inspections and rebuilding of Havenseed Heights.”

Evelyn turned to Sansara with her eyebrows raised. “Did he now?”

“I know,” Sansara said with a grin. “Those were my thoughts exactly when I saw the little fluffball.”

“What?” Zuzu demanded, her cheeks burning. “What were your thoughts? What are you two talking about?”

Evelyn gave her a hard look, taking in her stiff posture and the probably awkward look on her face. Zuzu clenched her hands under the table and cursed her inability to hide her feelings. It hadn’t gotten any better in the last few months, other than the fact that she usually had less to hide.

“Other than working more, how is Mark liking the new responsibility?” Sansara asked, rescuing Zuzu from her flustered thoughts. “Arthur told me he and Mark are finally tied in this silly pushup competition of theirs.”

“Oh, he loves it,” Zuzu exclaimed. “He seems so much more driven now that he has a specific goal and purpose. He can really see the difference he’s making in people’s lives, I think. I’m so proud of him!”

Evelyn sipped her drink again and motioned a waiter over so that Zuzu could order. She blinked, forgetting the name of the drink the satyress had.

“Can I get one of those,” she asked, pointing to it with her right hand before hiding it under the table again. “In… milk flavor?”

“No such thing.” The half-orc waiter smirked. “How about buttercream?”

“That sounds delicious, thank you,” Zuzu said, grateful for the suggestion.

“With whipped cream?”

“Oh, yes please. Lots of whipped cream. A whole bowl of whipped cream on the side would be great.”

The waiter grinned and shook his head. “Catgirls,” he said. “You’re all the same.”

Zuzu bristled as he walked away. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“That you have better taste than orcs,” Evelyn said, rubbing one of her horns in irritation. Sansara laughed. Then Evelyn turned back to Zuzu. “Has Mark gotten you anything else lately? Besides Mittens the Kitten?”

The two women pursed their lips, holding back their smiles, and Zuzu felt her resolve melting away. Did they already know? Zuzu wasn’t ready to tell anyone yet, how could they know?

“Come on, kitty cat,” Sansara said, hissing her tongue through her teeth and tasting the air. “I know you’re hiding something. I can smell it!”

Zuzu’s ears flattened. “Is that why you asked me to come today?”

“Actually, it’s not,” Evelyn said, wiggling in her chair and suddenly looking uncomfortable. “Maybe we should talk about that first. Clear the air.”

Zuzu’s nervousness became full-on anxiety at the suddenly serious look on the satyress woman’s face. “I’m not in trouble, am I?”

“I don’t think so,” Evelyn said, shaking her head. “Actually, I’d like to congratulate you on being one of Maid For You’s best success stories, along with Sansara here. You’re both giving monster-girls hope for a future they had never considered before. It’s especially encouraging when we have a success story from someone as… recalcitrant… as you were, Zuzu, dear.”

Zuzu felt herself blush with pride at the praise, but her tail twitched impatiently. “Thank you, but, what’s the problem, then?”

Sansara nodded for Evelyn to continue.

“I received a phone call from a man who was looking to hire a maid for one of his employees,” the satyress said. “Extenuating circumstances, he said, but he wouldn’t tell me what that meant. He wouldn’t tell me his name, either, but he said—which I found very strange—that he knew you. In fact, he said that you and Mark could provide his reference. Considering the… circumstances surrounding your hiring, I thought I would ask you what you thought.”

Zuzu felt her skin prickle, and she suddenly felt very cold. “Me and Mark?”

“Yes, he said he knew you and had heard you were very loyal to our company, which he felt spoke highly of us. He said he didn’t think he’d be speaking with you again anytime soon—if you were as smart as he thought you were—but to pass on his well-wishes and congratulations.”

The waiter returned, plunking the cold drink in front of Zuzu. It smelled sweet, but she could only stare at it.

“And he didn’t give you a name?”

Evelyn shook her head. “Only that I could call him the Boss. I told him that in my circles, I was the boss. He laughed and said he believed me, but he didn’t give me any other details.”

“The Boss.” Zuzu took a deep breath and closed her eyes as she exhaled. “And he didn’t want anything to do with me or Mark?”

“Only to ask if you would provide a reference for him,” Evelyn said. “Which I found very strange. Who is he, Zuzu?”

Without thinking she lifted her hands to the table and took a drink from the Buttercream whatever-it-was-called. The sweet, milky flavor soothed her.

“I’ll tell you who he is,” she said. “But… I don’t know if I want to give him a reference. Maybe you should decide.”

When she was finished explaining her relationship to the mystery caller, Sansara looked worried, and Evelyn looked thoughtful. She didn’t go into many personal details, but she gave the owner of Maid For You enough general details that she should be able to make up her own mind about sending a maid into the undercity.

“Interesting,” Evelyn said. “A client like that could be useful. Provided he can be reasoned with. But it would have to be the right kind of girl. Maybe I’ll keep him on the backburner rather than throwing his file in the trash.”

Zuzu’s eyes widened. “I don’t think that’s a good idea…”

“He’s not asking for a maid right now, is he?” Sansara interrupted.

“No, not yet,” Evelyn said. “He seemed to suggest he had a number of people working for him that may need our services someday, that’s all.”

“Well then, enough of this morbid talk,” Sansara insisted. “I want to talk about that.”

She pointed dramatically to Zuzu’s uncovered left hand, where a diamond ring glinted in the overhead lights.

Zuzu tried to pull her hand away, but Evelyn snapped out and snatched her by the wrist. “You were right, Sansara! When did this happen, Zuzu? Tell us everything!”

Zuzu laughed nervously. “Aren’t you more worried about the mob boss trying to hire one of your girls?”

“Depends on the girl,” Evelyn said. “There are some who might be able to handle it. He’d have to personally guarantee the safety of any maid I sent into his den. If he can’t promise me that, I’m not working with him. If he can… well, it depends what these extenuating circumstances are, I suppose…”

Zuzu was stunned.

But she was relieved for the momentary reminder of the life she’d left behind, too. As she glanced down at the ring Mark had given for her, glittering with all the colors of the rainbow, her heart felt fuller than it ever had before.

“He asked me to marry him,” she whispered, hardly able to say the words out loud, they felt so surreal. “Just yesterday. I said yes.”

“Of course, you said yes!” Evelyn jumped up and let out a whoop. “Zuzu, you’ll be Mrs. September!” She paused to fan herself. “Good lord, girl. It’s enough to give me palpitations.”

“I’m so nervous,” Zuzu admitted. “I don’t know a lot about human love rituals, but from what Mark has explained, I know this is what I want.”

Sansara beamed. “It’s absolutely what you want. Arthur and I have never been happier.”

“That’s how I feel,” Zuzu agreed, taking another sip of her sweet drink. It suddenly seemed to pale in comparison to how sweet her life had become. “I just keep getting happier and happier—I don’t know how it’s possible.”

Sansara lifted her sleeping baby to her shoulder and patted her on the back. She winked. “I do. But I won’t spoil it for you.”

“Oh, I’m not ready to have kittens yet,” Zuzu said, eyes wide. “Not that kind. Mittens is enough of a handful for now! I’m so glad Mark said I could only have one. If I’d been allowed to bring home the whole litter like I wanted to, I’m sure I’d have had a nervous breakdown by now.”

Evelyn finished her drink and leaned back in her chair with a wise look on her face.

“Do you know what I think?”

Zuzu looked at the satyress warily. “What?”

“I think you need to invite the Boss to the wedding.”

Zuzu nearly choked on her drink. Evelyn didn’t know what she was asking.

She hadn’t told them about what the Boss had done to Mark, only what he was capable of doing. Few people knew about Mark’s connection to the undercity and Zuzu didn’t want to betray his confidence, even if it was necessary to warn the Maid For You boss about her new potential client.

Zuzu froze, waiting for the feeling of dread to hit her that usually accompanied thoughts of her old life. But it didn’t come.

The Boss had sent her a message at one point, wishing her well and offering congratulations. As if he knew they would be married. They had passed his test, they had proven that they were family.

For the first time since Mark’s return from near-death, Zuzu felt all her old fears melt away.

“You know…” She twisted her ring on her finger, watching the rainbows cast by its prismatic design, and feeling suddenly very brave. “Well—I’d have to talk to Mark about inviting the Boss. There are some…reasons why we’d be a little hesitant, to say the least.”

But there was a possibility that Mark could land in bigger trouble if he didn’t invite him. Could it be construed as an insult? Did the Boss take credit for their relationship? Was Mark, as a previous goon of his, expected to do such things? Well, if he was, he had never once mentioned it. She would leave it up to him.

He was supposedly free of the Boss’s influence once and for all, anyway. She was free, too. Free, and in love, and happier every day with her little family of Mark and Mittens.

In a way, it really was the Boss who’d taught Zuzu the most powerful lesson of her life. Family is the most important thing.

THE END
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