Snake Eyes – Chapter 2
It was her nose that woke her. She could smell bacon. Her eyes opened to see green ones looking down into them.
"Good morning Donna." Ram leaned down and kissed her lightly as she stirred in his embrace. "Seems Aarya is here and cooking breakfast. The scent woke me about five minutes ago and I was sure it wouldn’t take long to get you too."
"That’s almost mean of her. If I couldn’t smell that I’d be wanting to stay right here for a while but I have to admit, Ram, that I’m ravenous. I had a rather energetic night."
"And I’m afraid we managed to make quite a delightful mess of each other in the process so I suppose we ought to make use of the facilities and make ourselves roughly presentable. En suite is through there."
Donna didn’t waste any time following his directions. Now that she was fully awake she was becoming increasingly conscious of a pressure in her bladder. She didn’t look around the bathroom until she was seated and relieved.
Ram clearly believed in luxury for bathrooms. The room was completely tiled out in patterns made from varying shades of terracotta. Clearly designed as a complete wet room to accommodate the enormous sunken tub that occupied one corner. There was a seriously technological-looking shower cabinet in another corner and a long counter housed a pair of marble basins. Looking up she saw the rails on which curtains could be drawn around to provide privacy between the toilet and the rest of the room. 
Rising, she stepped over to the door and stuck her head out. 
"You need a turn in here Ram or should I just throw myself in the shower?"
"I’m good. Snake-stuff. Not a lot of liquid waste. Let me show you the shower controls."
"Huh?"
He glided into the room and opened up the door to the shower. 
"I am a geek and a gadget freak, Donna, in my own way. Shower controls are all on this touch-screen here. Flow rate, temperature here, which nozzles are active here, this controls the misters down the sides… Shut the water off and this changes to show controls for the built in dryer." He slid away and gestured. "Lady always gets first call on the shower. I’d love to join you but I’d be sorely tempted to make us miss breakfast."
"Another time maybe."
"Maybe." He smiled and slid out of the room.
------======------
Wow. I could really get to like this. I wonder how much one of these things actually costs?
Donna fluffed her fingers through her fur one more time as the warm air from the dryer vents flowed over her body. Only a pointed reminder from her belly that she was really really hungry made her shake her head and toggle off the airflow before stepping out of the shower. Sat inside the door to the bathroom was a pair of shopping bags and a shoe box.
Ok, let's see what his cousin came up with. Aarya, he said her name was?
Aarya had not disappointed at all, Donna reflected as she looked in the mirror. Clearly the Naga woman had an eye for clothes. She’d picked up on Donna’s species and had grabbed a skirt in a rich ochre and had paired it with a deep burgundy blouse that offset Donna’s natural coloring perfectly. A pair of comfortable sandals in Donna’s size finished the slightly bohemian, rustic look. Turning away from the mirror, she emerged from the bathroom to find Ram tugging a black t-shirt over his head. Hearing her, he turned around revealing the words printed on the front. ‘No, I will not fix your computer.’
"I used the main bathroom down the hallway. I don’t want breakfast to wait any more than you do."
"Then I think it’s time I met your cousin - and thanked her. She really has a good eye."
"She does. You look fantastic, Donna."
------======------
Aarya was very different from Ram. The same snake-like head, but where Ram’s microscaled skin shone with hints of brown and green, hers was a stronger amber and black, almost hinting at tiger stripes, colors that were reflected in the patterns of scales along her tail. Oh, right, Donna thought. He said her father was a tiger, didn’t he? Aarya was much more slenderly built than Ram, with a trim waist and a thinner, slightly shorter "snake-body." Apart from an apron, she was also topless, with firm breasts, slightly larger than Donna’s, inadequately covered by the aprons front bib.
"Aarya, you’re lucky I explained to Donna about our lack of inhibitions."
"I knew you would have and I didn’t want to get any grease-splatters on my shirt. I’m done cooking though, so if it bugs you at all, Donna, I’ll cover up."
"Strange as it may seem, being a girl and all, I’ve seen tits before and no, it doesn’t bother me."
"Oh thank heaven for that. I hate having my chest squished. I can see why most other species got their hang-ups about nakedness and sex, but I do wish they hadn’t."
Ram chuckled. "Aarya, you cover up with as much enthusiasm as I do when the temperature drops."
"Well, Yes, Ramesh, but that’s just practicality. Like the apron. Hot wax on the tits can be fun but hot cooking oil just hurts. And I have to cover up the marks with makeup until my next shed too."
"Speaking of cooking oil…"
"Right."
Aarya pulled plates out of the oven where they were being kept warm.
"Got a nice big stack of pancakes, enough bacon and sausage to feed a lion, and there’s butter and syrup already on the table. Coffee’s on and I brought some fresh OJ too. I’m guessing, Donna, that as a canine you’re as comfortable with carnivorous breakfasts as Ramesh and I? If you’re not, I can whip up something else real quick."
"I’m good, Aarya, thank you. And thank you for picking up the clothes."
Aarya laughed, clearly happy.
"I’m so glad I guessed right on the colors. They really look good on you!"
"You’ll have to let me know how much I owe you."
"Pfft. Not a red cent, girl. I can afford it since I have my own little interior design business and make a lot more than my youngest cousin here. And it’s worth every penny to put that kind of a grin on his face that he gets every time he looks at you."
"Aarya was actually kind enough to do the design on this place for me, Donna. She’s really good at it."
"What goes around, comes around, cousin. You saved my tail when that idiot secretary let the ransomware onto our servers last year."
"Have the elders found out who was behind it yet?"
"Some wannabe school-kid  in Romania. They decided it would be impolitic to make an example of him. They just outed him to the local authorities. But enough clan business before breakfast, Ramesh. I’m starving. Let’s eat!" 
------======------
"Okay, girlfriend. Give! I’ve been waiting for this since I got your text on Friday. Details, woman, details!"
Nadiri tried her best to glare across the restaurant table where she and Donna met for lunch almost every workday. Unfortunately the effect was a little spoiled by how well Donna knew her.
"Nadiri, he cooked me a wonderful Italian meal and then I got so thoroughly and well laid I think I’m still walking funny. I got to meet his cousin too. She’s a total hoot."
"And?"
"Remember that longhorn guy you met at Jane’s hen-night?"
"Oh God, do I ever. It was never going anywhere beyond some fun but damn we had a lot of fun."
"You remember telling me how great it was that you both knew what you wanted and what wasn’t on the cards?"
"Yep. He told me up front that soon he’d be drifting out of town and I was like ‘Fine. Fuck me anyway.’ After breaking up with Terry I really needed some decent bull-dick and he had a really nice one and enjoyed using it on me."
"Yeah, well it seems Naga are a bit like that all the time. No inhibitions, no body-taboos, if you and somebody else want to have sex, go ahead and enjoy it, no problem."
"God. You’d almost wish more males were like that, wouldn’t you? Not thinking they own you just because they laid you?"
"Well, they have a slight advantage over most species there. Their biology is weird like that. If they aren’t in a committed relationship as mates, they literally can’t knock their partner up or get knocked up. So, socially speaking, their society looks at casual sex differently to mating and potentially having kids. Actually had a long chat with Aarya, his cousin, about that. I think she was making sure I knew what I was getting - and what I wasn’t - with Ram. She looks out for him like a big sister."
Donna’s voice trailed off as she recalled the conversation.
Don’t get me wrong, Donna. Ramesh is already falling for you and he WILL love you. When he gets around to saying that he will mean it. He will love you with all his heart even after you leave him or after you grow old and die. He will outlive you by centuries Donna, and once he falls he will love you for the rest of his life. But that won’t ever mean he can’t love somebody else at the same time, or that he won’t make love to them as enthusiastically as he does to you. You need to be okay with that if neither of you is going to get hurt here, and I don’t want to see either you or my baby cousin get hurt that way.
And if I fall for him Aarya? I’m not a Naga. I don’t have your easy attitudes built in. I could. He’s a wonderful guy and I could find myself loving him MY way, what do I do then?
That’s on you. That’s why I’m making sure to tell you this. If you walk in, you do it with your eyes open. Don’t ever think you might change his nature. That way lies misery and your pain will echo in his heart too, no less strongly than you feel it in yours.
Nadira’s voice brought Donna back to the present.
"Lord, a man with no hangups? Wonder where I can find me one of those that isn’t going to clobber me with all the cultural baggage I didn’t know I had…"
"Trust me, girlfriend, if you and he looked at each other that way you’d drop that cultural baggage almost as fast as your panties."
"I dunno, Donna…"
"Nadira, we were teenagers the first time you described yourself to me as ‘the original horny cow’ and you weren’t talking about your headgear! I found out where the whole ‘irresistible’ story got started. He told me."
"Oh, this I have got to hear!"
"Part of it is the deference folks show them in India, coupled with the lack of hangups. But there’s two other factors too. Ram reads body language like a book. It’s like all the things we’re ‘saying’ without ever opening our muzzles, he speaks that language fluently on a conscious level. He can choose how his body language responds to it,whether he wants to signal ‘Sorry, not interested’ or ‘Yes, I want you too.’ 
Nadira, the man just cooked me dinner - and he’s a really good cook, by the way - and he had me horny as hell without ever laying a finger on me. He didn’t even try and kiss me until we both already knew where that kiss was going to lead. And with that crazy-weird ‘no hangups’ thing going on, he’d even told me what he was doing, and it didn’t make a blind bit of difference to how I responded! You know how much of a buzz-kill it is when even a really gorgeous guy is sending you mixed signals, right?"
"Yeah…"
"Well, when there are no mixed signals, when every tiny nuance of your body language that expresses an interest is answered by his saying ‘Yes, I really want to bone you. Hard’, well you might just find your own body responding ‘Oh good. Yes, please!’ without any actual words being involved at all."
"Wow. That must lead to some absolutely mind-blowing sex. So…" Nadira grinned wickedly. "How’s his stamina?"
"No idea. He knotted me so hard we were still tied when we fell asleep."
"So your snake’s part dog, is he?"
"Yup."
"Awww. You’ll have to stay awake longer next time. There is going to be a ‘next time’, Donna, isn’t there?"
"We didn’t make each other any promises, Nadira. But there were a dozen red roses delivered anonymously to my desk this morning."
------======------
Roses, Ram? Such old-fashioned charm. Curled up on her couch with the TV quietly babbling in the background, Donna wasn’t sure why she sent the text. It was barely a minute before her phone pinged back at her,
I’m an old fashioned guy. And besides, that outfit Aarya picked out for you made you look like some wild beautiful gypsy and you had to have a red rose to go with it.
Flatterer. 
That, dear Donna, you know I am not. I meant every word. I think "wild and beautiful" sums you up rather perfectly, as a matter of fact.
Ram, the only times in my life I’ve been called beautiful have been by my mother or by guys that want to bed me. As for wild, I’ve no idea where you get that from when you’re talking about an ordinary girl from suburban Toronto.
Well, I am a guy that wants to bed you, so thank you for confirming I’m allowed to think you’re beautiful.
"Walked into that with your eyes wide shut, didn’t you?" Donna spoke to the empty room. The only other voice present, on the TV, made some comment about how chemicals in modern farming were damaging prairie ecosystems. "You’re no help!" Donna told the TV with a grin.
That still doesn’t explain where you get wild from.
It’s written all over you, the way you hold yourself, the way you own the space around you. There’s something about even the way you move that I can only describe as "dangerous grace" - so yes, wild. You’re no lapdog, Donna.
You must be thinking about some other girl. Do I get to meet her one day?
On the day you can see yourself through my eyes, yes.
You’re wanting me to say something again, aren’t you?
Of course I am. I’ve even as good as shouted from the rooftops what it is I want you to say.
Yes, Ram, I do want what you’re asking. Soon.
I believe you chose Indian food for our next date? Will tomorrow work? I know a few good places.
Tomorrow will work just fine if you can get us a table.
If I can get us a table? At an Indian restaurant? Just this once I’ll let them fawn all over me as much as they want if I get to spend the evening in your company. 
And the night, Ram. I’m saying it. This time, don't wait so long to kiss me.
I’ll show a little restraint. I want us to make it to the restaurant after all. As it is I shall be dreaming of you tonight in anticipation.
Now you’re really laying it on thick. Good night, Ram.
With such dreams as I look forward to, the night will be good indeed. May yours be as sweet. Goodnight Donna.
------======------
"Wow, Donna, you’re burning through this stuff like crazy this afternoon. Should I assume you really want out of here on time tonight?" Jack leaned back in his chair, stretching his hooves out alongside his desk.
"‘Fraid so, Jack. Hot date. Cliché, I know, but…"
"Anyone we know?"
"One of the guys from IT."
Jack pulled a facepalm as only an equine could, letting his mane fall across his hand as part of the gesture.
"Why do all the pretty ones fall for geeks?"
Donna grinned. "Ask the mirror that one." Donna knew Jack was happily married and that his wife was a professor of Comp Sci at the local university.
"I was an innocent corporate PR drone until a smart woman got her hands on me. Well, no worries, Donna. With this stack out of the way we’ve nothing on the to-do list that can’t wait until the morning, so even if you want to blast out of here a little early, go for it."
"Thanks, Jack."
------======------
Okay to pick you up in 15 or so or should I drive around the block a few times to give you some extra minutes?
15 is fine.
On her way out the door, Donna briefly rummaged in the drawer of a small table in her hallway, dropping what she found there into her purse.
In Donna’s building, the residential elevator let out in the main foyer, shared with a bank, a convenience store and a tailor’s shop. This time of the evening only the convenience store was still open. They actually remained so 24/7, capitalizing on the "captive market" of the residential floors above. As she stepped out the main door a high-end SUV painted a deep metallic forest green was pulling up. She giggled as she spotted the custom tag "HIS 555" OMG, he is such a geek.
Ram emerged from the driver's side and hurried around to greet her.
"Wow, Donna. You look stunning. That’s way better than the corporate formal look."
"Thank you. I’m not going to be underdressed for where we’re going, am I?"
"Not at all. In fact, rich colors and a flowing cut is as close as you could get to the height of Bengali fashion without wearing a Sari. You make me want to ask if that was what you were actually trying for? Because if you were, you did it really well."
"Actually, I wasn’t, but I’m glad it works."
Ram was dressed in something flowing too, but constrained under an embroidered waistcoat. "Well, not only does it work, but I’m horribly relieved to have made the right choice in my clothes to match you." He smiled. "Let’s get going. The place I’ve picked out is about 20 minutes out of town."
He glided back to the car and opened the door, hamming it up like a chauffeur. 
"My lady, your carriage awaits."
------======------
The discreet sign by the entrance to a parking lot proclaimed that the stone building visible through the birch trees was the home of ‘A Touch of Spice’ restaurant. The medium-sized lot was actually surprisingly full but Ram found a space to park quickly.
"A word of warning - don’t be surprised by anyone’s reaction as we walk in. You thought the corporate types were bad, these folks are likely to be on a whole new level. Just act as if nothing’s happening."
"Okay."
Acting as if ‘nothing was happening’ was harder than Donna expected. A suited maitre-d’ swept the doors open as they approached, bowed to Ram and immediately started talking in a musical language that Donna didn’t understand a word of.
"English, please, for the sake of my guest. I would hate to slight her by joining a conversation she could not be part of."
"Of course, Sir. It is our privilege to welcome you both. May I have the honor of escorting you to your table?"
Ram simply inclined his head and the maitre-d’ led them through a spacious but well-populated dining room. There were a mixture of diners, some clearly Indian, most not. The Indian diners were obvious though, because every one of them stopped what they were doing, broke off their conversations and rose to their feet as Ram entered the room. Ram paid them no attention at all but simply followed the maitre-d’ to a set of doors in the side of the dining room. The maitre-d’ opened them and gestured for Ram and Donna to step through. Within was a small private dining area with low tables and cushions on the floor.
"Arrange yourself to your comfort, Sir. There are no other diners booked in this area tonight so we were pleased to reserve it for your use. By your leave my staff will be with you in just a moment to take your drinks orders and discuss the menu."
The maitre-d’ withdrew, closing the doors behind him, and Ram breathed an audible sigh of relief.
"That wasn’t as bad as it could have been." He looked over at Donna. "I wasn’t being arrogant by not acknowledging them, you know. By responding to none of them, I insulted none of them. Had I responded to any, I would have had to respond to all, taking care to work from highest caste to lowest as I did so. Missing anyone out or getting them in the wrong order would have been a monumental gaffe."
"Wow. How would you have known? What order to greet them in, I mean?"
"There are hints in how they dress, in their body language. But I bet our host had a list in his pocket to pass me discreetly, just in case, although he would not have expected to need it. He would have expected me to react exactly as I did. Anyone here that I had business with tonight would have been included in my party and would have been seated here to await us... Anyway - speaking of seats, if I may have the honor?"
He gently took her arm and guided her to one of the low tables, waiting until she was seated on the cushions before gliding around to the far side of the table and lowering himself into his coils
"How well do you know Indian food, Donna? And how are you with hot spices?"
"Not that well, I mean, I’ve eaten the usual stuff the street corner places serve, but never anything you might get here. As for heat, though, you shouldn’t worry. Last year, before you joined the company, some guy in HR decided it would be fun to stage a hot-sauce contest at the company picnic. Nadira convinced me to enter and I came second. The guy that beat me was a coyote from Baja and he was up for the ghost pepper sauce, I wasn’t. I like the fire, you understand, but when it feels like it's blistering my nose from a single sniff, I’m not in too much of a hurry to take a bite."
"I can’t believe anyone actually cooks with that one, you know… In India they don’t; they use it to manufacture tear gas instead."
Donna giggled. "Sounds about right from how it smelled."
"So, would you mind if I ordered for both of us? I think I might have an idea…"
Donna smiled. "Ram, you are such a bundle of contradictions. Such a perfect gentleman and yet so completely blatant about what you plan to do with me after dinner."
"Blatant? I prefer to think of it as honesty. And it isn’t quite correct that I plan to, you know. What I’m honest about is that I want to. Actual plans depend on you. So I think I can keep my gentlemanly veneer mostly intact. But you didn’t answer my question."
"Go ahead. Surprise me."
As Donna finished speaking, the door opened silently and a young waiter entered. He walked to the table and bowed.
"If I may take your drinks orders, please, Sir and Madam?" 
Ram waved a hand in Donna’s direction indicating for her to go first.
"A gin martini, please. Bartender’s preference on the mix." She looked across at Ram.
"If you have tonic free from any artificial sweeteners, Bombay Sapphire and tonic." 
The waiter nodded. "We have, Sir. Thank you. The chef has asked me to say that you are, of course, welcome to order from the menu, but you should also feel free to disregard it and name your preference. He will do his best. He adds that, as a son of Jalpaiguri, he wishes to add his personal welcome to that of the house."
Ram smiled. "Thank him for me, and advise him that we will accept his generous offer. I am a man of very simple tastes, so if you would tell him I would be honored for him to show his skill in elegant simplicity. A simple country meal for two. The kind of thing that his grandmother would look upon with approval if it emerged from her kitchen. The individual dishes are his to choose. My clan are from the Teesta valley, so I know the city of Jalpaiguri well, and I am sure he will prompt some pleasant memories for me." 
The waiter bowed again and left.
"In about one minute the chef will either be blessing me or cursing me - or possibly, if he’s really good, both."
"Why both if he’s really good, Ram?"
"Because if he’s good enough to pull it off he’d want to lay a Mughal banquet in front of us, and here I’m asking for old home cookery. But at the same time, the old home cookery will call on recipes that he learned as a child so serving that, and serving it well, will make him almost explode with pride."
"Kind of like in ‘Ratatouille’ where the rat serves the critic peasant food from his youth elevated into fine dining?"
"Wow. It’s been years since I saw that movie, but yes. A bit like that."
------======------
Donna leaned back and tried to be as ladylike as possible as she licked her muzzle. The final component of the meal had been sweets that were deliciously aromatic but sticky as hell. Ram, she noticed, immediately glanced aside for a moment. 
"In India, Donna, lovers would feed each other sweets like that and then get horribly involved with licking the syrup off each other’s fingers."
"And is there some particular reason you resisted indulging in that particular tactic tonight, Ram?"
"Well, the first is that if I did we’d likely not be leaving this dining room for a while. Don’t get me wrong, the maitre d’ would think nothing of it if we were to get it on in here. Desi folks do know what we’re like, after all, but they’d feel obliged to keep the staff on shift until we left and last time we were knotted together so hard we’d keep them here until the small hours of the morning."
Donna laughed. "Oh God, I think I’d die of embarrassment."
"The most acute embarrassment is never fatal, Donna. You just wish it had been so that you don’t have to remember it. Besides there is something else I wanted to give you rather than more sweets than would be good for either of us." He reached into his back pocket and laid a keycard and key on the table. "Second date may be too soon, and if it is I will put them away for a while… but these are my spare keys. Card opens the garage and accesses the elevator, the key is for my front door."
Too soon, he wonders, and what have you got in YOUR pocketses, Gollum?
"Rules, Ram?"
"None beyond common sense. If I haven’t told you I need privacy - and I won’t always be able to tell you why - you’re welcome anytime. If I have told you that, well, I’m trusting you that you won’t show up without warning."
Donna reached into her purse.
"Same rules with these, Ram."
She laid her spare set of keys on the table next to his, then looked deliberately into his eyes as she picked his keys up and dropped them in her purse. The pupils she was gazing into narrowed to the thinnest slits as he picked up her keys in return.
"Thank you for that trust, Donna. I won’t abuse it."
Okay, snake-boy with a candidness kink, let’s see how you handle this one. "Give it about a month and I’ll want you to."
She actually caught him in the tiniest double-take before he smiled.
"Thank you."
"For what?"
"For both indulging my kink and letting me know when I have to feed up on carbs and protein for a week so I can keep up with you in your heat cycle."
"Well, I thought I’d give this whole ‘no hangups’ thing a try. It doesn’t come exactly naturally to a girl, you understand. We’re so used to men not getting it when we think we’re being real obvious, but so far I think I’m liking…"
Donna was interrupted by a soft tap on the door. The maitre d’ entered looking a little flustered. 
"Sir, Madam, I apologize for intruding. There has been what the news media is calling a ‘terrorist incident’ in the city. The mayor has just been on the TV and radio urging all residents to return home as swiftly as possible. Our other guests are aware and are choosing to follow his instructions. May I ask if you wish to do so as well?"
Ram immediately rose from his seat on the table’s cushions.
"Of course. We will depart immediately. Shall I settle the bill now or would you prefer to send it to my residence? Your convenience, of course."
"Our payment systems are down. We are taking all our guests' contact details to handle this."
"Mine, you have from my reservation. I expect to hear from you within the next few days."
"Of course. Allow me to show you to a side door to avoid the main dining room."
------======------
"Do you think there’s some special school they send radio newscasters to so they can say nothing and sound so enthusiastic about it?"
"Shut it off, Donna. It’s telling us nothing. We’ll be downtown in a few minutes and we’ll know more then. Do you have any cellphone signal?"
"Not since we hit the 401. If what they said about a residential tower burning is true I bet everyone’s trying to contact folks they think live there and have overloaded the system."
"Shit. Roadblock."
Ahead, illuminated by flashing blue and red lights, the road was blocked by a couple of police cruisers. One by one, the vehicles queued up in front of them were being approached by officers, A few were waved past the roadblock, most were turned away.
"Sir, Ma’am? I’m afraid we’re only allowing people past this point who live downtown and are trying to get home. I’m going to need to see both your IDs please… Okay, Sir, you’re good. You’re outside the inner cordon, but I’d advise you to loop around and approach from the north so you don’t run into the mess…" The broad-shouldered Akita then stiffened as he looked at Donna’s ID. "Ma’am, I’m sorry but we can’t guarantee your home is safe. You’re going to have to find somewhere else to stay tonight."
"She can stay with me."
"No problem, Sir. I’ll just need to make a note of your contact details too, then. Ms. Carstairs, we’ll be in touch as soon as we can to confirm if your address is impacted and how soon we can let you back in. I’ll call in these details so that the fire crews know you aren’t at home and the city knows where you can be reached."
"Is there anything you can tell us?"
"Only that the mayor jumped the gun a bit. This wasn’t terrorism. Some banker got his ass fired for playing a little too fast and loose with company money and flipped. He’s been chucking incendiaries at every place he could find with their logo on it. He’s already in custody so it’s just a matter of cleaning up the mess he made before we caught up with him."
Ram nodded.
"Thank you, constable Wilson. We’ll get to my place and off the streets as fast as we can."
"Drive safe, Mr. Ghoshal. We’ve had a couple of incidents from folks getting a bit too antsy to get home and it made them drive a bit nuts."
"I’ll keep it sane. Thank you."
------======------
Ram had barely got his key into his door when Donna’s phone went crazy, a cacophony of notification tones erupting from her purse.
"I think my phone just connected to your WiFi."
"I don’t find it at all surprising that a great many people care about such a wonderful woman as you, Donna, and want to be certain you’re safe. You should probably make a start on reassuring them. Join me in the geek cave and I’ll see what I can find out about what's going on from the ‘net."
Standing in the hallway, Donna quickly typed a status message into her social account.
Safe. At BFs place. Staying here until shit calms down.
As she walked into the room Ram had set up as his combined office and gaming space he turned away from his computer and smiled at her.
"‘Bfs place’ huh? Did you just make us official?"
"Oh shit, I didn’t think. I’m sorry, Ram, I didn’t mean…"
"Do you see me objecting? I’m not. Particularly not to the ‘staying’ bit." He grinned a little wider. "Come over here ‘girlfriend’ and let’s see what fresh shit has dropped on the sidewalks of our hometown."
As Donna walked across the room, her phone sounded off again.
"An Elvis ringtone, Donna?"
"My mom. Her favorite song. I guess she got the ‘official’ word too and is curious as hell…"
"Oh my."
"Donna? I’ve been watching the news. I can’t tell, is that your block that’s on fire?"
"No idea, mom. We were out for dinner when it all hit the fan."
"‘We’ meaning you and this mysterious new boyfriend I haven’t heard about?"
"Early days, mom. He's standing right next to me and I can put you on speaker if you like."
"Not yet. Answer me this first. Do you love him?"
"I think so."
"Think so? Are you doing that ‘thinking’ with your crotch again, girl? I told you that dingo boy was no good. Hot as hell, I’ll grant you that, but he was a bad ‘un sure as anything. When you dumped his ass I went to church and lit a candle. Last I heard Annie told me he’d got himself arrested out in BC somewhere."
"Ancient history, mom, and Ramesh is nothing like that. I’m not going to talk about him behind his back though, so I'm putting you on speaker now."
"Good evening, Mrs. Carstairs. As Donna just mentioned, my name is Ramesh but all my friends just call me Ram."
"Well, if you’re dating my little girl you’re a friend until you prove different, so if you don’t mind I’ll call you Ram as well. Which makes ‘Mrs. Carstairs’ way too formal, so I’m Gina."
"A pleasure to make your acquaintance, Gina, if only over the phone. I much prefer introductions to be in-person but with the evidence of your daughter standing right here, I am sure you are as lovely as your voice."
"Wherever she got her looks, it wasn’t from me so lay off the flattery, boy."
"Flattery? Donna can tell you I am, in fact, honest almost to a fault. Which, I am sure you understand, makes me incapable of flattery."
"Good save. I’m thinking I might like you, given time."
Donna rolled her eyes. "Ram, she’s always like this. Always making out she’s some kind of ogre. Can’t ever convince her everyone sees through it."
"Ungrateful pup, spilling my secrets. Gotta say, though, Donna, that stuff on the news looks one heck of a lot like your neighborhood. Now I know not to worry about you too much, I’d better leave you to deal with stuff, eh?"
As Gina hung up the phone, Ram chuckled.
"On a scale of one to ten, how badly do you think she’ll freak out when she discovers how old the man she just called ‘boy’ is?"
"On a scale of one to ten? Somewhere around fifteen."
"Wow. I get to do better than Spinal Tap. I’ll count that as a compliment."
Donna laughed and grabbed a cushion from the seat next to her to swat him with. "Dork."
He just grinned at her and turned to his computer, pulling up news feeds and video clips.
------======------
With the fires mostly out or described as ‘under control’, most of the live news feeds had pivoted to other aspects of the story. Some were talking about the various traffic incidents they’d heard about from the cop a while ago. Most had pictures of the guy responsible all over their coverage, usually side-by-side shots showing a prosperous-looking beaver gentleman in a designer tux at some big banking function a few years ago - right next to the snag-furred wild-eyed mugshot.
Almost all had the crawl across the bottom of their feeds quoting the Fire Chief. "We urge all residents of the affected areas to not attempt to return to their homes until we have verified that the buildings are safe. We will be contacting residents with updates as soon as we have them. In the meantime please do not attempt to return to your homes until we give you clearance to do so. These are still active fire sites and crime scenes."
"Oh shit… Donna…"
Her head lifted, looking at what Ram had found.
"Oh, my God."
"Yeah, Donna. That’s your building. No question. Looks like most of the damage is on the other side to your apartment though. Bastard targeted the bank branch on the ground floor."
"Good thing I’ve got somewhere else to be, I guess. Don’t think I’m getting back in there anytime soon." She giggled.
"What?"
"Moving in with my boyfriend on the second date? God, it makes me sound like such a slut."
His arms wrapped around her. "You are no slut, my dear Donna. It’s not in your nature. But there’s no problem with you staying with a man who loves you and hopes you can love him."
"I do love you, Ram. I desire you, I want you, I need you… But more than any of that I love you. I know that’s crazy. We haven’t even made it all the way through our second date yet. But I do love you. I’ve never, ever in my life, fallen so hard, so quickly, for a man. Aarya told me what to expect if I loved you, Ram. She loves you too and cares that neither of us gets hurt. But I’m telling you right now, Ram, you hold my heart in your hands. Please be careful with it."
He didn’t answer, at least not in words. 
He leaned in, his arms tightening around her, and kissed her - taking his time to do it thoroughly. As he did, she let herself slide up his body, allowing the slight friction of his scales to gather up her skirt, freeing her legs to wrap around him and exposing what she wasn’t wearing.
"Donna! Were you?"
"No, I took them off right after we got here. You know what I want, Ram. But you like me to say it so I will."
"I want you to help me forget that my house is on fire. Make me forget everything but you and how perfectly right you feel. At this moment, Ram, I don’t want you to make love to me. I want you to take me.. I need you to just fuck me until I howl and then keep fucking me until I can’t howl any more. Please."
------======------
Much later, Ram moved carefully, disengaging one arm from the exhausted husky draped against his torso. Her head was laid on his shoulder and her hair spilled about her like a halo. Ram thought the lolling tongue and the faint hint of a snore reaching his sensitive ears didn’t really detract from the angelic image. Careful not to disturb Donna, he looped a coil of his lower body around his discarded pants and brought them within reach so his free hand could retrieve his phone. Propping it within reach, he started texting Aarya one-handed.
Cousin, Donna’s place was hit by that thing tonight. She’s safe, we were out for dinner and she’s here. But come tomorrow morning it’s going to start landing on her that literally all her stuff is behind fire marshals and police tape and that she won’t even know what’s intact for a while. Her boss will be reasonable about her taking the rest of the week off, I’m sure, but we’re going to have to go shopping. I think she’d feel happier with another woman along?
Shit, Ram. I’ll be there, of course. I’ll help her with any repairs to her place as well, if she wants it.
I’ll call you to confirm around 10.
Got it.
Moving carefully, with the smoothness only possible for snakes, Ram lifted his body from the couch, keeping Donna snuggled in his arms and careful not to pull his hips away from her. Standing, poised over his coils he was still for a moment, watching Donna to make sure he wasn’t waking her. He glided slowly towards the bedroom, moving carefully to not disturb her, ignoring the discarded clothing in the living room. Donna’s skirt was still bunched around her waist, the only thing either of them was still wearing and that was only because they hadn’t spent long enough when their bodies weren’t joined for either of them to remove it. He approached the bed, laid them both down and carefully pulled the quilt over them both.
He looked up at the ceiling. His thoughts were a little confusing. His dad had always said "Never be untrue in anything you promise a woman, Ram." But… What was this other aspect to his feelings?
"Goddammit Donna." He quietly murmured. "Would you even consider being my mate? Do I dare ask you? So soon?" He sighed as he felt their bodies softly release from each other. Donna murmured in her sleep and snuggled against him. He used the movement to softly work her skirt down to her feet so they were snuggled up in his bed - no, he thought, their bed - with their bodies naked against each other. "I don’t care," he said quietly, looking down at the woman in his arms. "Wherever this goes, I want to go there with you."
------======------
The following morning, Ram had slowly surfaced into wakefulness at the sensation of lips kissing his torso and neck.
"Thank you, Ram." Donna’s voice was soft. "I just couldn’t deal with all the shit last night and you were wonderful. I’ve already messaged work, I’m not in the office until next Monday. My work laptop is still in my apartment, so I can’t even VPN in."
"You can sign in on mine if you want - I’m IT so my machine can access all the VPNs for troubleshooting. If you do, it should have everything you need, if Jack’s being an arse about it." 
"He’s not. In fact he’s trying to persuade me to take next week too."
"I think you should. I have to go in, I’ve got to reorganise a few things around other folks on my team that got hit. But I’ll be back tonight and then off for a few days."
"Can I get folks to drop deliveries here, Ram? It feels a bit presumptuous."
"More presumptuous than me telling Max downstairs that anything arriving here addressed to you should come straight to my place? And - forgive me - Aarya will be probably texting you around 11 to work out where to meet - I think she wants to show you some of her favorite places."
"You.. you actually lined up your cousin to go shopping with me?"
"Guilty as charged."
"Don’t you DARE feel guilty for taking care of me, Ram! I DO know that’s what you’re doing, snake-boy!"
He grinned and kissed her again before smoothly gliding out of bed and away to make breakfast.
------======------
"So, Aarya," Donna asked, as they took a break for lunch at a small French bistro that Donna had walked past without noticing a dozen times before Aarya had pointed it out to her that day. "I’ve got to ask, because it’s been bugging me - You and Ram call each other ‘cousins’ but how does that work if naga women only have daughters and naga men only have sons?"
"Well, there’s always the other half of the pairing. If you had a brother and I married him, while you married Ram, our kids would be cousins, wouldn’t they?" Donna hoped that Aarya hadn’t caught the sudden catch in her breath at ‘if you married Ram’ and continued listening. "In reality, it’s a bit more complex than that. My great grandmother and his great grandpa actually were cousins like that but it makes a link between clans. Over our history there’s been enough entanglements one way and another that clan relationships are complicated. So unless we’re being totally formal and legal we don’t detail the precise relationship. Anyone from a clan related to yours in some way is just called cousin. Keeps things simple."
"So to you it’s basically just ‘kinsman’ and you only worry about precisely how they are kin if you have to."
"Pretty much. Say, is there anything else you really want to grab in a hurry? Because there’s a place close to here I’d like to show you."
"Aarya, you haven’t shown me one thing so far today that hasn’t been fun, so lead on."
About five minutes from the bistro, Aarya led Donna down a side street lined with shops she wasn’t familiar with. Almost everyone else in the street was Indian or Asian, mostly Indian. All of them noticed Aarya and drew aside from the two women’s paths with nods of respect, not crowding them. Suddenly Donna noticed a familiar face. 
"Mrs Acharya! I was so glad to hear from Nadiri that you weren’t impacted by all the commotion last night."
Nadiri’s mother’s eyes widened as she recognised Donna.
"We were fortunate, Donna. I’m told that man had a list and our building was on it. He was simply caught before he got there."
"I wasn’t so lucky. Fortunately Aarya knows all the best places to replace my wardrobe."
The older buffalo lady bowed deeply to Aarya.
"You bless her with your assistance, my lady. And the rest of us by your presence in our city."
"Such blessings as I can bestow are freely given, honored mother. But, in truth, I am simply her friend."
Mrs Acharya.bowed to Aarya again and, to her surprise, to Donna and bustled off.
"Oh shit."
"What?"
"I had forgotten your best friend was desi and there might be somebody here you knew. You know your friends' parents are going to treat you like you’re some kind of holy woman from now on? Just because you hang out with one of us?"
"Nadiri will give them one hell of an earful if they try. Ram said that kind of thing drives him nuts."
"True enough. Now, we’re almost there. You want to absolutely blow Ram’s mind?"
"Sounds promising."
"Ok, second question. Have you ever worn a sari?"
"I tried one of Nadiri's once. Didn’t look bad either. I think I can even remember how to put one on." 
Aarya’s grin was positively wicked. "Then we’re going in here." She gestured to a store that had a small, unobtrusive sign saying simply ‘Fine silks and saris.’ "This man’s grandfather supplied the silk and his wife made my bridal sari and it was absolutely gorgeous. The current generation is at least as good."
While Donna’s mind was still trying to process the concept, Aarya had grabbed her paw and led her in through the door. Once inside, ‘processing’ anything became an afterthought amidst what was almost sensory overload. Bolts of fine fabric in every imaginable color lined the walls, from rich jewel tones to warm earthy ones.The air smelled faintly of sandalwood and incense. Behind the counter, a middle-aged tiger couple were hurriedly putting aside mugs of aromatic tea and rising to their feet.
"Lady Aarya. It is so good to see you again."
"And to see you too, Ranjit. I see Sameera continues to grow more beautiful with every passing year as well." She smiled at the tigress behind the counter who gave a slight bow with her eyes twinkling. "My friend Donna, here, is dating my cousin. We would like to make her even more beautiful than she already is in a way he cannot expect." 
Donna blushed.
"Can I trouble Sameera for a proper sari-fitting while you contemplate the right silk to offset her beautiful fur?"
The tiger smiled and stepped around the counter. His wife smiled even more broadly and pulled a tape measure and notebook from under it.
"Oh, no, not just the fur." murmured the tiger as he paused at a point where he could view Donna more clearly. "Your eyes, Miss Donna, are quite lovely. One might almost say striking."
"Thank you." Donna murmured, aware that she was blushing even more deeply.
"Oh hush, Ranjit!" his wife interjected. "Can’t you see you’re making the poor girl feel awkward?" She beckoned to Donna. "You come on into the back room with me, dear, so we can get you measured properly. You mustn’t mind Ranjit, he’s a shameless flatterer of beautiful women."
------======------
"Aarya?"
"Yeah?"
"Can we go somewhere and get a drink before going home? I need to ask you some stuff. I know Ram would tell me all of it, but… Can I ask a woman instead?"
Aarya blinked slowly. "Sure. Ever been to Alchemixed?"
"Nope."
"You’ll love it - their cocktails are insane and you know the best thing? It’s a beer-free zone. Cocktails only. Reduces the sausage quotient a bit. Apart from the guys behind the bar who could audition for the Chippendales any time they want. Perfect for girl-talk."
------======------
Seated in a corner booth in the cocktail bar, Donna had to admit that the place definitely lived up to the little preview Aarya had given her. They’d passed a few minutes making small-talk as they got half-way down their first glasses but then she drew a breath and just decided to go for it.
"Aarya. I love Ram. I know he loves me. I can feel it almost physically every time he looks at me. For me it’s not the ‘new relationship rush’ - well, it is but that’s not all it is. Crazy as it is, after just two dates I’m getting ‘husband and father of my children’ feelings and, Aarya, I’m not objecting."
The naga woman on the other side of the table was still, focused, didn’t move, didn’t even blink, just listened as Donna continued.
"But I have to know a few things, Aarya. This whole bonding thing and being infertile outside it - How does it work? If he falls for ME like that, do we just find out when I come off a heat cycle and it’s ‘oops, I’m pregnant’? Sorry, but mating with a naga isn’t covered in Canadian basic sex-ed."
Aarya laughed, then drew a breath and spoke seriously.
"No, Donna. It doesn’t work like that. Naga marriages - and that is what you’re talking about - have three parts. First off there’s the marriage license. That’s a modern thing, but we do it anyway. That’s the bit that makes your union official and your kids ‘legitimate; in the eyes of civil law. It’s bullshit, but we go along. The other two parts are what matter to us. Those are the naga bond and the clan mark. The clan mark is what makes your union official to the clans, and would make you part of Ram’s clan as far as the elders are concerned. That leaves the naga bond."
Aarya drained her white russian and waved a hand at the staff for a refill. She stayed silent until they had provided it, then drew a breath and looked Donna straight in the eyes.
"Blood, venom and spice. That’s what it takes. If all three are in you, that changes you. Makes it possible for ONE naga, the one you’re with, to get you pregnant. In him, it ignites the blood-fire. You’re a canine, you’ve probably taken heat-suppressants every time your cycle hit since puberty. Right?"
"Yeah."
"Ever been through one without them?"
"Oh hell yes, My high-school boyfriend thought I’d wear his dick down to a nub and we must have put a few bucks on the stock price of the condom company. Never gone through a cycle without ‘em since."
"What you felt then is close to what we feel when the blood-fire is on us. The only difference is that we choose to ignite it. And the naga-bond is, indeed, sealed by getting pregnant. But not by accident. By choice. Most of us do civil marriage first. Gives us a little while to know the relationship is solid before we have kids. A few divorce before that and no harm done. That’s what Cameron and I did. We got married and later did the bond so I could have our children. I love children, Donna. The moment I held my first new-hatched daughter I wanted to have so many. But Cameron got cancer and I only had two before he died." She smiled sadly. "If you meet a lot of Naga women, Donna, most of them will be widows because we live so much longer than our partners. The bond is formed and sealed once, Donna. No other man can ever give me a baby. If you were to bond with Ram, your children would be all he would ever have."
Donna reached out and took her hand. Aarya gripped it for a moment and then smiled. 
"Please don’t feel sad for me, Donna. The years I spent with Cameron were the happiest of my life. All the happy memories will be with me forever and our children have grown into beautiful women in their own right. It’s only natural that I should wish I’d had more of those years, but even though the bond should have lengthened his life somewhat, I always knew that eventually I would lose him. Just as if Ram bonds with you, he’ll know it too. Knowing that sadness is there only makes the joy we take in our mates all the sweeter. I still love Cameron and, wherever he is now, I know he still loves me. When one of us says ‘I will love you forever’ we mean it, Donna."
"But we were talking about forming the bond. Go ahead. Ask me about anything I’ve left out."
"You said ‘blood, venom and spice’ - I know about the spice, Ram told me. Blood makes sense. But venom? Doesn’t that usually kill in seconds?"
"If it’s injected raw, yup. Not if it’s ingested, and particularly not if it's mixed with the naga’s blood. That neutralises it. This is going to sound like bad kinky porn, Donna, but to form the bond, you wait until Ram scents that you are fertile. He bites himself - safe, because he’s immune to his own venom - then does the stupid frontier medicine thing, sucking the mixture of his own blood and venom from the bite mark. Then you share a kiss. That takes care of the blood and venom. To get the spice as well, go down on him. Within a few minutes, he’ll scent the change and that will light the fire. At that point, girl, he’ll be at you like a rutting stag and, trust me, with the bonding mix in your system you’ll match his desire. When Cameron and I bonded, it gave him all the raging boner he needed to keep up with me in the blood-fire." Her eyes focused on something far away for a moment and she smiled. "I’d need a calculator to work out how many times we both came that night. Yeah, come the morning after you bond, you WILL be pregnant." Her eyes clouded for a moment before she continued. "You might not STAY pregnant, though. Naga fetuses have about a one in ten miscarriage rate in the first trimester. Some couples face much higher odds than that. Now that it’s actually possible, the clans are funding genetic and molecular biology research to work out why but that’s a long term project and for millennia we’ve just known that we’ll lose more babies in those first three months than anyone else. Cameron and I were one of those couples with worse odds. I laid three dead eggs for each of the two that hatched."
"How does that whole egg thing work for a mammalian girl anyway?"
"Same way it would have if that high-school boyfriend had knocked you up. Your girly-bits ain't set up to lay down a shell outside the amniotic sac. In your case, the embryo implants in your womb and it stays there until the kid’s ready to be born. In my case, the shell formed after the egg was fertilised and out it came. Accompanied by much hissing and cursing, I might add. We truly don’t have it as bad as mammalian girls giving birth, but it sure doesn’t feel like it at the time!"
"My sister actually bit her husband’s arm while she was having their first. Clear down to the bone."
"I bit my husband as soon as we knew I was carrying an egg. Right at the top of the thigh."
"Wait, what?"
"Clan-mark, girl. Once your bond is sealed, you’re immune to your lover’s venom. So they bite you right near the femoral artery to show the world that the bond is true.You’ll have a couple of white spots in your fur that nobody but him will ever see unless you’re wearing a swimsuit. Once you bear that, no naga but your husband will touch you, nobody will mess with you without getting the whole clan landing on them. At that point you’re one of us officially. Does cut down on paternity suits, too. If it ain’t his baby that’s not where anyone wants to get a naga bite, not being bonded and immune and all."
"The only pups I want are Ram’s" wait, what the FUCK? Did I just say that out loud? Donna froze, blinking and shaking her head. Two hands came across the table and clasped hers.
"I know, Donna. He’s feeling the same way. I’ve known him for over a century and I can read the way he feels as well as I can any man. Our men aren’t the only ‘highly observant’ ones.He’s going to ask you to marry him the moment he thinks you’ll say yes."
"I want to get home before he does."
"Then let’s go."
To be continued…
