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A Lotus By Any Other Name

    by Fritewag

      Summary

      Being the only human in an Ancient China dominated by animals, you'd never expected to last as long as you had, or rise as high as you'd risen. As the Equipment Manager of the Jade Palace's prestigious Training Hall - home to some of the greatest Kung Fu warriors in all of Asia, the Furious Five - you build and replace the numerous tools with which the masters hone their skills. A tinkerer at heart and a former grease monkey by trade, it should've been your dream job. 
As it turns out, cleaning up after a bunch of glorified thugs with a penchant for breaking crap isn't all it's cracked up to be. 
It's the tiger who irks you the most; she's always going out of her way to be that little bit more rough with the equipment that she needs to be, always shooting you those angry, sidelong glances. It isn't until the two of you finally butt heads that you both realize there's more to each other than meets the eye.



      Notes

        This is for that one guy who keeps posting Tigress pics in that one 4chan thread. Post on, you horny little fucker.




  






      

  











Chapter 1








  "This fuckin' blows..." you seethe under your breath, delivering a solid kick to a hunk of scrap-metal that used to be part of a training dummy. A training dummy you'd labored over for days on end, hammering it together out of steel plate and carven ironwood. A training dummy you'd poured your heart and soul into,  christened with blood, sweat and tears... just so you could watch some happy asshole tear it apart and toss it across the room as if it were made of paper.
The cavernous belly of the Jade Palace's Training Hall was littered with the shattered fragments of your poor training dummy's desiccated corpse, along with the warped remains of a Wing Chun stand and a punching bag split down its middle, still hemorrhaging sand like a terminal gunshot victim. Peppered amongst the broken crap that'd once been your precious creations were haphazardly discarded dumbbells and lifting plates - another recent addition to the Hall's impressive repertoire of equipment, courtesy of yours truly. All of it was lovingly crafted, all of it was polished to a tee, and all of it was flagrantly abused by the douchebags who trained here.
They called themselves the 'Furious Five' - which was really fucking stupid considering there was six of them: Mantis, Crane, Viper, Monkey, Tigress and Po. Fearsome warriors one and all, their skill in battle matched only by the sheer lack of imagination their parents put into naming them. This Training Hall was their playground. The whetstone upon which they honed their legendary Kung Fu to a fearsome edge with which they carved a path of justice through the swarms of scum and villainy which plagued China.
As for You? You were the poor son of a bitch saddled with keeping this goat-fuck of an operation in working order.
Being some of the most efficient forces of destruction in all of China, the Furious Five required nothing short of the best when it came to training equipment. The best equipment required the best craftsmen, and you were nothing short of a prodigy...
At least, you were when you compared yourself to the average schmuck of THIS world. You suppose you had an unfair advantage; coming from the age of internet and television, you understood the intricacies of technology a little better than the run-of-the-mill peasantry to whom the epitome of technological advancement was a fucking windmill.
As far as perks went, this job had plenty. Clean clothes, decent pay, food and water - it was nothing short of a luxury in comparison to your early days in this world, drinking from dirty streams, stealing scraps of food, making your bed out in the cold wilderness and avoiding the locals like a plague; being a human was something of a handicap in this world, considering you were the only one in it. At first glance, most of the peasantry had mistook you for a demon or a monster or whatever flavor of hokey superstition tickled their fancy. It  hadn't been until Grand Master Shifu - the wizened red panda who ran this place - had hired you on as Equipment Manager of The Training Hall that the locals had began to accept you.

You suppose you should be grateful...
Looking about the room once more, you do some rough calculus in your head, adding up all the hours it'd take you to fix this shit. Yeah, fuck gratitude. You wanted a pay rise.
You spare a moment to properly mourn the loss of the training dummy. You'd taken your sweet time making him. Strengthened his joints, braced his weak spots, varnished the wood to give him that nice 'finished product' sheen. You'd even named him: Ivan Drago. His predecessors, Apollo Creed and Rocky Balboa, had been inferior designs, pummeled into splinters within the short span of a week. Ivan, though, Ivan had been special. He'd been the one you'd expected to last the full month... Leaning down you gather up a mangled hunk of wood - a remnant of your prized fighter - and run your fingers affectionately across the crude angry-face you'd carved into the wooden orb which used to be Ivan's head.
"Tsk, sorry Ivan. Back to the drawing board." you sigh before tossing the head into the burlap sack you kept by your side. You'd take his remains back to your workshop along with the rest of the broken equipment and see what you could salvage. The steel could be reforged, but the splintered ironwood had been rendered effectively useless. Screw it, the nights were getting cold and you could always do with more firewood. Sweeping the shattered fragments of training equipment from the floor you wondered for the hundredth time why the masters who trained here couldn't play nice, pull their punches a little and save on the taxpayer's coin; you're pretty sure Ivan would've appreciated that, God rest his wooden soul. 
Gathering the last of Ivan's remains into a burlap sack and throwing it over your shoulder, you make your way towards the exit. The trip from the mountaintop on which the Jade Palace sat to your home on the far fringes of the village was a long one, and hauling a sack full of busted crap along for the ride didn't make it any easier. If you got going now, you'd probably get back soon enough to sneak a couple drinks in at the tavern before you collapsed into bed and slept like a corpse, providing you didn't pass out on the way there. Christ, you were tired... 
It's moments like this you considered just throwing in the towel and quitting, but you'd sooner chop your nuts off than go back to living hand to mouth in the wilderness like a caveman. Then again, folks around the Valley of Peace were markedly less aggressive towards you than they were across the rest of China - probably on account of you having this bastard of a job; the villagers revered Shifu and the Furious Five as heroes, so working for them had earned you a shortcut into the villager's good books. On the off chance that quitting didn't erase all that good fortune you'd mustered amongst the Valley, and if one of the local businesses was shorthanded, then maybe you'd be able to find some work to keep yourself afloat. Maybe. 
It'd taken you a lot of time to get where you were. Far too long to risk it all on a 'maybe'.
Taking a few labored steps towards the open double doors and the sun-soaked courtyard which lay beyond, you set your sack of crap down next to the doorframe, leaned up against one of the wooden pillars which supported the Training Hall's roof and gave yourself a quick breather, steeling yourself for the long journey home.  The path between The Jade Palace and the village consisted of a gargantuan staircase hewn into the face of the mountain, leading from the palace's gates to the village below. It was a stunning feat of stonemasonry which must've taken years to hack from the mountain's surface, and you would've admired its impeccable craftsmanship a lot more if you didn't have to walk every one of its countless steps - TWICE - every single fucking workday.

Annoying, exhausting and tedious, you had to admit this hellish transit had at least one upside: you'd developed some rocking big ol' glutes. Like, godDAMN, you had a shapely ass...
"Anon! Hey, hey Anon!"
The familiar voice puts a sickly tingle down your spine, and mustering up a smile you push yourself away from the pillar and assume your stately 'servant' stature, straightening your spine and folding your hands behind your back like some kind of high-class butler. Turning to face the door, you bow towards the portly panda waddling his way across the courtyard, wearing nothing but a patchwork pair of shorts and sporting a round belly that wobbled with every step of his plodding, chubby legs. From the looks of him, you'd never have guessed this guy was a Kung Fu Master. "Master Po, what a surprise!" you exclaim with a feigned delight. This was the 'Dragon Warrior', The most powerful martial artist this side of China, a local kung fu legend, and an all-around wrecking ball who'd served as a major thorn in your side ever since you'd been dumb enough to take up this job. Out of all the masters who trained here, you'd place him as the second-most destructive. The first would've had to have been-
"And Master Tigress!" you dip into a deeper bow as the square-shouldered tiger prowled past Po and into the room, carrying herself with the sort of firm confidence you'd came to equate with her. Dressed in a pair of simple black pants and a black-trimmed, ornate vest decorated with intricate needlework depicting golden vines coiling about her waist, she did a far better job than Po at looking the part of a warrior. Thick cables of muscle wound about one another beneath the striped fur of her arms, tense and rippling with an explosive energy which begged to be released. The same energy pervaded the rest of her sleek weapon of a body, like lightning in a bottle. If you had to think of an analogy adequate of describing Tigress, it'd be a cocked gun patiently awaiting the trigger-pull of its owner. 
You had a feeling she was about to get real 'trigger happy' with what remained of the equipment.
"Forgive me for asking, good Masters, but whatever brings you here at this hour?" you ask, dreading the answer.
"Training." explains Tigress, crossing her arms and fixing her perpetually stony glare on you. Odd, how a face with so many soft features could only ever manage to look pissed. You match her stoic frown with a beaming grin, suppressing the scream of frustration tearing up from the depths of your soul. Yep, you FUCKING called it. 'Training'. A polite term for 'let us go wreck your shit some more.' Sparing a glance behind her and Po, you spy the sun beginning to tuck itself way beneath the horizon.

Naturally, they came at the very end of your work hours, the literal minute before you went home and made a start on your weekend. Your contract dictated that someone familiar with all the intricacies of the machinery had to be present at all times whilst the masters trained, to operate the more complex contraptions and make sure nobody got their arm crushed off between a pair of gears like a retard.

That meant you, because all the other staff had played it smart and took off early. 
“But of course! Come in, come in!” You purred eloquently with another bow, adding a little flourish of your arms to distract from your faltering smile. Now of all times, on the cusp of Friday night, NOW they wanted to train. And of course it couldn’t have been Master Viper, or Mantis, or someone who treated the equipment with a modicum of respect. No, it just HAD to be the two worst forces of destruction in the Valley.
Po and Tigress accounted for at LEAST half your workload. This black-and-white wrecking ball of a panda and this tiger-chick whose fists carried all the stopping power of a .44 magnum were the two banes of your existence. Out of the two of them, Tigress had to be the worst. Oh, Po was bad alright, but at least he was friendly. Shit, you even sort of liked the guy - when he wasn't decimating all your hard work, that is. Tigress? She was just a bitch who liked to break things an then complain when you didn't fix them fast enough.

"It's awfully late, good Masters. If you don't mind me asking, why-"
Tigress doesn't wait for you to finish, roughly shouldering her way past you on her way towards the equipment. That scream of frustration you'd been bottling up inside just got a little bit louder. Po claps a meaty paw on your back, inadvertently almost taking you off your feet. "Yeah, sorry about the late-call, buddy. Master Shifu wants me to double up on training sessions. Apparently I'm too 'complacent.'" he does a crude imitation of Shifu as he says 'complacent', waggling a finger and harrumphing like a grumpy old man. To his credit, it was surprisingly accurate. "Anyways, Tigress heard I was getting some extra hours in, and she wanted to come along for the ride. You don't mind staying on for a little while, right? Me and Stripes could use a hand."
"I told you not to call me that," says 'Stripes' in a voice which walked the line between monotone and anger. "And you can get rid of the hired help; we won't need him."
'Yeah, I'm standing right here, bitch. Too high and mighty to talk to my face?' you say. To yourself. In your head. Externally you force yourself to maintain the majestic masquerade of a professional servant. By now you'd become an expert at it, nailing everything from the upper class accent down to the submissive stature and gait. It was a little white lie you told to the world; you doubted any of the Five would've appreciated your sleazy NYC accent or the exaggerated swagger you carried yourself with in private.
"Don't mind her, she's just angsty to get going." kids Po with another hearty slap on your back. "So, you in?" he asks as if you have a choice. For what it's worth, you appreciate the sentiment. "By all means, carry on. I'll be here to assist you however you may wish, good master."
"Kudos! you're awesome, pal." Po thanks you with yet another clap on your shoulder before heading over to Tigress to join her in her warm ups. The Tiger in question was balanced between a pair of benches, stretching her legs Van Damme-style and looking at you with a hard expression which betrayed her dissatisfaction with your presence. With an effortless movement of her legs, she bounces up from the benches and prowls over to the freeweights - a new addition to the Training Hall, courtesy of yours truly - and picks out a pair of dumbbells, making a point of facing away from you as she made a start on some curls.
What a cunt. 
From the first day you'd began working here, there'd been some vague shadow of animosity between you and Tigress which had never evolved past the occasional glare or distrustful sideways glance. If there was a reason for it, you didn't know what it was. By all rights you and her should be best friends, considering how often she put your inventions to good use. The idea of weight-training had been only a half-realized concept before you'd come along, and now the hall had its own mini-gym complete with barbells, plates and crude imitations of modern-day machines. The existing equipment had been refined to perfection, the training dummies were sturdier than ever and your watchful eye ensured that when things DID get broken, they didn't stay broken for long. Suffice to say, you were the best thing that ever happened to this place in a long while.

And yet, despite spending half her waking life honing her skills here, Tigress had yet to show you a modicum of gratitude. 
You go to close the hall's mighty jade doors and spare one last longing glance at the sunset, bidding farewell to your early start to the weekend. 
---
You know, sometimes you reckon she does it on purpose.
The rotating arms of one of your beloved training dummies come tearing off in a shower of splinters as tigress whips a ferocious kick through the limbs, shearing them off cleanly. Po congratulates her with a weak whoop of approval - he'd collapsed face-down into a puddle of his own sweat a while ago, and hadn't left it since. You felt a pang of sympathy for the panda; an extra three hours of Kung Fu-ing must be hard on a porky guy like him. Tigress, on the other hand, hadn't slowed down one iota. If anything, she'd sped up, kicks, chops and punches blending into one another as if she were performing some kind of violent dance, as deadly as it was beautiful.

She'd also carved a path of carnage through several training courses, leaving the Gauntlet of Flying Fists in tatters and nigh-on obliterating the Balance Board of Blades. Did she have any - ANY - idea just how valuable half this shit was? How much effort went into its making? What's worse is that you couldn't help but be impressed by her brutal rampage through the hall. Like, sure, you got pissed when she shattered a swinging club or perforated a punching bag, but at the same time? Goddamn, she was straight-up shredding solid oak with her bare paws. 
"Woohoo, yeah... That's... That's real awesome, Tigress... Real awesome..." pants Po between wheezing breaths. Suffice to say he'd had enough for the night. 
You congratulate her with a measured and tidy clapping of your hands, bandying back and forth with yourself on whether or not tell her to cool the fuck down and stop breaking shit. Screw it, you're risking it. At this rate, you were going to have to work overtime all through Saturday and Sunday just to keep the training hall in working order. You clear your throat and take a tentative step towards the orange and black ball of aggression, mindful not to get too close - accidentally getting in front of one of those punches meant for the training dummies would likely lead to a pulped head, and you didn't want your brains adding to the mess she'd made. "Nicely done, Master Tigress, but if I might request you be a bit less rough with the equipment? The other masters shall want to make use of it, and we only have so many replacement parts-"
You took another step closer, and a primal warning growl thunders from the depths of her throat. "If you built it stronger, that wouldn't be an issue." she snaps curtly, staring you down with a sharp, amber glare which stops you dead in your tracks. The fire of a calm and methodical hatred blazed behind the sap-yellow windows of her eyes, betraying the otherwise emotionless cast-iron mask of her face. Your kindly smile slips, and you recoil, swearing under your breath. You prickle with emotion: fear, anger, surprise - it all plays across your face as your mirage of high-class civility falters. Instinctually, you ready a big, juicy 'fuck you' on the tip of your tongue, only to bite it back at the last second. You needed this job. God dammit, you needed this job and you couldn't go screwing it up by firing some well deserved 'fucks' into a local hero.
You hastily restore the façade, forcing a smile back onto your face and willing away the billowing anger prickling across your scalp. What the fuck was her problem? Did she have a hate-on for all the palace's serving staff, or was it just you in particular? What the hell had you done to piss her off so bad? All these questions and more boiled to the top of your mind and roared to be released upon her in a spiteful shout-down for the ages. Every nasty word and scathing insult in your sizeable repertoire rammed eagerly at the portcullis of your dainty servant's smile, and it was only through herculean effort that you managed to swallow them back.

"Very well, Master Tigress. I shall see to it that later iterations on the design are... more durable." you say, bowing as you politely backed away. You could taste the vitriol broiling at the back of your throat, thrashing against its bindings and howling for sweet release. Never before in your life had you wanted to call someone an asshole so desperately. Tigress followed your retreat with narrowed, distrustful eyes, as if you were a bandit stealing away into the night. 
Po stood himself up, chubby legs trembling with exhaustion. He hadn't noticed your brief little standoff over the sound of his own rough panting, and dragged himself over to Tigress' side to tell her he was calling it a day. "I'm done. Like... Double done. I don't... *huff*... I don't think I've been any more done in my life..." he breathed raspingly. The poor guy looked a stone's throw away from a heart attack. You'd love to hear the full story behind how a guy like this got a title as awesome as 'Dragon Warrior' some day. You're sure it must be hilarious.
Tigress gave him a small nod, limbering the aches out of of her muscles with a couple of lithe, feline stretches. "You did well, now go get some sleep - and don't forget to be here the same time tomorrow. I'll be out in a minute."
"Cool. I'll catch... *haah*... I'll catch you later, Stripes." he mutters hoarsely, eliciting a small roll of the eyes from Tigress. He bids you goodnight with a weak thumbs up as he passes you, and then disappears through the jade doors, leaving you all alone with Satan's housecat. 
She seems content enough pretending you aren't there and concentrating instead on her post-workout stretches, so you decide to take the opportunity to get a head start on clearing up the fresh mess she and Po had made. If you left the hall in this state over the weekend, Master Shifu would go apeshit. You already had a large enough workload as it was. In fact, you weren't even sure you were going to get the chance to enjoy your two days off, what with the amount of 'homework' Tigress and Po just shat into your lap. Chances were you'd be pouring over the wrecked carcasses of practice equipment through the entire weekend,  just to bring them back Monday and watch them get pummeled to pieces all over again. It was a vicious cycle if you'd ever saw one.
You watch Tigress wring the lethargy from her body in a series of eccentric movements straight out of a Bruce Lee flick as you begin the slow process of tidying the pigsty she'd left in her wake. She was as elegant as she was deadly, coiling and arching and twisting with all the fluidity of water. Every movement was measured, precise and unfalteringly smooth. In your own grudging way, you admire her; she was a true master of her craft, relentless in her pursuit of perfection.

Not that that made up for her shit-tier personality, or anything. 
By the time you'd swept the floors, gathered up the plethora of busted bullshit and dumped it into the sack alongside the remains of Ivan Drago, Tigress had almost finished her lengthy routine of eccentric stretches. You waited by the door with the sack slung over your shoulder, keeping your frustration veiled behind a veneer of professional indifference. You'd swear she enjoyed wasting your time, but frankly she didn't strike you as the sort of person who enjoyed anything. Finally, after what feels like a lifetime, she quits with the yoga and makes for the door in that stiff-shouldered, confrontational stride of hers.

You open the door for her, giving her last plastic smile as a ways of bidding her goodnight, and her paws ball themselves into fists as she sets the golden daggers of her eyes upon your face. Her mouth carves a snarl across her feminine features so feral you fear she might pounce on your ass and a rip a steak out of you, Discovery Channel style. Instead she stops just shy of the doorway, looking you up and down and flaring her nostrils like she'd just smelled something particularly disgusting.
"I don't like you." she grunts through gritted teeth. 
That simple little statement hits you across the cheek like a bitchslap.

You'd known it already. Hell, you'd known it from the day you'd started working here. You'd felt her scorn in every dirty glance and disapproving scowl she'd ever thrown your way, but never had she confronted you about it as plainly as she did now, squaring up to you as if you were one of the countless thieves and cutthroats she fought on a regular basis. You're taken aback at first, knocked off balance by her sheer bluntness. Then you see her legs part and her shoulders roll backwards and  you're suddenly terrified.

You'd seen Tigress sparring with the other masters a hundred times over, so you knew damned well what  she looked like when she was gearing up for a fight. 
You take a couple of steps back towards the wall behind you, scrambling for the right words to diffuse the situation. The situation? Jesus, you'd barely said two sentences to this bitch all day. You didn't have the slightest clue what the 'situation' was. "Master Tigress, if you've taken any issue with the way I've performed my duties, then I assure you, I-"
"Stop it. That act doesn't fool me, and neither does that smile." She closes the distance between the two of you in a single, menacing stride. Suddenly the hot vapor of her breath is streaming across your face, the spice of her sweat invading your nose and the solid weight of her cast-iron paw pressing against your chest. Her arm pistons outwards, pinning you to the wall as if you weighed less than a feather. Had she wanted to, she could've crushed your ribcage into your spine as if it were a flimsy paper bag.
You hear yourself gasp as her solid palm meets your chest like the business-end of a battering ram, feel the insurmountable weight of her strength powering down on your sternum. Your hands come up to grip the offending arm and pry it free of your chest, but as your fingers writhe through the soft layer of fur and feel the heaped muscle which lay beneath, you knew it was a fruitless endeavor. Her arm may as well have been concrete. "I-I don't... Master Tigress I don't understand! W-what have I done to-"
She silences you with a throaty feline growl. "'What' you've done, I don't know. Yet. But you're planning something, and whatever that something is, I intend to make you tell me." The ivory blades of her claws sprout from her fingertips and pierce the silk fabric of your servant's uniform, pressing into your skin. Your heart throbs with panic. How easy would it be for her to break you, even by accident? She could shred the hardened oak instruments of the training hall like they were tissue paper - how would something as frail as the human body fare against her wrath?
"I'm not 'planning' anything! Master Tigress, I-I'm afraid there's been a grave misunderstanding. I am but a simple craftsman who tends to the Hall, nothing more!" you stammer, searching her face for a hint of lenience and finding none. Whatever it was she thought you'd done, she was dead-set on it being the truth, and placating her with your fruity put-on accent hadn't done a damned thing to convince her otherwise. 
"Alright. You're a simple craftsman with no history, no family and an appearance the likes of which nobody has ever seen. A craftsman who appeared out of nowhere, applied for a job reserved for China's finest craftsmen, and got it within a week. A craftsman who finds himself in a position which allows him to study the valley's protectors every move with absolute freedom." lists Tigress with no shortage of skepticism. "How gullible do you think I am?" Admittedly you sounded sort of shady, but that doesn't stop every word from stinging like the cracking lash of a bull whip. After all you'd built for her, it hadn't been enough to warrant a modicum of trust. 
"That's... Master Tigress forgive me, but that's foolish. You're looking at coincidence and seeing a pattern where there is none. Please, listen to reason, I've been naught but loyal since I first walked through the gates of the Jade Palace! Why else would I be so ardent in my duties?" You signal to the pair of sacks brimming with broken equipment which you'd been hauling moments before Tigress blew a gasket and went psycho on your ass. She notes them with a dispassionate glance to the side, and then promptly disregards them with a grunt.
"A spy dedicated to his act, nothing more." she growls stubbornly. 
For a second you forget all about your mortal terror and bristle with outrage. Bitch, take a look at your workshop and say that again. She really thinks you have the free time to be planning world domination or whatever the fuck she thought you were doing? Your schedule was too tight to be evil - you barely had time for toilet breaks. "Tigress," you drop the formal 'master' and squeeze her name through gritted teeth before remembering yourself. "I'm no villain! You can ask any of the other servants- Hell, you can ask the Five! They'll tell you just as I have that they-"
"Don't trust you any more than I do." she finishes for you, and the way the shock dawns over your face entices a knowing smirk from the tiger. She continues. "Your act isn't fooling me, and it isn't fooling anybody else. There isn't a soul inside these walls that doesn't know there's more to you than meets the eye. The way you walk, the way you talk, the way you stay behind and work on into the night hours once everybody else has left, all these new... 'Ideas' you have," she motions her head towards the collection of free-weights and rudimentary gym equipment you'd toiled over making for weeks straight. Equipment you'd made out of the generosity of your heart for the sake of Tigress more than anyone else. "There's not a thing about you that isn't suspicious, and everybody knows it." 
'Don't trust you any more than I do.' That couldn't be true. Not after all you'd done for them. Not after everything you'd made. Something sours in your gut as you look about the Training Hall, from the training dummies you'd filled  your hands with splinters making to the machines whose construction had nearly worn your fingers down to the bone. A knife of pain slipped past your defenses and hilted itself in your feelings, its agony sudden and unexpectant. "I-I made it for you, I-"
"Did you really think you were going to win me - or any of the Five - over with bribes?"
A bribe. That's what she thought of all your hard work. All that effort you'd put in, all the time you'd spent, the heart and soul you'd poured into making this place the best it could possibly be. Nothing but a bribe.
A bribe...
... A bribe?
Something awful twists about your insides, burning up from the pit of your stomach. Your pain tastes its heat, sets itself on fire, and turns into bitter, unrelenting anger.  
A bribe? A FUCKING BRIBE? You can feel your breath get heavier as the anger blazes to life in full. Did she... did she have THE SLIGHTEST IDEA of just how HARD it was to make what was essentially a lateral pulldown machine with wood, twine and the fucking pig iron that passed for steel around these parts? Your head rocks with righteous fury, your face colors with passion, and the urge to shout every nasty word under the sun directly into Tigress' face becomes almost unbearable. You reach for your previous feelings of terror and beg for them to come back, before you boiled over like a brewing volcano and blew the roof off in your eruption. The terror isn't there; it'd been melted away by the rage. 
"Whatever your plans are, you'd better tell me now, or else-" Tigress begins, but doesn't get far before she's cut off by a thick New York accent straight out of the Bronx. 
"Plan? Alright, how's this for a plan: FIRST, I'm gonna find Shifu, then I'm gonna tell him he can take this job and shove up his ass, and then - and THEN - you can find someone else to fix your FUCKING TOYS! How do you like that, you greasy cock smoker? That sound like a plan to you?"

It isn't until you add the finishing touch of 'cock smoker' that you realize what you've just said. The ensuing silence rings in the air between you both like the eerie quiet which follows a gunshot. Tigress stares wide-eyed and dumbstruck; the snarling anger had been blown away by your tirade so completely that her mouth still hung agape, halfway through a threat it'd never finish. Catharsis crashes over you in a jubilant wave, and when your voice of reason steps in to stem the tide, meekly suggesting you toss yourself at Tigress' feet and grovel for forgiveness like a good little servant, it gets carried away by the current, dragged under and drowned by an overwhelming sense of retribution. No. You weren't going to take back what you'd said. In fact, son of a bitch, you were going to say more.
You shut your inner servant up, and let the New Yorker take the wheel.
"Every day- EVERY DAY- I'm working my ass off, cleaning up after you glorified fuckin' dancers and looking like an absolute PRINCE whilst I'm doing it, and this is what I get? Bitch, get off of me. I said get your calloused fucking man-hands off of me!" You smack her forearm away with a fuming grunt. She's more than strong enough to resist your comparatively petty strength, but in her state of shock she couldn't do much more than stare. If you were to guess, you'd say she'd never been swore-out like this before in her life. Well, there's a first time for everything, and you intended to make up for all those nasty things you could've said to her in the past, but didn't. 
"You realize how much work I sink into this fuckin' hall? You think this place just fixes itself when you aren't looking? It's ME, you miserable cunt! It's all me. I'm the guy who keeps this fuckin' playpen of yours in one piece, never mind how hard you  ungrateful pricks try to tear it apart. Lady, you should be licking the dirt off of my goddamn shoes, the amount of shit I do for your sake. Well you know what? Fine. You like breaking stuff? I can play that game, too." You storm on over to the mini-gym, your pride and joy, and set about dismantling it into a pile of scrap. 
"Wait!" blurts tigress, snapping out of her daze just as you pull a select few structural support pins out of the free-weights rack and send dozens of plates, dumbbells and bars tumbling across the floor in a mighty crash. Tigress skipped over a couple of rolling dumbbells on her way over to you, no less agile, despite her shock . "What're you doing?!" she looks you up and down with newfound unfamiliarity, as if you were an alien who'd just dropped out of the heavens, and then started swearing her out and busting up the gym. "Who... Who even ARE you?"
Her stupefied expression was all kinds of telling. You were willing to bet she'd been expecting a villainish 'oh drat, I've been found out' song and dance after she tossed those accusations your way. Discovering that the darker half of your personality wasn't some moustache-twirling mastermind, but some foul mouthed prick with a chip on his shoulder, had knocked her completely off-balance.

"I'm the guy who's been slaving over THIS crap," you march to the lat-pulldown machine, an amalgamation of steel, wood and stone that'd taken you ages to cobble together. "For YOUR sake, for the last six fucking months! And you know what?" Reaching around you pull out the several metal pins which kept its structure secure, and then toppled the machine with a push of your foot. Its guts hit the ground with enough of a clatter to make even Tigress jump. Wood snapped, stone broke, metal warped and in the space of a second the crown jewel of the mini-gym had been reduced to a twisted heap of trash. "I've had enough. You and your butt-buddies don't want me? Fine, I'm gone. Have fun putting that shit back together."  
You barge past Tigress on your way out the door, snatching up the sacks you'd been carrying and emptying them out onto the floor in a pile as you go. "Oh! And whilst you're at it, you can fix this, too. Eat a dick and die you fuckin' prude." 
Cold air provides a boon to your burning cheeks as you step outside, but it does little to cool your frothing anger. For the longest time you'd thought you had gone unnoticed by the occupants of the Jade Palace, filling the role of the unsung hero who greased the gears and kept the heart of the prestigious training hall thumping. It'd stung, thinking that all your blood, sweat and tears had gone ignored, but your sizeable wages had been a sufficient band-aid.

But to think that you hadn't gone unnoticed at all, that the masters you'd bled for, sweat for and cried for hadn't been willfully ignorant of your efforts, but completely aware and not only ungrateful, but suspicious? That was a kick to the nuts you weren't going to stand for, no matter how much money they put in your pocket. They could consider that heap of garbage you'd made of the mini-gym to be your resignation. Fuck the Jade Palace. Fuck The Furious Five. Fuck the Valley of Peace. They didn't want you? Fine. You were gone.
You could feel her eyes on your back, following you as you stormed over to the main gate, flung it open and began the long descent down the countless stone steps which scaled the mountain, leading towards the village below. You wondered if she followed after you, watched you as stomped off into the night, but you daren't turn around and give her the impression that you cared that much.

In truth, you DID care that much. You cared more than you'd liked to admit. Ancient China wasn't exactly what you'd call a 'peaceful country', and the village where you lived along with the rest of the valley's occupants came under attack by bandits every other day of the week. If it weren't for the masters' intervention and all their flashy Kung Fu heroics, you and the rest of the peasantry would probably be lying dead in a ditch somewhere. They were heroes in a world which desperately needed them, the saviors of the everyman. Despite all the work they'd put on your table, you couldn't help but admire them.
Somehow, that made it cut all the deeper. 
Fuck, you needed a drink.






      

  











Chapter 2








  A drink, you'd said. Just one, little drink before you carted yourself off to bed and slept away all the sorrows that yesterday had brought.

Well, a drink turned into several, several turned into a whole fucking lot, and the last thing you remember before stumbling back home from the tavern and collapsing face-first into your bed was reciting John Denver songs to a wandering bard who'd been eager for a couple of new tunes to add to his collection. Cool guy - he'd gone through the trouble of paying for your drinks and everything. It'd been a nice way to cap off an otherwise horrendous night. After that you'd slept for twelve hours, woke up with the intention of going to work and remembered that A: it was a Saturday, and B: you didn't have a job anymore.
Right. Shit.
With a schedule clearer than it had been in what felt like forever, you found yourself at a loss. Every since you'd taken the reins as Equipment Manager, your Saturdays had belonged exclusively to 'homework', which was a polite term for 'unpaid overtime'. Technically, you got two days off at the end of the week. In practice, you slaved what precious little free time you had away in the dark confines of your workshop, getting a head start on the numerous repairs and refits the Training Hall would require, lest Shifu give you an earful for 'slacking off' like the grouchy old manlet he was.

Well, now you had all the free time in the world. You had a goddamn MONOPOLY on free time.
The thing about free time, though, is that you need a way to spend it, and that's where you were coming up short. Sure, you'd stropped to yourself whenever a late-night training session of The Five's had saddled you with an extra project or three to get done by Monday, and you'd spat feathers on the oft occasion that Shifu "requested" you show up on Sunday to un-fuck a piece of equipment someone had cocked up - because God knows nobody else was gonna fix it - but you'd never given much thought towards what you'd actually DO with your weekends if you'd ever been allowed to enjoy them. There were no cinemas to go and catch the latest blockbuster at, no videogames to blast your way through and no internet to surf. Life in the modern world had raised you to be a technophile, and there were scant few gadgets or gizmos to fawn over amongst the rice paddies and bamboo forests of old China. 
... God, you missed trash TV. And videogames. And internet porn.
You suppose you could always take on another one of your personal projects down in your workshop, but you'd whiled away so many days in the dark and sunless confines of that dingy room in service of the Jade Palace that the idea of spending so much as another minute there willingly was unthinkable - for the time being, at least. Sooner or later you'd be back in that dingy room, putting together who knows what, if not for the sake of The Jade Palace, then for yourself; you loved the art of mechanics more than you loved your own mother, and you were one hell of a momma's boy.

It was just as much of an addiction as it was a hobby, one you'd developed from an early age with a little help from your greaser of a Dad; he'd ran a general repair service in one of the more reputable areas of New York, fixing anything from washing machines to pickup trucks. Bursting at the seams with decades worth of knowledge and all too eager to have someone to impart it on, you'd become his de facto apprentice of sorts. Whilst most children got their kicks from toys, your old man had set you up with all the broken AC units and busted refrigerators that a general repair service had to offer. By the age of eight you'd fixed your first desk fan, by nine you knew the insides of an engine better than most adults, and by ten you'd been truly and hopelessly hooked on the crack cocaine of nuts, bolts and wiring.
The fact that your job at the Jade Palace had driven you to the point of resenting having to pour over broken broken heaps of scrap spoke leagues for just how overworked you'd been; most days, you'd do that shit for fun.
You lean backwards into your chair, kicked your feet up onto the quaint dining table where you ate all your meals, and dragged your bleary eyes across the spartan visage of your kitchen. Clean, uncluttered and soulless, it had all the amenities of a cooking area, but none of the lived-in grit of a home. Maybe now that you had all that free time coming out of your ears, you could finally get around to sprucing this place up a little. A couple of paintings, a potted plant in the windowsill, a fancy vase or something - y'know, throw some color around.

Then again, you weren't a hundred percent sure on whether you'd get to keep the house or not, so maybe you'd let your inner decorator run riot another time, when the roof over your head wasn't in danger of being ripped away from you.
It was a nice house, although with a schedule as full as yours, you rarely had the time to appreciate it. The two floor setup offered all the facilities a man could ask for out of a home (apart from plumbing, but you guess a flushing toilet would be a little too much to ask from a society backlogged eight hundred years into the past). The main attraction for you, however, had been the workshop out back. Sporting a grand collection of tools and a couple of stout workbenches, it'd turned this unassuming abode into a dream come true for someone like yourself. Shifu, in one of his scant few acts of kindness, had loaned you the money to buy the place, and you'd paid him back with long hours and tireless service.
Of course, that 'tireless service' had officially ended last night, which meant that loan he'd given you was gonna go unpaid. Couple that with all those angry villagers who'd be knocking at your door once word got out that you'd told Master Tigress - a local hero to the masses - to 'eat a dick and die', and you could definitely see your stay at the Valley of Peace being cut woefully short. On top of that, there were more urgent questions to answer: What were you going to do for cash now? Would anyone hire you once they heard you were on the Furious Five's official shit-list? Was Shifu gonna come down here and beat your ass for badmouthing one of his students and ditching your job? The questions buzzed about your head in incessant swarms, refusing to leave you be and let you finish your breakfast in peace.

All these questions, and like the jackass you were, you'd never thought to ask a single one of them to yourself before opening your big, dumb mouth and giving Tigress an earful.
A smarter man would've felt the beginnings of regret around this point as the reality of the situation began to sink in and homelessness edged ever closer, along with an expulsion from the Valley of Peace via an angry mob chasing you off with pitchforks. But you were far too stubborn to admit when you'd made a stupid move, and far too prideful to let that bitch off the hook for disrespecting you in such a way. Oh, you were sure the Jade Palace would grant you forgiveness if you went plodding back up that mountainous staircase, tossed yourself at Tigress' feet and groveled like a worm squirming in the muck, but you'd sooner neck yourself than sink that low. The Jade Palace had taken more than its fair share of your time and effort in exchange for a steady wage, but it wouldn't have your pride - SHE wouldn't have your pride.
That didn't mean you didn't feel the blow of the setback. It'd taken forever to get settled in here, and starting over from scratch would be a complete bitch if you didn't just die in the wild first, either shanked by a bandit or strung up by a bunch of peasants who mistook you for Bigfoot or something. It was a hard pill to swallow, sitting in the relative comfort of warm house you'd earned through tireless labor, eating a breakfast you didn't even want because you were well fed enough not to have an appetite. To know that it might very well all be gone by tomorrow, and that you could be back to square one, living from meal to meal and constantly on the edge of starvation - it was enough to make even a smooth operator like yourself a little hot under the collar.
You give your breakfast a few more hapless pokes before tossing it into the trash. Deep down you know you were being too negative. You had friends amongst the citizens of the Valley, and scarce as those friends were, you had faith in their loyalty to you. As severe as the consequences for quitting your job might be, and as deep as the villagers had the Jade Palace's dick in their mouths, you doubted they'd rile themselves up into a mob and chase you off over the hills - they were too good natured for that.

You HOPED they were too good natured, anyways. Experience had taught you that optimism was a dangerous luxury to indulge in.
Getting up to stretch your back, you spare a longing glance through your window, towards the emerald jewel of the Jade Palace, standing nobly atop the cusp of the mountain's head and overlooking the valley like a dutiful hawk protecting its hunting grounds. Despite it all, you'd miss working there. Sure, the hours were shitty and the demanding nature of the job kept you constantly on edge, but working in the presence of some of China's greatest heroes could be downright awe-inspiring, at times. It wasn't every day you got to see a snake lash their way through a training course designed to be practically unbeatable, a crane rend solid wood with the edge of his wing, or a tiger leap somersaulting through the air and then shatter a clay discus at her jump's summit with a flawlessly executed roundhouse kick. 
You hadn't had that much interest in martial arts before taking your job, but as time went on and you witnessed Kung Fu practiced in all its glory you'd developed something of an interest, and then admiration, for it. You'd even tried your hand at it here and there in the privacy of your bedroom, although you'd given it up after the umpteenth time you'd tripped yourself over and nearly broke your neck. It was the kind of talent one had to nurture from an early age, and then train diligently towards its perfection day-in, day-out if you ever wanted to reach the point where you could confidently call yourself a warrior. It required the upmost dedication to the craft, and a level of balance and attentiveness far beyond that which you could concieve.

A warrior you were most definitely not, but that didn't mean you couldn't admire it from time to time. Being one of the guys who operated and maintained all those contraptions used for practice, you often had a front-row seat.
The masters all had their intricacies - no two styles were ever the same. Master Crane handled himself with all the grace of a ballerina dancing on air, and Master Viper moved with the blitzing speed of a lightning bolt. Master Po had been so heavy on his feet, and yet Mantis so light. Master Monkey was both a flawless acrobat and fearsome fighter, and Tigress...
Ugh...
It pained you to admit it, but Tigress had been your favorite. Granted, you hated her guts like a fat kid hates veggies, but you could've sat and watched her break stuff for days on end. There'd been something so cathartically savage about her rhythm, as if she were emptying her aggression onto the world in a language of punches and kicks, written in fire and fury. Every movement of her body flowed and snapped with all the brutal elegance of a storm, as if she were the conduit of a force of nature - a whirlwind shaped into a tiger. It was glorious, structured chaos, and you'd be lying if you said you weren't at least a little sad that you weren't going to see it again. It'd been something truly beautiful... 
You slam the shutters across the window and head downstairs. What a shame that such talent had to wasted on a miserable bitch like that.

You needed to take a walk, get some fresh air to clear your head. Maybe you'd hit up some of the local blacksmiths and woodworkers and see if they were hiring; you bought construction supplies from them on the regular, and somewhere between all the bartering you'd managed to form a friendship or two. You'd be able to get work there. Nothing as grand or lucrative as 'Equipment Manager', but it'd be enough to stop you from going hungry. More than anything you wanted a distraction, something to dislodge The Jade Palace and Tigress and The furious Five and every damn other thing from your brain; it was getting too crowded up there, and you were running out of room to think.
You picked out some clothes from your limited wardrobe. One of the many inconveniences of living in a world without humans was the difficulty of finding threads which fit your tall, slender frame. Aside from the opulently embroidered servant attire you wore to work, you also had some scruffy casual wear which was in dire need of replacing. It resembled something akin to a bathrobe that came down to your thighs, coupled with a pair of simple pants. Apparently the proper name for it was a 'hanfu' or something, but you just thought them as pajamas that were socially acceptable to wear out in public. The pair you'd picked out was riveted with holes and countless other signs of wear and tear. Perhaps you'd drop by the seamstress' shop, too, and see if you couldn't haggle some fresh clothes off of her. You toss a couple more menial tasks onto the mental checklist as you ease your feet into a worn pair of sandals. Hit up the market for groceries, restock on water from the local well, anything to get that damned palace and that dumb fucking cat off your mind.
You open your front door, and the dumb cat's right there, standing on the other side.
Master Tigress stood before you in the middle of the road, her soft features sculpted into a murderous glare and boiling with same molten anger which had scalded you last night. She stood sentinel in front of your door, deathly still with her paws folded behind her back, like a trooper awaiting inspection. Folks on the street stared at her as they passed in wide-eyed wonderment, pointing and wowing amongst themselves. It was a rarity for Master Tigress to leave the grounds of the Jade Palace for matters other than beating the snot out of bad guys, never mind standing dormant in front of some guy's door like a statue with a bad attitude.
What in the Hell...?
The shock recedes, metastasizes into fear, and tries to transform into a witless panic before you clamp your hands around its throat and roughly wring its neck. Oh, you got it now. Yeah, you understood. She was here to get the last word in. Put you down in front of the villagers and tarnish your reputation beyond repair. That boundless pride of hers just couldn't bear the thought of letting you get away without one last slap across the face, to convince herself she'd won. Yeah, you knew her type. She was exactly the sort of conceited douchebag who'd pull a trick like this. Well, fuck her. Whatever she'd come here to throw at you, you were determined to take it with a stiff upper lip. Her accusations last night had dealt a surprisingly painful blow to your feelings, and you intended to face her with every bit of defiance you had left in you as ways of revenge. She wouldn't push you around. You wouldn't let her. You wouldn't-
"Please, forgive me!" Tigress barked, throwing her knees into the packed dirt of the road and prostrating herself across the ground at your feet.  
... What?
"What?" you blurt in surprise, looking down at the legendary Kung Fu master splaying in the dirt before you with a dumbfounded, slack-jawed expression which no doubt made you look like a moron. She rose to her hands and knees and pinned her fiery glare at your toes, unwilling to set it upon your face lest it bore holes through your skull and kill you. Her expression struggled to remain blank, tormented by the fury which bubbled beneath the surface of her skin. She was pissed, more so than usual, which begged the question why she was groveling on the ground instead of boning your ass like a cut of salmon.
The answer was standing just behind Tigress, small enough in stature to elude your notice yet large enough in name to demand your complete attention the moment your eyes fell upon him.

"Master Shifu!" you exclaim, bending at the waist in a hasty bow, more out of instinct than courtesy. The diminutive red panda, grand master of the Jade Palace, stood behind his student, tiny fingers thrumming impatiently against the ornately carved length of his yew staff. He looked out of place against the dirty, lived-in backdrop of the village, like a diamond cast into the mud. Somehow, it only managed to amplify the magnitude of his presence - the air of wisdom and high knowledge felt all the more overwhelming amongst the humble shacks and cottages which sprinkled the fringes of the village.
"Anon." he replied, his detached and observational voice lacking the warmth of a greeting. "I understand you and Master Tigress have had an... Altercation of sorts, and that this has led to you making the rather rash decision to tender your resignation?"
"Y-yes, Master Shifu!" you squeak, before adding in a cautionary "Sorry..." . Christ, how long had he been waiting for you to poke your head out your door? Why couldn't he have just knocked like a normal person? You were SO underdressed to be dealing with someone of Shifu's caliber that it was actually sort of sad.  


He waved off your sorry with a lazy movement of his hand. "I've discussed the matter with Master Tigress, no apology is necessary." he said with an air of boredom. This was a chore for him, you realized, a detour from the standard daily grind that he had to resolve before returning back to the familiar conformity of his schedule. "Well, not on your end, anyways. I understand that Master Tigress has cast some rather insulting aspersions upon your character?"
"She... Made a few." 'Aspersions' was the right word for it. Suddenly you're overtaken with a cruel sense of justice. Here was Tigress, perhaps the strongest of the Furious Five, throwing herself at the feet of a commoner in front of her beloved master. Karma had come swiftly knocking at her door, and it'd come hard. Well, good. Maybe this would teach her not to fuck around with accusations and get folks down for doing their goddamned job.

You doubted she was going to get a life lesson out of this, however. Guessing from that barely suppressed snarl and the way her fingers dug themselves into the road, you'd say she was even angrier with you now than she'd been last night, as if blame for her punishment could be heaped upon your shoulders along with all that other bullshit she'd accused you of.
"Well, I hope this serves as an adequate apology." drones Shifu impatiently, gesturing towards the prostrating tiger. "You have my upmost assurance that she'll show due respect to yourself and other Palace staff from hereon out. Yesterday was the one and only occasion in which she insulted a servant and it shall be the last." he said, more to Tigress than to you. The scolding tone with which he berated her held a thousand unspoken threats, each more frightening than the last. Tigress sank deeper into the dirt, away from her Master's retribution.

Say what you will about Shifu's talents as a teacher, but the guy thoroughly understood the concept of discipline.
"Thank you, Master Shifu!" you yelped, bowing ever deeper and secretly afraid that he might turn that discipline upon you. 
Master Shifu accepted your gratitude with the same impenetrable glower he'd been wearing throughout the entire conversation. His sandaled feet tapped against the road, eager to scurry on back up to the Palace, where his work awaited him. "Now that that's out of the way-" he swatted the head of his staff lightly across Tigress' back, and she turned away to make the long journey back to the palace. "- We need you back in the Training Hall. This morning's session was hampered by a lack of equipment you were SUPPOSED to prepare last night, and if you intend to stand around here moping instead of doing your job, the rest of the day's schedule won't fare much better."
Instinctively you trail behind him, walking the demure sort of walk servants did in the presence of their masters.  It took a second for you  to realize you had your job back - or rather, that your resignation had been completely ignored. Also, you were working overtime on a Saturday. Sing an ode to fuckin' joy, you guess. You'd kick up a fuss if it were anyone other than Master Shifu, but you don't want to tempt the man's legendary temper. Instead you decided to count yourself lucky that you got to receive an apology. You imagined Tigress would keep her discount Sherlock Holmes bullshit under wraps now that Shifu had flayed her pride so thoroughly for playing detective, and that she'd keep her sour looks and brewing hatred of your guts to herself from here on out. As much of a bitch as she could be, she was a teacher's pet at heart. 
From up ahead, Tigress shot a glance over her shoulder which blew those hopes out of the water. Sheathed in a chill bitterness which made her earlier glare look inviting by comparison, you knew you hadn't heard the last from her. 
You look down at Master Shifu, hurrying down the road and motioning at you agitatedly, beckoning you to hurry up, and a smirk finally cracks the frown you'd been wearing all morning. He'd taken your side. Yours, not hers. If Master Tigress wanted a war, she could bet her stripy ass that the battlefield would be skewed in your favor. 






      

  











Chapter 3








  It'd been a week since your fall out and subsequent make-up (if you could call it that) with Master Tigress, and things had more or less gone back to normal - well, as normal as things got in Kung-Fu-animal-people-land. Better, even. Shifu had given you a pay rise, and the after word had gotten out about your explosion at Tigress, the other Masters had been treating the equipment with a little more respect. As much as it humored you to imagine that they feared one of your verbal lashings, you knew that it'd been Tigress' subsequent punishment from Shifu that'd finally convinced them to play nice with their toys.

A pay rise, an apology, and a lighter workload. You had to admit, you owed that grumpy little bastard. 
Gold bars of sunlight streamed in through the windows of the Training Hall, and the cool wind rolling in from the open door played a pleasant tingle on your skin. By all rights, it was gonna be a decent afternoon. Friday night had come around once again, and this time there would be no sudden influx of work to hamper your enjoyment of it. You'd given the Hall your best efforts since you'd come back, restoring it to a near-pristine condition. The unsalvageable had been replaced. The damaged had been repaired. Shit, once broken, had been reforged. You'd even made a new training dummy - a successor to the late Ivan Drago. Standing at an impressive six feet tall, fortified with bands of iron and capped with an imposing mohawk you'd fashioned out of a brush of horse hair, he put all of your previous iterations to shame.
You named him Clubber Lang, and he pitied the fool who tried to break him.
You spare a look towards one of the windows - it was getting late. The sun crept close to the horizon as dusk approached, and with it the start of your weekend. The warriors had begun finishing up for the day, filing out of the Training Hall and chatting amongst themselves in that exhausted, post-exercise manner they always did. Po, ever the social butterfly, provided the lion's share of conversation. The rest of the Five made a group around him, like weary travelers gathering about a campfire to trade chatter and jokes. All of them except for Tigress.

Tigress trailed behind, her paws behind her back and her shoulders stiffly squared as always; despite being as fluid as water in action, outside of it she carried herself with all the grace of a plank. Her amber eyes passed over you waiting in the corner with your broom in hand, those tight shoulders loosened up, as if preparing for combat-

-And then she turned for the door with the rest of the masters, shoulders stiffening back up into plank-mode. 
Huh...

For as long as you'd known Tigress, you'd regarded her with the same animosity she'd had towards you. It'd been a simple retaliation of her mistrust to begin with, but it'd soon matured into an unhealthy, mutual hatred which Tigress had wore on her shoulder. For so long you'd daydreamed about giving her the finger, telling her off and then spectacularly throwing in the towel before strutting off proudly into the night. Now that you'd done it though, you realized that the reality was nowhere near as glamourous as you'd hoped it would be. That cathartic high you'd felt upon insulting her, and the gratification that'd come from watching her toss herself at your feet in penance had been fleeting moments of indulgent revenge, ones that were satisfying, but ultimately solved nothing. The anger that'd been swelling between the two of you had erupted with all the bluster of a volcano, and now you were back at square one to start the process all over again.

Well, almost back at square one.

Starting afresh, you were able to look at Tigress from a different perspective, this time without the rage-fueled sheen of a red mist obscuring your vision. It's as if blowing your top had cleared your mind, and you experienced a moment of post-nut clarity in which everything became crystal clear. Looking at Tigress now you understood something you'd never fully grasped before:
She had zero idea how socializing worked. 
Seriously. You'd never paid it much notice before, but the awkward manner in which she carried herself in public, the way she'd freeze up for a second or two when one of the servants or other masters asked her about her day, the way she blurted out a quick response and then hurried off before she had to commit to a full conversation - it all gave the impression of someone who had zero clue how social etiquette works.
You watch her as she trails out the door in a purposeful, feline gait that was trying as hard as it could to look casual, and try to imagine what things might've looked like from her perspective. To folks around here you were a strange, foreign creature, the likes of which they'd never seen before. What would you think if some weird, bald ape came bandying up to the place you lived one day, fed you some bullshit accent and then started cranking out machines that nobody had ever heard of before? Needless to say, you would've been a little suspicious yourself. Maybe, if you'd been a little more understanding...

You uproot the traitorous thought before it has time to grow. Nope! Nope, nope, nope you were NOT going to feel guilty over giving that bitch a wake-up call. Being a social retard didn't give her the right to shovel shit your way for looking different and it sure as hell didn't give her the right to accuse you of being a spy or saboteur or... Whatever she thought you were. You'd put blood, sweat and tears into fixing this place up, and it was a dick move on her part to go pointing fingers and yelling 'villain'. You could understand her line of thinking to a certain degree, but that sure as hell didn't make her the good guy in all this.
And yet, you can't help but feel as if you'd done something wrong. 
Know what? Screw this. You were overthinking things. Abruptly sweeping out of the corner and hopping to work, you went about clearing up the Masters' mess and set your sights on the weekend. The weekend was upon you, and you weren't going to waste it pondering over what could have been. Putting the whole business out of your mind, you focused on your work.

It doesn't take long to get the hall back into pristine condition. Swapping out broken training dummies and punching bags had been half the job, and Tigress' newfound respect for the equipment - instilled by Shifu's discipline, no doubt - left you with a lot less busywork on your plate. Again, the 'free time' dilemma reared its head; two whole days to have to yourself, and no worthwhile way to spend them. You suppose you could hit up the local watering hole, but you'd done that all too frequently as of late, and didn't want to make a habit out of blowing your hard-earned cash on cheap booze. There was always the option of tinkering with one of your personal projects - you'd been trying your hand at some rudimentary clockwork between all the fixing junk - but then again, something about spending your newfound freedom cooped up in your workshop didn't sit right with you. It was too comfortable, too complacent.
You REALLY don't want to face the truth and admit you're just lonely. It'd been over year since you'd talked shop with another mechanic, went over to a buddy's place to catch baseball on TV or hit up a club with a couple of friends to see if you couldn't get laid. Sure, you had 'friends' in The Valley of Peace, but they were all friends with 'Fancy Servant-guy Esquire' who spoke like a stuck-up limey and acted the part of a gentleman. Nobody knew the real you, and as result, meeting with your friends was often more of a chore than it was a pleasure.
Maybe you'd just go home, jerk off and call it a day. All this thinking was getting you depressed.
Putting away your broom you leave the hall and mentally fortify yourself for the trek back home. As lucky as you were to still have your job, the journey up and down the mountain to get between it and your house still made you seethe. Whoever made the decision to build the Jade Palace on a mountain top deserved to get sucker-punched in the balls.
You're halfway across the courtyard, packing away your prim and proper servant masquerade and settling into a comfortably lazy weekend mood, when a goose garbed in servant's attire came waddling across the cobblestones in the twitchy, panicked fervor of a man one jump-scare away from a heart-attack. The bony length of his neck snapped frantically from left to right as his worried, pinprick eyes roamed the courtyard. Chen Lu. Or as you liked to call him, Lou.

Lou was what you'd imagine those constantly stressed out stock-marketers back on earth would be like if you covered them in feathers and dressed them up in a fancy yellow gown. He worked in the Masters' Barracks, which meant he was the guy who did all the housekeeping whilst the Furious Five were out being heroes. It was a relatively cushy job, although Lou still managed to get himself worked up over it every chance he got. Right now he looked as if he was on the verge of a breakdown - it was a common look for him. 
His beady, worry-ridden eyes locked on to you, and you broke out into a speed-walk. Shit. You knew that look, all pitiful and desperate like a dog begging for snacks; that son of a bitch was looking to guilt someone into helping him with his duties. Lou was a nice enough guy, but to put it bluntly, he was sort of a fuck-up. Usually it was small, negligible stuff, like forgetting to change out the bedding or mixing up the Masters' underwear, but every once in a while he'd inevitably screw the pooch bigtime and have to rope in one of the other guys to  help clean up his mess. The latest in his long line of cock-ups was an incident involving a couple of incense sticks, a shelf full of old scrolls and a raging fire that'd come disastrously close to burning down the barracks.

Yeah, you had no idea how he still had a job. Dude should've been sacked years ago.
Making towards the exit and acting like you hadn't seen him, you hope and pray he had enough pride not to come chasing after you, or at least go and heckle one of the guys who were still on the clock.
"Anon! Hey, hey Anon, wait up!"
No dice.
Painting a dainty smile across your face, you pivot on your heel to face Lou as he hurried up to you, and can't help but feel a miniscule tug of sympathy on your heartstrings. Lou had a knack for coming off as pitiable, what with his skinny frame and diminutive, slanting shoulders. It was enough to elicit pity from even a jaded prick like yourself, so when he clapped his wings together in a little prayer for help and laid it on thick with those watery doll's eyes of his, you couldn't help but feel for him.
"I need your help!" he squawked. Damn, dispensing with the pleasantries and getting straight to the point. He must've fucked up big, this time. 
"Lou, whatever's the problem?" you reply with the same hoity air you used on the Masters, betraying none of the boundless frustration you felt swelling up from within you. You could already tell that this was gonna suck.
"Well," began Lou, twiddling his feathers embarrassedly. "You know that decorative suit of armor we keep just outside the barracks kitchen?"
"The one, with the wolf-shaped facemask and the curving horns?" you probe, already getting a sense as to where this was going, and not at all happy with the destination.
"Yep! Anyways, I  might'a accidentally-"
"The armor worn by Zu Wen during his battle with the mercenary lord two hundred years ago? The one with INSURMOUNTABLE historical value?" you continue, more and more pointedly as you went on.
"Uh, Th-that's the one, so like I said, I-"
"The one worth more than your life savings? The one Master Shifu EXPLICITLY informed us to take care around? The one whose interlocking plates would make it an absolute NIGHTMARE to put back together if SOMEONE were to knock it over? That suit of armor, Lou?" by the end you're grinding the words out from between clenched teeth. 
"... I knocked it over..." 
God. Fucking. DAMMIT, LOU!
"I see..." you hum, scratching at your chin like you were mulling it over, all the while screaming on the inside. It made sense that he'd come to you about this; you'd lent him a hand setting up the armor in question on a display stand a few months ago. It was a recent acquisition, whose history you knew because the guy who'd delivered it had all but talked your ear off whilst you were putting it together. It'd been a bitch to do then, even with the delivery guy's directions, and it'd be even worse to do now with nobody but Lou to rely on for help. For a second you consider bailing and letting him take the fall for this one, but those pitiful puppydog eyes of his were giving it their all, and your conscience wouldn't allow it.
Son of a bitch. 
"Well, I suppose we'd best put it back together before anyone notices." you sigh reproachfully, and the palpable relief which flooded across Lou's face was enough to convince you that you'd done the right thing. As worthless as he was in his duties, you had to admit that Lou was a pretty nice guy. Still, that didn't stop you feeling a little resentful over losing after-work hours to his feathery ass. "Just remember, you owe me." 
"Oh, man, don't I know it. Thanks, Anon, you're the best!"
Yeah, you know.  
---
"Alright, so reach around the breastplate, and get the catch on the left."
"Who's left, yours or mine?"
"We're facing the same direction, Lou."
"Oooh..."
Rolling your eyes you shift the weight of the breastplate you were holding in place slightly to the left, giving Lou enough room to work around you. You couldn't say how long you'd been at this with him, fiddling with plates, pauldrons and greaves, but it was finally coming together. The menacing suit of armor stood proudly restored, notched and authentically battle-worn steel gleaming dully under the red glow of the candlelight from which you worked. After the breastplate, all that was left to do was plop the helmet back on the suit's scaled shoulders, and then you'd finally get to go home. 
There's a metallic snap as Lou pulls the catch back towards him, and when you take your hands away from the breastplate you're delighted to see it doesn't tumble to the ground. Taking a step back to admire your work, you can't help but feel a small swell of pride as you take it in. Lou looks overjoyed, practically melting with relief. "Anon, you're a lifesaver." he sighed, smoothing his ruffled feathers. "If Shifu'd found out I wrecked this thing, he'd... I don't even wanna think about what he'd do!"
"Mmhmm, just don't expect this sort of premium service all the time, Lou. I'm not into the habit of doing work for free - especially when it involves cleaning up after others."
"You're the guy who maintains the Training Hall. Your entire JOB is cleaning up after the others." replies Lou, matter-of-factly.
"And I'm paid handsomely for it. Now if you wouldn't mind, pass me the helmet. I was supposed to be home by now, and every minute spent chatting is a minute I won't be getting back."
"Yeah, yeah," grumbles Lou, scooping the ornate helmet off of the floor. "Hey, tell me something. Do you have a stick up your butt for real, or do you just act like you do?" 
You look at him in a confused sort of way that asked what he meant by that, all the while worrying about whether or not he was being rhetorical. Folks thought you were weird enough WITH the disarming, soft-spoken persona. They'd probably write you off as a freak if they got a whiff of your alien accent and abrasive attitude. This was ancient China, after all; most of the villagers you knew hadn't travelled more than fifteen miles from the place they were born. that wasn't a recipe for a very accepting people.
"I mean- look, don't take this the  wrong way, but there's this rumor going 'round that you and Master Tigress had... a disagreement... And you went crazy at her, like you were a totally different person. Now, I don't put much faith in rumors, but working in the Masters' Barracks, taking out the Five's dirty laundry and setting their dining table and stuff, you hear things, you know?"
"And? Surely, I'm not the first servant in the world to quarrel occasionally with ones I serve! I admit, Master Tigress and I had a disagreement, and yes, my language might have been somewhat... uncouth, but-"
"She said you called her a cock smoker." 
Fuck! It'd never occurred to you that Tigress, the woman who said maybe five words a day, would blab about your one-sided shouting match. The implications were dire. If she was talking about it out loud, then undoubtedly she'd already told The Five. Aww, shit, she could've told Shifu, for all you knew!
"She, ah... She said that?" you probe at Lou like he was a fresh wound on your social life. If things didn't go your way, it could be fatal. 
"Well, not TOO me. I was setting the table for dinner, she and the other masters were talking about it and I just, well, overheard. It's true, right? Master Tigress is plenty things, but she's not a liar."
You fumble around for an escape route, reach for excuses and strain your mind trying to produce an explanation that'd clear up the situation without revealing your true nature. "Tigress and I, we..."
"-Had a simple quarrel, nothing more." 
The deep and demanding edict of Tigress' voice came rolling out of the darkness like brewing thunder. A pair of eyes floated from the deep shadows of the hallway like sharply cut opals gleaming red under matchlight. The proud shape of her face soon melted out from the shade in suit. The cast iron of her brow was creased into a glower, and the thin line of her mouth was set in that same, perpetual frown of disapproval which never left the brittle canvas of her features. She stepped into the glow of your lantern, a tiger stalking out from the bushes in stealthy pursuit of its prey. In this moment, she was every bit of the fierce jungle cat and more, so much so that when she parted her black lips to speak, you expected a roar.

"It's considered ill-mannered to listen in on the conversations of others, Servant." she said in a hard and unempathetic monotone. What little backbone Lou had snapped like a rotten twig as she turned those amber eyes upon him, and he desperately he threw himself to the floor, prostrating himself with all the meagre grace the plump little goose could muster. 
"Master Tigress, I beg of you, forgive me! I-it was an accident! I merely overheard. I swear on my life, on my mother's life- I'd never-"
Tigress put a stop to Lou's pathetic little plea for mercy by holding up a paw. "You're forgiven. Now leave us, you're dismissed for the day." she said, her fierce stare sweeping back to you. Lou, noticing that you were the true object of her attention, offered you a pitying glance over his shoulder as a ways of goodbye before scurrying off down the hall, leaving the ornate helmet by your feet. The pitter-patter of his webbed feet slapping against the floorboards in his hasty retreat echoed in the otherwise deathly silence, and awoke a sense of weary dread from within the pit of your stomach.

You'd known she'd be looking for her pound of flesh the moment Shifu made her bark out that bullshit apology. You'd known it on the night you stormed away from the Jade Palace for what you'd thought was the last time, and felt her smoldering stare gouging into your back. She was too hardheaded, too stubborn and too self-righteous to let you get away scott-free. You'd tarnished her honor, and now she'd come to restore it.

Suddenly, as if from the flip of a switch, your dread turned to indignation. If she'd just left you alone, none of this would've happened. But oh no, she'd just HAD to go running her mouth at some lowly servant for looking different, just HAD to get all pissy when said servant had the gall to stand up to her, and just HAD to chase him up for a rematch because she was too much of a fucking child to admit that she was in the wrong. Well you know what? She could kiss your ass. If she wanted a round two, you'd be more than happy to give it to her. With physical violence out of the equation, all she was words, and you could cut this autistic bitch off at the tongue any day of the week. 
Feeling emboldened by your sudden and righteous anger, you dared to make the first move, addressing her with a quaint bow and speaking in a gentle, reverent tone so you could piss her off nice and good. "Good evening, Master Tigress. How might this one serve you?" 
Her iron features cracked for a moment, flinching with irritation. Looks like your lord-of-the-manor act still drove her up the wall. "You and I have unfinished business." she growled through bared teeth, closing the  distance between you by a couple of steps. 
With the intention of coming off as dismissive, you picked up the helmet, turned your back on her and got back to finishing up what you'd came here for. "No, Master Tigress, I believe our business is very much concluded. Now, if you wouldn't mind, I've yet to finish here. If you have anything you wish to say, I'd humbly ask that you wait until I'm done-" 
A striped paw whipped around the side of your head, grabbed the helmet and wrenched it effortlessly from your hands. The sheer momentum with which she pulled spun you around, and suddenly you were nose-to-nose with Tigress' snarling face. "I said, you an I have unfinished business, and we're settling it NOW." 
You search her eyes for a spark of reason amongst all that stubbornness stirring about in her head, and find none. If it weren't for the warm breeze of her breath playing across your skin, you would've thought you were looking at a statue. "Very well, Master Tigress. Might I ask what part of our 'business' is yet 'unfinished'? I was under the impression that your groveling apology was a rather adequate conclusion to it all."
Fresh lines of anger play across her face as you provoke her mounting rage. Her nostrils flare and her ears flatten and a low warning growl swells up from the pit of her throat and all of a sudden she's more like a beast in hunt than a stoic Kung Fu Master. If you were smart, you would've been scared, but then again you were never much of a genius. "I apologized duly for my part in our argument. I expect you to do the same." 
"Ah, I see, you  want an apology of your own. Well, as much as I'd love to oblige, I'm afraid I have nothing to apologize for, so..."
You let the sentence dangle with an innocent smile, tickling her anger like a kinky maid with a feather duster. That's it, get nice and pissed you fucking blowhard. Pop a couple of blood vessels. You can't touch me.
The growl floods her throat and pours out from between gritted teeth bared in a twitching snarl. "Don't push your luck, servant. Master Shifu may have convinced me of your innocence, but that doesn't make me hate you any less."
"I'm quaking in my garments. Even so, you'll get no 'sorry' from me. After all, I was the innocent party, remember?" you  emphasize the word 'innocent', and gleefully watch Tigress contort with fresh anger. 
"You called me names." she fumes, fists trembling with the urge to punch something - you, probably. 
"And you, my paranoid little pussy-cat, claimed I was a spy." you retort, meeting her angry glare with one of your own. "You insulted my character, questioned my loyalty, and flagrantly disregarded the copious amount of work I've put into maintaining that playground of destruction you wantonly destroy day after day," you jab a finger in the general direction of the training hall. "Whatever offense you took is nothing in comparison."
She takes a sharp breath through her nose, and you get the impression she's about to explode. There's a thousand and one things on the tip of her tongue just waiting to be said, none of them good. When she speaks, her voice is a rage-strangled hiss, like the steadily depleting fuse of a dynamite stick. "I'm not here to argue. Give me what I want, and that'll be it."
A smarter man would've realized the danger of antagonizing what was essentially a living, breathing wrecking ball sporting claws and teeth, but not you. You were that special kind of prick who'd throw himself off a cliff if he thought it'd piss off the people watching. A real 'cut his nose off to spite his face' sort of guy. That's why, instead of tossing her some two-faced apology and then getting on with your life like a rational human being, you decided to poke the hornet's nest and rile her up like the confrontational asshole you were.
"Tsk, you don't mean to tell me that a big, bad Kung Fu warrior like yourself is getting all bent out of shape over some silly names? Very well, you poor thing. I'll apologize. Would you like me to bring you some milk and cookies, too? Tuck you in and sing you a lullabye, perhaps? Maybe I could arrange to have your mother come over and read you a bedtime story-"
Her pupil shrank into a killer's glare, and you knew you'd crossed a boundary you shouldn't have. 
Moving in an orange blur, Tigress' left paw comes cracking across your cheek in a slap that would've stripped the chrome off a Buick's bumper. The resounding snap of her leathery, calloused palm meeting your soft and shaven cheek breaks the quiet ambiance like the sudden pop of a balloon, and the dancing specks of light exploding across your Vaseline-smeared vision lit up the otherwise dark hallway.
It hurt like a bitch. 
"Urrk! Muffer... FUGGER!" You chew the words out of from between pain-numbed lips. "Shtoopid CUNT! You shlapped me! You fuggin shlapped me!"
She stood there expressionless, a statuesque sentinel, patiently waiting for you to rant all of the swears out of your system. 
It takes you a while to stop spitting out creative new ways of calling her a bitch, but eventually you run out of words and focus instead on nursing the bright red weal which encompassed your cheek. It'd clearly been a warning shot; if she'd really wanted to she could've slapped your head clean off your shoulders with all that inhuman strength of hers. That didn't make it sting any less, and it certainly didn't do anything for your temper. She'd hit. She actually fucking hit you.
"You dumb skank... You can't hit a servant!" you spit through the pins and needles in your mouth. 
"I just did, and if you mention my parents in any of your petty tantrums again, I'll do it a second time, understand?" she threatened sharply through a snarl of ivory fangs. Her scowl twisted the elegant stripe pattern of her fur into a war paint. This must've been what all those robbers and bandits saw, right before Tigress knocked their teeth in. No wonder criminals were afraid of her.

Still, you weren't a criminal - not anymore, anyways - and your stubborn pride refused to allow you to succumb the sensation of fear. 
"Hey, I don't know what backwards shithole you crawled out of, but where I come from, back-handing the hired help is a one-way ticket to the fuckin' court house! I bet I could put your mannish ass in the slammer if I-"
"And I don't know where YOU came from, but around here, insulting someone's mother is an invitation to a fight." she growls, every bit the savage tiger her reputation portrayed her as. It's as clear an indication to stop as there'd ever be, so naturally it flew right over your head.
"What, you're a fuckin' momma's girl now? 'Sides, I get a free pass on shit-talking your mom; you're the one who started the argument!"
"Wha-? YOU'RE the one who provoked me!" she snapped, and what little remained of her stoic composure fell away. Paws grabbed you roughly by the scruff of your neck and hauled you into the air before pinning you against a wall. "You think you can get away with calling someone HALF the things you called me? You think you can just taunt someone over their parents because you think it's funny? You... You... BASTARD!"
"Hey, fuck you! It's not like you're some kinda moral crusader! Bitch, this shit kicked off in the first place 'cause you thought I was gonna sack the village or blow up the palace or some other Genghis Khan shit. You know how much work I put into this place? You should be slurping my dick, the amount of favors I did for your you, and yet here I am getting chewed out for bad language by some pissy fuckin' housecat for standing up for myself. Screw you, lady!"
"I SAID... I was SORRY!" Roiled Tigress. 
"Pssh, right, that hokey show you put on for Shifu was REAL legit, a serious tear-jerker, right? How stupid do you think I am? You feel as guilty as I do for calling you out for the cunt you are! Lemmie guess, Mommy and Daddy never taught you basic manners, amirite? Shit, with an attitude like that, I'm surprised they even wanted your dog-ass. Me? I'd have just dumped you in an orphanage and-"
Through the dim light of the hallway, you can barely make out the sheen of tears in Tigress' eyes until one overflows and plays down across her cheek in a thin river. 
Oh shit.
She was crying.
Your edgy outburst loses its momentum as her expression tenses in what you realized was a vain attempt to fight off more tears. Crying. Master Tigress was crying. THE Master Tigress. It doesn't compute. She was the toughest nut amongst the Furious Five, the iron woman who'd beat some of China's most deadliest criminals into the dirt and singlehandedly taken on foes mighty enough to turn entire armies on their heels, and here she was tearing up because you said some mean words. 
"... Master Tigress?" you probe uncertainly. "Are you-"
"Shut up!" she explodes, readying a paw as if to hit you. You flinch, waiting for the impact that'd inevitably pulp your head, but then she releases you, and by the time you fall to your feet and open your eyes she's already walking away, limping back to her personal quarters to lick the wounds you'd inflicted. The suit's helmet clunks to the floor, and beside it, droplets that could only be fresh tears.
You're overcome with an urge to say something, but what that something is you don't know, and before you know it the moment's passed. In the deathly quiet of the otherwise empty Master's Barracks, you swear you could hear the faint sounds of sobbing...
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  Placing the helmet back on its perch and restoring the suit of armor to its former splendor, you debated with yourself on whether or not to just hightail it back home and deal with whatever mess you'd made with Tigress for another day. The door was right there, and a peaceful weekend all to yourself laid beyond, just waiting to be pissed away in a tavern or spent in the sweet solitude of your workshop. The thing was, when you tried to leave, this damned feeling of guilt tugged at your neck like a noose and reeled you back. Why, you had no idea. It wasn't as if you were in the wrong in all this, after all. She'd started it, and you'd ended it handily. So what if you'd cut a little too deep, and twisted the knife a little too much - if she wanted to keep her feelings unscathed, she shouldn't have made a habit of attacking yours.

... So why did you feel so bad about it?
Of all the things Master Tigress could've done, bursting into tears had been the last thing you'd expected from her. She was the toughest warrior in the Jade Palace. The iron woman who could punch a boulder into a neat little pile of pebbles. The Mr. T of The Furious Five's A-Team. 'Tough' didn't even begin to do her justice, and yet somehow a miserable turd like yourself was able to push her to tears. 
Something you'd said stung her. worse than you'd intended. 
'Worse than you intended? I thought hurting feelings was the point of insults. Aren't you're happy, making a big, bad Kung Fu Warrior go all blubbery like that? Job well done. C'mon, tough guy, don't you feel proud?' nagged your conscience, taking on that false-congratulatory tone your Dad always to used when he was looking to make you feel bad about bullying your sister. You'd always hated that tone.
'Yeah, yeah, shut up.' you will in reply, dragging your feet towards the kitchen. Dammit, you shouldn't feel as bad as you did. Like, she started it, right? Bitch deserved a little badmouthing. Still, the picture of her walking away to her quarters rubbing tears from her eyes had stuck with you in a bad way, and this noose of guilt around your neck wasn't going to come undone until you at least made an attempt to smooth things over. 
The kitchen was deserted; the chefs had packed up and gone home hours ago. You're sure they won't mind you dipping into the food-stores, given the situation...
A moment later you're standing in front of master Tigress' bedroom, full plate in hand, listening to the soft sounds of sobbing coming from the other side of the paper door and feeling like a dick of the highest caliber. In your head, you could never have imagined how that voice of hers, thick with confidence and rich with pride, would have sounded crying. It was quiet. Dignified even, and yet it still managed to carry the same notes of sadness as the bawling of a heartbroken girl, mourning the loss of her love. A tragic lament of a sound. 
Swallowing your pride, you slid open the door. 
Master Tigress was steepled against an oak dresser in the corner of her quaint, ascetically tidy bedroom, paws on either side mauling claw marks into the woodwork as they flexed. Her head hung between her hunched shoulders, and her back was to you. Her tail hung woefully limp, coiled about her feet and bereft of its lively spring. If you hadn't known any better, you would've said the sobs were coming from someplace else - from this angle, she looked more angry than anything. Then again she always looked angry, no matter her temperament.
Clearing of your throat, you begin to announce yourself with the standard servant aplomb before stopping, deciding instead on your natural method of speaking, and continuing on. "Hey, Master Tigress? I'm, uh, I'm real sorry about what I said back there." You say, in a voice you hoped sounded convincing. It felt convincing.
Her fingers curl ever tighter around the edges of the dresser, bared claws burying themselves into the oak. Beneath the cloth of her crimson jacket, thick cables of muscle tightened along her back like snakes. The thick slabs of her triceps pronounced themselves beneath the plush veil of her fur as her paws twisted around the corners of the dresser in frustration, coming dangerously close to tearing the piece of furniture in half. By now you were well-acquainted with Tigress' rage, but this seemed different than usual. Directed inwards. 
"What do you want?" she growls bitterly without turning to meet your eye. "Come to gloat? Well, gloat. You have your victory. The Kung Fu Master is bawling her eyes out like... Like a little girl with a scraped knee! Congratulations." She speaks with no small measure of disgust - disgust in herself, you realize. Master Tigress prided herself on her strength. To show weakness, especially of an emotional kind, must've shamed her to no end. 
Somehow, that made it all the worse. To know you've broken such a pillar of strength didn't bring you pride, but instead shamed you in the same way desecrating a monument would. It felt as if you'd fractured something sacred. Perhaps you had; Tigress' titanium persona had sown hundreds of tall stories which had wowed the smallfolk of China, and frightened the life out of any prospective criminal or bandit stupid enough to try pillaging the surrounding countryside. Like her, hate her, you couldn't deny that this woman had saved lives, and that was more than you could boast. 
"Hey, if I was here to talk more smack about you - which I'm not - I wouldn't have brought the cinnamon cookies." you say placatively, hefting the plate in your hands. The wound muscles of Tigress' back softened and her head popped upwards, as if only now noticing the homely smell of freshly-warmed cookies. It was a little-known and well-guarded secret that Tigress had a weakness of any kind, let alone one for baked goods. The Palace Chef had taught you that forbidden nugget of knowledge during the lantern festival a couple months back, after you'd loosened his tongue with a little liquor. You'd kept it locked away in the ol' brain bank on the unlikely occasion you might actually need it. Lo and behold, the occasion had come.
Her voice boiled with hair-raising vitriol as she spoke. "You think you can placate me with treats? Just leave. Leave and-"
"Oh! Brought you a lil' cup of warm milk on the side, too." you add, adjusting the painted cup on the platter. 
...
Tigress stayed as she was, shoulders knit close together, back firm and powerful paws crushing into the dresser, but the excitable flick of her tail betrayed her otherwise impeccable poker face. The appendage danced cheerfully, as if it had a mind completely separate from its miserable owner. You smiled; you'd been around Tigress long enough to know that her tail was one of the few unfailing tells of her emotions. Another was her ears: they flattened whenever she was sad. Right now they were plastered against the sides of her skull. 
Down in the dumps and feeling like shit, yet excited at the prospect of cookies and milk. Hard to believe that this was the same woman who beat the shit out of murderous psychopaths and bloodthirsty criminals for a living.
"No? Well, alright then. if you don't want these, I'm sure Master Crane would be more than happy to have a midnight snack." that breaks the last straw of her resistance, and she paces angrily over to the mat in the middle of the room and sits there with her arms crossed across her chest and her face locked in a scowl. Streaks of tears matted the fine layers of fur across her cheeks and reddened the ochre sclera around her amber eyes. In a pitiful sort of way it looked funny, not that you felt like laughing.
"That's better," you say, joining her on the mat and plopping the platter down at  her feet. She glares at it distrustfully, flicking her eyes upwards to heap scorn onto you before turning them back upon the cookies, as if they might suddenly leap off the plate and attack her. Slowly, tentatively, she pinched a cookie between her thick fingers and hovered it over the steaming cup of milk.
"Is this some kind of trick?" she grunts, her distrustful squint scouring your face in search of mischief. 
You hold up your hands in mock surrender. "Shit, you got me." 
It takes her a moment to figure out you're joking. "The humor isn't appreciated." she warns curtly before dipping the cookie into the milk and taking a bite. The pinched tightness which held her features in a scowl loosened a little, and you got a rare glimpse of what she might look like if she ever smiled. 
"So... You feeling better now?" you ask hesitantly, afraid that plying her too hard with questions might break the fragile lift in her spirits you'd bought with the cookies. She doesn't answer immediately, instead holding her glare over the rim of a biscuit, sizing you up as if staring at you for long enough might glean some kind of hidden secret. Eventually she relents, turning her attention towards her cookies and milk. She paints an odd picture; here was one of China's most feared and respected Kung Fu Warriors, daintily picking at cinnamon cookies and sipping at warm milk. 
"Markedly."
"Great. Cool." you say, biting your lip. All too much you felt like a misbehaving child, wracked with guilt and trying to straighten things out with a girl he'd brought to tears. This whole situation reeked of playground politics, wholly unlike you. On the rare occasion you offered someone an apology, it never went beyond giving whoever you'd hurt a dismissive 'sorry' before dropping the matter and getting on with your life. You weren't the kind of guy who'd reconcile hurt feelings with cookies and milk. Amd yet, here you were. "So, uh, yeah. Like I said, real sorry an' stuff." 
Tigress soured at your miserable attempt at an apology, her black nose rumpling as if it'd smelled something foul and her hawkish brow bunching with burgeoning anger. You drearily wonder if she's going to brush your meager offerings aside and try to renew the argument in the hallway, but something in her face relents as her paw finds another cookie. She holds it out in front of her, turns it over in her fingers, scrutinizes it. "Where did you get these?" 
"I raided Master Monkey's stash." you answered honestly. "He keeps 'em in a jar up on the top shelf of the pantry." 
"You STOLE them?" she growls.
"Reacquired, actually. The kitchen staff bake those things for everybody. Monkey just hoards them all 'cuz he's a greedy bastard." you reach for the plate. "Still, if you want me to give 'em back-"
"That won't be necessary." she grunts, warding off your reaching hand with a sharp slap across your knuckles.
"Ach! Jesus, remind me never to get between you and snacks." you mumble, nursing the offended hand. Pins and needles bled along the length of your fingers as you gradually worked the numbness out of them. Surprising how much power she could pack into such a subtle movement of the paw. "Hit me any harder and I'll start springing leaks, fuck..."
Your complaints give Master Tigress pause between slotting cookies between her lips, and behind the stoic stonewall of her features, you catch a brief flash of regret. "I apologize." she says in a voice which betrayed all the emotion of a potted plant. "Back in the hallway, I shouldn't have hit you. I Let my anger get the better of me. I'm... sorry."

She scraped the 'sorry' off her tongue as if it didn't want to leave the confines of her mouth, and the face she made suggested that the word tasted especially bitter. 
"Pssh, don't worry about it. I was way outta line talkin' smack about your parents. I mean, if someone spoke that way about my Ma, you can bet your ass I'm gonna do a whole lot more that slap 'em." you placate, suddenly remembering how badly your cheek ached. You touch at it gingerly and it throbs with pain in response, much to your chagrin.
"It won't bruise." says Tigress matter-of-factly, noticing the movement. "The pain will dissipate within half an hour - it wasn't intended to be a lasting injury, just a stunning strike."
"Uh... Right. Good to know."
A minute of silence passes. Tigress sits there, snacking on cookies and milk, and you watch, suffering in the awkward silence but unsure of what words to break it with. Eventually, she does it for you with a gruff clearing of her throat.

"Why are you so strange?" she enquires out of the blue, catching you off guard and leaving you fumbling about your words like a tongue-tied jackass.
"I, uh, Whu-whaddya mean?" you blurt in a nervous frenzy. All this time spent in Ancient China, all this time and you STILL hadn't came up with an alibi to explain away your unusual appearance, accent and activities. After stumbling into town all that time ago, people had simply assumed you were some kind of monkey with a birth defect, or species from some far off land, or whatever. In general folks had been too polite to ask, so you'd never bothered fabricating a backstory for your prim, well-mannered persona. 
Tigress shrugged, her face softening with curiosity, and between all the panicking you realized that on the scant occasion that Master Tigress didn't frown, she was really quite pretty.

For a bitch, of course.

"I've travelled from one end of China to the other, and I've never seen a creature like yourself. You talk with an implacable accent, you craft those peculiar contraptions in the Training Hall - weighted pulleys, steel discs which attach to lifting bars, tools so efficient at sculpting the body, yet so simple it's a wonder nobody's thought of them before - two months ago I overheard you consulting with Po about his diet, and how he should eat more... 'protein'. It sounded like nonsense, and yet after taking your advice and eating the things you told him to, his performance improved so rapidly I thought you might've cast a spell on him." 
"Yeah, sure, I'm a total fuckin' magician..." You chuckle nervously, but Tigress didn't crack a smile. She wasn't joking. "Look, knowing a thing or two about eating healthy doesn't make me anything special. Po? He shovels all kinds of shit into his mouth, that's why he's such a porker. It doesn't take a genius to know that cutting out the trash and replacing it with a better substitute is gonna make him feel better."
Tigress looks at you flatly, obviously unconvinced. "Maybe so. Maybe, if it were only that which was so unusual about you, I'd be willing to dismiss it as chance. But that's not all: you know things. Things nobody else knows. I once heard you tell another servant that the stars in the night sky were distant suns, floating in a void called 'space'. It sounded crazy, and yet you obviously weren't insane. Another time, I saw you take a leaf of paper, fold it in a certain way, and then throw it. It flew like a bird." 
"Pssh, what, I'm a pariah for understanding basic aerodynamics now? I'm a mechanic, remember? that kind of shit's my field of expertise." you mumble, wriggling uncomfortably beneath Tigress' unflinching and intent gaze. 
"True, you're a skilled mechanic. Apparently you're also a musician: You sing strange songs to yourself when you think no-one else can hear. Songs about country roads in a place called West Virginia, a stairway to heaven and a girl asking a boy to call her 'Maybe'. Some nights I even put my ear to the door and listen to you sing whilst you sweep the hall - you know hundreds, all with a unique tune and rhythm too good to not be written by a professional, but so outlandish in their lyrics, no bard would ever think to write them. You once sang an entire song about wood from a place called Norway, and when Master Crane asked who you'd heard it from, you simply answered 'Beetles', as if that were an adequate explanation." 
"W-well, that's-" you begin before she plows over you, her rant gaining more and more momentum as she went on.
"When you entertained the village children last New Years Celebration, you regaled them with a story about an evil counterfeit-man sent back in time to kill a girl named Sarah Connor. One would think that would be enough to exhaust the creativity of any man, but as soon as you're finished you launch into another tale of a vigilante bat who does battle with a deranged jester, and then one about a war waged between an Empire and its rebels on a battlefield amongst the stars, and then one about a place called 'Middle Earth' and a ring of boundless power."
"U-uh..." you stutter, swallowing the lump in your throat. Tigress, as if sensing you were about to break, leaned in and delivered the final blow.
"When Po and Monkey were discussing ways to spend their free time, you weighed in and invented a series of card games based around a fifty-two card deck, along with a board game called 'chess'. You created an entire functioning ruleset, described the pieces they'd need, and suggested a variety of strategies they could implement, all in about five minutes. " She sat back staring with renewed curiosity, as if listing off the myriad of ways you didn't fit in had reminded her of just how well and truly peculiar you were.

"All this and more. It's perplexing. You're so different, and yet so good at hiding it; one doesn't even notice how... out of place you are unless they look for it. The other Masters see your upper-class act for what it is: smoke and mirrors meant to deceive. They distrust you accordingly, but sometimes it feels as if I'm the only one who sees past that, sees how much you don't belong."
It wasn't meant to be an attack on your feelings, but you took it that way all the same. Grimly you're reminded of what she'd told you during your first confrontation: The Five didn't trust you any more than she did. Strange, how you could feel so wounded by the mistrust of people you barely knew. It hurts a little too much for you to conceal, and Tigress catches wind of the pain before you bottled it up and put it with all the rest. 
"I'm sorry." says Tigress, roughly clearing her throat. "I didn't mean to offend you, it's just... you're like nothing I've ever seen before. I doubt there's anyone quite like you in all of China - in all the world - and yet everyone is content to let you remain a mystery because you do your job well and keep the Hall in working order. They enjoy your services too much to risk losing them by asking questions that needn't be asked."
"... And you?"
She rubbed at her jaw, thought for a while, and spoke. "I'm aware of how I must appear to you at times, making such frequent use of the fruits of your labor and then treating you with such animosity. You must think me ungrateful. The truth is, I AM grateful. I'm more grateful of your presence than I think you'll ever realize. The only thing which outweighs my gratitude is my suspicion. Who are you? Where do you come from? How do you know the things you know? These are the questions which have kept me up at nights. I distrust those who veil themselves in secrecy, and you're the largest enigma I've ever met." she leans forwards, brings the balled fist of one paw against the open palm of another in a Shaolin salute, and bows her head. "I value the truth above all else, but whether or not you give it to me is your decision. I ask humbly that you do so."
You don't know what surprised you more, her humility in asking, or the fact that you were seriously considering giving her an answer.
You rub wearily at your face and look at Tigress with a unique sense of exhaustion. She stared back intently over her knuckles. There was a weary sag in the striped markings around her face, and the ever-present glint of quiet determination that lined the amber of her eyes had surrendered itself to a yearning desperation. Evidently, she wanted the truth as much as you wanted to get it off your chest. The issue was, how would she react? How would EVERYONE react? It wasn't every day your hired staff turned out to be an alien.
Slowly, your hand moves towards your pocket... 
But you were tired. Tired of hiding, tired of pretending to be someone else and tired of putting up with all the bullshit speculation. Slowly your fingers begin to close around a small piece of paper. Would it really be so awful for people to know the truth? Probably. The first time you'd shown your face to this world's inhabitants, they'd chased you into the forests with pitchforks and torches under the assumption that you were some kind of monster. Somehow, you doubted being a freak who'd skipped over from another dimension would go over well with the masses.
But God, you were so tired... So, so tired...
"You really wanna know the truth?" you sigh, taking your hand out of your pocket, and with it a photograph worn with age. You offer it to her with resignation. "Here. Take it." She reaches for the photograph, plucks it from your fingers, and examines it with an expression which made her previous confusion look like clarity. 
When you'd closed your eyes that fateful night in your crummy New York apartment and opened them to find yourself tossed into an ancient China populated with talking animals, you'd taken three things with you. One was a set of keys to a car you no longer owned. Another was a phone with a dead battery. The third had been your wallet. In that wallet there had been sixty dollars worth of notes that were no longer legal tender, a crumpled Arby's coupon you were never going to use-

- And a picture of you and your sister, together, smiling against the backdrop of the New York skyline. 
You'd pawned off your dead phone to a goat who considered it an interesting trinket in exchange for some meagre rags to stop you from freezing to death during the cold, lonely nights of those early days you'd spent wandering the land like a lost puppy. The money and the coupon you'd used as kindling for a fire, and the wallet had gone missing ages ago. The photo, however, had stayed with you. This one, tenuous link to home had been the saving grace that'd spared you from insanity during those first tumultuous days in this shithole of a world. When the peasants hurled rocks and cried 'beast', or the winter wind threatened to freeze the life out of you, this one, stupid photo had been the one reminder that you weren't entirely alone. Somewhere - maybe not in this world - but somewhere, someone gave a shit about you.
"I don't understand..." breathed Tigress, drawing her fingertips across the photo's surface. Is this... A painting? No. No, it's too small, and... and real... And those towers, what are they? They're taller than any building I've ever seen," her brow creased. "And is that... A bird in the sky? Why is it shaped that way? It gleams in the sun as if it were made of metal." she looks up at you, completely addled. Despite the weight of the situation, you can't help but smile at that dumbfounded face she's making. "What is this?" 
"A picture that was... Taken, not drawn. A snapshot of my home. Here, let me explain..."

---
At first she hadn't believed you, never mind the concrete, photographic proof you'd slapped in her paw. The truth was simply too bizarre, and so much more shocking than what she'd envisioned. Steadily, though, as you eased her into the truth, disbelief had turned amazement, amazement dulled to surprise, and surprise mellowed out into the familiar brand of stoicism you'd come to relate to Tigress. You exhaust yourself gabbling about your lost home, emptying out every last detail in a cathartic monologue that felt as if it went on all night. Finally, your throat went sore, your words petered off into silence, and the silence lasted...
And lasted...
Tigress hadn't taken her eyes from the weathered photograph. She'd simply sat there and listened, that unreadable expression concealing the grinding clockwork of her mind. You'd dare not break her out of her quiet contemplation, but at the same time the crushing silence was its own form of torture. When she broke the silence after what felt like hours, her first words weren't at all what you'd expected.
"I can't believe Po was right..." 
You released the breath you'd been holding and cocked your head quizzically. "You can't believe Po was... Sorry, what?" 
"Myself and the others each had their own theories as to  your origins," she explained in a defeated sigh. "I believed you to be a spy of ill intent. Mantis, an eccentric lunatic. Viper, a foreigner who'd been touched in the head. Monkey thought you were a deformed ape with an overactive imagination, and Crane believed similar. Po, however..." she squeezed her eyes shut and winced, as if the sheer stupidity of what she was about to say was enough to cause her physical pain. "Po theorized that you were a friendly moon-man who'd come to China to study Kung Fu and make friends."
You surprised both yourself and Tigress with a short bark of laughter. "Yeah, that sounds like Po, alright." you chuckle.
"It does, doesn't it?" agreed Tigress, the corners of her mouth twitching in the vague suggestion of a smile. "We'd all taken it as a joke at the  time... I suppose the joke's on us." she turned the photo over in her paws, quietly pondering its visage.
"Well, you're taking it pretty well. Most people woulda freaked the fuck out by now." In a lower voice you asked "You're, uh, not gonna freak out, are you?"
Tigress gave a small shake of her head, still examining the photo. "I've seen a lot of strange things in my time as a warrior, servant." she flicked a look at you. "Granted, you're the strangest, but not by as much as you'd think."
"Right, heh heh, of course." you say, unsure of where to go from here. You'd expected a little more bluster from a woman who'd hated your living guts for the past six months, especially one with as much fire in her belly as Tigress. Instead, you got peace and tranquility from the same tiger who made a living out of breaking bandit faces and clobbering criminals. It was an unexpected subversion, but a welcome one. "So... You gonna tell the other guys?"
"Yes." 
The weight of that one word ties an anchor to your heart and drags it into the pit of your stomach. By all rights, it shouldn't have frightened you; you'd already given the truth to the most fearsome warrior amongst the Furious Five, and so far she was proving to be surprisingly understanding. The prospect of unhitching yourself from the great lie you'd been dragging around with you for all this time should've felt appealing, but you'd been living in its shade for so long that you'd become accustomed to the dark. Sure, the villagers looked at you sort of funny from time to time, but you were accepted. You could buy drinks at a bar, noodles at a restaurant and firewood from the marketplace. Shit, you even had friends, sparse as they may be. If word ever got out that you weren't just some deformed ape or shaved gorilla, but a genuine E.T./time traveler who'd dropped in from another plane of existence, well, all that would change. You'd finally found your place in this little corner of the world, and you weren't ready to give it up just yet.
"You're scared, aren't you?" says Tigress, reading the fresh terror on your face. "You're afraid your colleagues won't accept you, or that the townsfolk will chase you out. That's why you fake that accent, and hide your true self, isn't it?"
"I mean, I wouldn't call it anything as flowery as 'hiding my true self', but yeah, basically. Work's hard-coming to a guy who swears like a sailor and acts like an autist from outer space." you shrug. "Look, I just don't wanna get a pitchforked in the ass by the angry mob. If you're gonna spread the word about, then do me a solid and be discrete about it, or better yet, don't tell anybody."
"Are you asking me to withhold the truth from my friends?" asks, tone carrying a firm note which suggested she'd do nothing of the sort. The issue of her honesty would be a touchy one you'd have to traverse with care. The thing was, you'd spent all your care on that cookies and milk trick. 
"No, I'm asking you to show some common fuckin' decency. The more people know, the more risk there is of word getting out, which means superstitious dick-cheeses burning my house down because they think I'm here to steal their brains or some shit." you snap, a little louder than you'd intended to.
"Do you truly put so little trust in the morality of the villagers? In the morality of The Five - of me? We're not savages. Nobody in the Valley of Peace is going to murder you based on superstition!" asserts Tigress, expression stiffening. "For your own sake, you can't go on living a lie!"
"Why not? It's been going pretty well so far!"
Tigress dragged a palm across her face with a sigh. "I'm no expert on matters of the spirit, but even I know that pretending to be something you're not will lead to trouble in time. You could've lied to me earlier. You could've explained away your peculiar nature by claiming to be from abroad. You could've told me Master Monkey was right, and that you were just some hairless ape with a unique imagination. Instead, you gave me the truth. Doesn't that say something? Aren't you tired of lying?"
"Pfft, maybe, but I'm sure as hell not tired of living..." you  grumble, less sure than before. Admittedly, you felt secluded by your secrecy. The act you'd been keeping up for all this time was beginning to feel stale, and the prospect of being able to simply drop it and be yourself was a charming fantasy.
"You have my word as a warrior that you won't come to any harm." affirmed Tigress confidently. Then, in a gentler tone, she added: "Please." Something about that  gentle tone stopped you from shooting her down. There was a maternal note to it, as if she were alleviating the fears of a frightened boy. Completely unlike her. 
"Why do you care so much?" you ask. "If bullshitting my way through life is gonna screw anyone over, it's gonna be me, so what's it matter to you? Last time I checked, you fucking hate me." 
"That was then, this is now. Things have changed. I'll admit, I don't like you. Your manners are appalling, you lack even the basest modicum of respect, you litter every sentence with foul-mouthed expletives-"
"Alright, I get it! Just skip the purple prose and call me an asshole."
"You really are," she nodded, that suggestion of a smile dancing once again across her lips. "But at the same time, I believe I've... misjudged you." She struggled with her pride to get that last part out, but it was a heartfelt admittance of guilt, all the same. "My suspicions, although not ill-founded, were wrong. You're an 'asshole' to be certain, but not a bad one."
"I'm touched." you snark with a roll of your eyes.
"Either way, my prying has led us here. The other Masters know of our quarrels, servant. That goose friend of yours back in the hallway will have stories to tell of you and I the next morning he comes into work, and when the rest of The Five hear the rumors, they're going to come to me asking questions. My honor forbids me from lying to them, but... I'll do you the courtesy of asking them not to go passing it on to everyone they meet." she slapped that last bit on like a band-aid over a gaping wound. Wonderful, so she was only going to tell the five most lethal forces of destruction in The Valley. Never mind that asking Po of all people to keep a secret was like taking a toaster into the bathtub and expecting not to get fried. The panda blabbed about anything and everything. Telling him was as good as shouting it from the rooftops.
"Great, so I'm fucked!" you exclaim, tossing up your hands. "Thanks for the massive fucking favor!"
"I AM doing you a favor, you moron. Sooner or later, the truth WILL get out - it always does - and when that happens, you'll be glad to have some of the most respected Kung Fu Masters in China vouching for you."
You want to bite back at that 'moron' remark, but you had to admit that she had a point. The constant fear of being found out had been a yoke around your neck for far too long - you were bound to slip up at some point. There were nights where you longed to reminisce with someone - anyone - About the world you'd left behind and all its wonders. Then there were the nights when your thoughts drifted to the family you'd never get to see again, and you desperately yearned for a shoulder to cry on instead of the lifeless, uncaring pillow you had to make do with. Oh, there'd been plenty of those nights. Plenty...
You let yourself lean backwards onto the floor and stare pensively up into the ornate wooden supports ribbing he ceiling. Maybe it could work out. Maybe this time round folks would accept you for what you were instead of chasing you off like an intruding beast. Maybe you could finally be yourself - your REAL self - around the people you'd come to know as your friends.

Maybe. Dangerous business, hedging your bets on a 'maybe'. 
"Okay, fuck it. S'not like you're giving me much of a choice." you concede. She was probably right when she said it'd come out sooner or later, anyways. One of these days you were bound to suffer a slip of the tongue, or attract too much attention, or arouse the suspicion of some real hot-shit private eye motherfucker who'd suss you for a spaceman the moment they got a look at all the crazy experiments you had crammed away in your workshop; that place was like the medieval version of Dexter's Laboratory. "As long as you promise I'm not gonna get crucified by a bunch of frightened fuckin' hicks, then fine. I'll go along with it."
"Didn't I say you had my word? You're an innocent man. Myself and any of the Five would die for the sake of your safety, just as we would for anyone else in need of protection. Such is our duty." You heard her snort indignantly. "Not that I think you'll need our protection. If you ask me, you put far too little trust in the good will of the villagers."
"Whatever you say, princess. I'm too tired, too lazy and too fuckin' sober to argue the point. I'm hitting the road, see you whenever." you grumble, hoisting yourself to your feet with the kind of lethargy only unpaid overtime on a Friday night could instill and then heading for the door. 
"You're leaving?" she asked, black ears perking with surprise. "I thought..." She shook her head, casting away the surprise and leaving only the blank, cast iron of her resting bitch-face. "Never mind. Have a good night."
As much as you don't want to press the matter, your insatiable curiosity demands it. "What's up?" you ask with your hand on the sliding door which led to the hallway. Fuck your curiosity, man. You needed to put that thing on a leash. 
"Nothing." says Tigress in that flat monotone which made it painfully obvious that it wasn't nothing.
"Well obviously 'nothing' means 'something', so come on, spit it out. It's late and I wanna go home."
She exhales sharply out of her nose and glares at you like an angry housecat. "Didn't I say it was nothing? Go on, go home. You're dismissed, servant."
...
You hold her glare with a knowing look of impatience which made it abundantly clear you weren't going to leave without an answer. Considering how headstrong the both of you were this could've gone on for hours. Thankfully, Tigress decided to concede with a breathy sigh. "I wanted to talk with you more."
"About what?"
"Anything!" she exclaimed. "Where you come from, who you were, how you came to know so much about making things! You speak of cities filled with towers of grey stone and glass which span horizons. Machines that can break the shackles of gravity and soar across the skies! Medicines that can cure the doomed and heal the crippled! I'm invested. How could I not be? It's as if you don't realize how fascinating you are!"

She caught herself with a small 'urk!' as soon as that last part left her lips, balking at the realization she'd just paid you a compliment. You'd don't know whether she's more surprised to have said it or you to have heard it; It's the equivalent of getting blood from a stone. 
"Well..." you clear your throat, reaffirming your composure. Can't let her see she'd surprised you. "If you're that curious, how's about we continue this over a drink? I was gonna hit up the tavern on the way back to my place so-"
"I don't drink." she cuts in, still reeling from the earlier surprise. 
"Pssh, there's a first time for everything, ain't there?"
She retreats back into herself, crossing her arms across her chest resting her chin on her chest, contemplating. Coming to a decision, she springs to her feet with the smooth fluidity of a gymnast, and follows you over to the door. "Very well, servant. We'll discuss things further over... a 'drink'"
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  You never knew a trip through town could feel so awkward. 
People always stared - how could they not? As far as you knew you were the only human in China, and that made you an oddity worth staring at. However, over time, as the locals got more and more used to you, the stares had become less prominent. They still looked, only now it was in brief glances followed by mutters shared behind your back. Eventually, what had been initially bothersome had become just another aspect of day-to-day life.

Taking the short jaunt from the Jade Palace to the tavern through the underpopulated streets of the Valley had been like reliving those first days all over again, only worse. The villagers made no attempt to hide their bulging-eyed stares when they saw you and Tigress walking together, side by side. The air played up in a breeze of hushed whispers, each more speculative than the last. You caught fragments of conversation here and there:
"You don't think..."
"...Taking him to jail?"
"Are they..."
"... Totally her boyfriend..."
"What, him? No way..."
"Last week I saw her in front of his home! She was..." 
It was enough to make your cheeks turn red, and you didn't blush easily. Stealing a glance at Tigress taught you that  she really didn't fare any better with the embarrassment. There was a stiff mannerism to her gait, and her striped tail coiled nervously about her feet, threatening to trip her up but never quite managing. Her calm demeanor was stretched to its breaking point, and it was ode to her mental fortitude that it never broke. Nevertheless, she visibly relaxed when you guided her into a dark alleyway, away from the crimson lamplight which lit the streets.
A little further down the alley there was an opening, and at the end of this opening, wedged between a tailor's store that'd seen better days and the setup of a blacksmith's workshop, sat the Old Tortoise; your favorite watering hole in all the Valley. Moss congealed around the shoddy brickwork and the mismatched tiles of the roof sank inwards like the withered cheeks of an old man. A sign over the entrance scrawled in faded paint portrayed the ancient and wizened visage of Master Oogway, the legendary tortoise who'd created Kung Fu, built the Jade Palace and, as the stories went, ascended to the spirit realm at the foot of the peach tree of heavenly wisdom. Paper lanterns hung from rusted hooks spaced along the outer wall, dousing the crooked building in a lavender hue...

It was a broken-down shithole, although you preferred the term 'charmingly rustic'. Admittedly, the cheap liquor and pleasant barmaid colored your opinions somewhat.
"THIS is where you're taking me?" asked Tigress incredulously, recoiling at the sight of the tavern.
"Hey, I'm not taking you anywhere; you're just following me. If you wanna pussy out and go back to the Palace, I won't stop you." you reply with a non-committal shrug.
"If you expect me to back out now, you're sorely mistaken." 
"Atta girl! Now c'mon, I'll buy you a drink like a real gentleman and shit. Scout's honor, it's like thirty percent less scummy on the inside."

The gnarled ironwood door squealed on its rusted hinges as you held it open for her, all gentlemanly and shit, slipping into your upper-class accent as you passed the threshold into the dusty, cobwebbed guts of the ancient tavern. Amber light poured overhead from the lanterns dangling from the rafters, etching shadows onto the stained wood and battered stone of the walls. The sweet and earthy smell of rice wine complimented the herbal scent of the incense sticks burning at the tables, giving the place a smell akin to a rich perfume. Everything was scratched and scarred to some degree - this place was too old not to have a long list of scars. You found it kind of endearing, like a teddy bear worn by long hours of love and play.
"Anon! I was wondering when you were gonna turn up," the old goat manning the tavern bar croaked in a voice which gurgled in the passage of his throat like the last dregs of water flushing down a sink drain. Baring a yellow snaggle-toothed grin and threading the grey wisp of his beard through his hoof, he beckoned you up to the bar, fetching a bottle of rice wince from underneath the counter and plopping it down n front of him. "I was worried you'd forgotten about us - my girl so enjoys your patronage, after all." 
"I assure you, Cheng, yourself and your daughter are quite unforgettable." you say in your stately servant's tone, dipping into a small bow. Cheng was the tavern's owner, and through your many visits to The Old Tortoise, you'd built something of a rapport with the ancient goat. He was the very picture of decrepitude - fur thinned and iron-grey with age, eyes dim behind those circular glasses of his, horns chipped and yellowed - in a way, he was a personification of the tavern itself. He and it were a match made in heaven. 
"Polite as always." chuckles Cheng, adjusting the round-framed glasses balancing on the bridge of his muzzle. "I take it you'll be having the usual?" 
"Actually, I'd appreciate it if you'd treat me to something from your finer stock, if you don't mind - something befitting a lady. I'm not alone, you see."
"Oh, a date is it? My little Lei will be so disappointed - she likes you, you know." said Cheng with a regretful sake of his head. "Who's the girl? Hard to imagine there's anyone so sweet you'd choose them over my daughter-" his voice catches in his throat as Master Tigress strides up from behind you in all her glory, sizing up the tavern from behind an upturned nose and crossing her thick-set forearms across her chest, blatantly unimpressed by what she saw.
"I thought you said it was less scummy on the inside." she grunts.
"Master Tigress!" gasped Cheng, throwing himself into a bow that must've been murder on his arthritic knees. "It- It is an honor! Please, forgive the tavern's dreadful state; We were unaware that we'd be receiving one of such high prestige as yourself! I shall call my daughter, she'll rid the cobwebs immediately."
"That's not necessary-" began Tigress, but the goat was already on the move, shuffling his aching joints over to the staircase an belting a croaking yell into the room above.
"Lei! Lei, get down here! We have company- very important company!" The scrape of hooves against wood emanates from the floor above, and soon after the petite form of a young goat woman comes clopping down the stairs.  Her watery eyes find yours across the room, and her long face breaks into a buck-toothed grin. 
"Anon! I thought you weren't coming, you had me so worried!" she chirps, bounding over and throwing herself onto your leg in a hug that would've been wholesome if her head wasn't so close to your crotch. "What happened? Did those mean old Masters have you working overtime again?"
"N-not exactly," you stammer, attempting to pry the goat from your leg as gently as you could. You didn't have much success.
"Then why so late? You haven't been sick, have you? Don't tell me, that nasty tiger's been causing trouble for you again, hasn't she? Uuugh, I swear, she's such a-"

Finally, Lei noticed Master Tigress standing there beside you, her cold, leaden stare daring her to finish that sentence. Slowly, the goat detaches herself from your leg and curtsies in a dainty little bow. "-strong and impressive woman... G-greetings, Master Tigress. How might-" she punctuated herself with a noisy gulp. "-How might I be of service?"
"You can be of service by sorting out this mess, girl!" snapped Cheng, cramming a broom into her hooves without so much as a hint of the usual fatherly love. "Sweep away the cobwebs, empty out the ashes and don't even THINK about stopping for a break until this floor is clean enough to eat off of! Meanwhile, I shall tend to our guests." he turned to Master Tigress and stooped into another bow, this one so low you could hear the vertebrae popping along his spine. Somehow, none of the discomfort he been feeling reached his voice. "We would be honored to offer you whatever refreshments you so desire, Good Master." he purred with an eloquence to rival your own. Cheng had worked two decades as a palace servant before switching professions and taking over his family's tavern, and the old bastard could turn on the charm just as well as anyone else on The Jade Palace's payroll. 
"Your hospitality is appreciated, wizened one. I'll have a water, thank you." replied Tigress with a small nod of her head. Then, picking out a choice table in one of the tavern's more secluded corners, she slinked her way on over to a chair and sat herself down in that stiff-backed, mechanical manner she did everything else that wasn't fighting. You'd rarely ever seen her outside of the palace grounds, either punching or kicking something in the training hall or studying scrolls in the Palace's library, so it'd never occurred to you just how uncanny she looked anywhere else. Your brain harkens back to an earlier thought, one you'd had this afternoon after you watched her leave the Training Hall alongside the other masters. She'd been walking alongside the others, but something about her had seemed forced - as if she were trying to mime the casual gait of the others instead of just BEING casual...
Maybe she didn't know how to be casual. Maybe she didn't know how to just... Switch off. Outside of a practice ground or battlefield, she was a stranger to this world...
Just like you...
You're on the cusp of experiencing a profound moment of sympathy for Tigress when Cheng came up from his bow and derailed your train of thought with the cacophony of creaking bones and crunching cartilage which emanated from his back. The goat's entire body cracked like a fist of squeezed knuckles as he wrung himself out; it was a shame chiropractors hadn't been invented yet - he desperately needed one.

"I suppose this has something to do with that incident a week ago, the one where the good Master Tigress came to your door and prostrated herself in front of you." guessed Cheng, fondling the grey hairs of his beard. Magnified by the lens of his glasses, the sly look he shot you looked all kinds of ridiculous.

Your mind leaps into action, piecing together an intricate lie to feed him on the spot. Then, as you open your mouth to speak, Cheng raises a hoof to stop you. "No, no, don't tell me. I suffered twenty long years of Palace politics in my youth as a servant, and I'm in no mood for a refresher." He darted his gaze from Tigress to you, and then broadened his smile. "Allow me, however, to offer my admiration. It takes a brave man to court THE Master Tigress."
"Court? No, no, Cheng you've got it all-" 
"Ah-tatata, that's enough. It's rude for a man to leave his date unattended, no?" he said, nodding towards Tigress sitting patiently by her lonesome. "Now, you said you wanted something from my finer stock? I believe I have just the vintage."
As you pull up a chair and sit down opposite Tigress the long hours of the day finally catch up with you, and you slump into your seat with a sigh of exhaustion. Somewhere between doing unpaid overtime on a Friday afternoon and explaining your alien origins to one of the deadliest Kung Fu experts in the province, you'd ran out of energy and swapped over to reserve batteries. Now they were running dry too, and you still had entire night to get through. You shoot Tigress a glance across the table, gauging how much of a prick you'd come off as if you just fucked off home to hit the hay. She looked back at you coolly, eyebrow arched and the hard lines of her face set in the calm, opaque visage you'd slowly learned to loathe over your time at the Jade Palace. To another man, she might've looked like the very picture of serenity, but you'd learned long ago to look for the little tells of emotion her body betrayed. Her tail dusted the floor behind her in an insatiable twitch, and her ears flicked against her skull whenever the breeze from the nearby window picked up. Her bare arms, although resting easily on the table, pulsed with thick chords of muscle as the fingers flexed along her wide paws.

She was anxious. Uncomfortable. Sitting here in a busted-up old tavern which stank of cheap incense and cheaper alcohol, Tigress was well and truly out of her element. And yet, she'd stayed. She must've done it for your sake, if only to hear a few more stories from your world. What was it she'd called you? 'Fascinating'.
Know what? You'd see this night through. She'd humored you in coming to this dump to share a drink with you, so the least you could do was return the favor. Besides, you were eager to see what she'd be like with a bit of rice wine in her belly. 
"So..." you begin, looking around to confirm both Cheng and his daughter were out of earshot before stepping back into your natural accent. "You wanted to know more, right? Well, shoot."
Initially taken aback by your abruptness, Tigress quickly fell back into assailing you with questions, just as she had back in her room. What kind of land did you come from? A collection of states? Fascinating. Dis this 'America' have an emperor? An elected government? That's insane! Do they practice Kung Fu? What is this 'MMA' you speak of? Explain it to me.
You're in the middle of trying to clarify the ins and outs of mixed martial arts when Cheng comes over to serve your beverages. Water for Tigress, rice wine for yourself. You knock back your first drink of the night, savoring the spicy tang and sweet aftertaste, pouring yourself a second - Cheng'd had the good sense to leave the bottle. Across from you Tigress watched with mild distaste. "You drink here often, I take it?" she asked, casting a judgmental glance around the tavern. There was an admonishment in the way she posed the question.  
"On occasion. What, you've got something against alcohol now?" you ask, offering her the bottle. 
She brushes the bottle away with the back of her paw as one might fend away the flies, her black nose pinching in disgust. "It's a wasteful habit which dulls the mind and pollutes the body. Of course I do." 
"Damn, I was right; you ARE a prude." you down your second glass, this time with an added slurp to fiddle with her temper. It was safe enough to say the two of you had put the hostilities behind yourselves, but that didn't mean you were above some light-hearted teasing here and there. 
"Maybe, but you're a drunkard. Which is worse?" she retorts, the charcoal line of her perpetual frown betraying the hint of a smile.
It catches you off guard seeing anything close to emotion on a face that until recently you'd known only to be shod in either succinct anger or meditative impassiveness. For the second time that night you realize how well a full smile would flourish on that striped visage of hers. She was pretty on the rare occasion she chose not to look angry. A smile would add the finishing touches to that prettiness, open it up like a blossoming flower and turn it into something you might even go as far to call beautiful...
... After a couple more shots, of course.  
She gives you a quizzical look, and the heat goes to your cheeks as you realize you've been staring. You clear your throat and grin like a fool, recovering with a quip that came a little too late to come off as smooth. "Prudes are boring to be around; drunkards are much more fun." 
"That remains to be seen." she leans forwards, planting a staunch elbow on the table and balancing her chin on her knuckles. A thoughtful crease burgeons between her brows, and the faint humor of a smile becomes a pleasant memory as her face defaults back into seriousness. "There's much I wish to ask. However, I realize how asking nothing but questions may be perceived as rude. Therefore-"
"You want me to ask a couple myself so you don't feel like a pestering jackass, right? Jeez, anybody ever tell you that you sound like an answering machine sometimes?"
She tilts her head quizzically. "A what?"
"Never mind." you say, waving a hand dismissively and thinking up a question to throw her way. It doesn't take you long; there'd been one fiddling with your curiosity ever since Tigress had slapped it into your head. "Why'd you cry? Back at the Palace, I mean. You never hit me as the tearful sort."
Tigress blanches, wilting into herself like a dying flower. "I was raised an orphan... It's a long story, servant."
A fist of guilt sucker-punches you straight in the gut. An orphan... And you'd gone and took a stab at her parentage during that bitch-fest of an argument earlier. Belittling an orphan over their parentage was akin to poking fun at a cripple for being unable to walk. It was low, damn low, and you'd went there without even knowing it. "Aaand now I feel like a prick." you grumble, rubbing at your face. "I'm gonna go ahead and guess this is a touchy subject for you, right?"
She nods morosely.
"You wanna talk about it?"
She fidgets, lacing her fingers together. "As I said, it's a long story."
"Yeah? Well, we've got all night. If there's some shit you wanna get off your chest, now's the time." you shrug, trying to come off as cool and disinterested but bristling with curiosity within. The origins of one of China's most proficient warriors would be all kinds of interesting, but you didn't want to come off as pushy.


Tigress looks you over uncertainly, and sighs. "Very well."


"Really? Nice, fire away whenever you're ready." you  smirk, unable to hide your enthusiasm. Tigress reacts to your enthusiasm with a stolid look, shaking her head before beginning to recount her story. 

 "When I was young - very young - my parents left me at the foot of an orphanage. The first few years of my life were lonely; few children wished to mingle with the one tiger amidst a flock of harmless bunnies and sheep. I reacted... Poorly to their rejection. I lashed out. Grew angry. In time, even the adults grew to fear me. I had nobody to confide in, no shoulder to cry on... So eventually, I simply learned to stop crying." 
Another pang of guilt lashed your conscience when you saw how tense she was getting. Evidently, this was a memory she'd wanted left in the far reaches of her mind to collect dust. You should've known better than to pry. "Hey, if this is making you uncomfortable, then don't-"
"No! No. I... I wish to give an answer." she clears her throat, monotone voice stumbling over a sharp divot of emotion. "I've never confided in anybody about this. It feels cathartic." she composes herself before continuing. "My isolation gave me ample time to reflect on my thoughts, and like any abandoned child, most of those thoughts concerned my parents. Initially, I was curious - about who they were, where they'd came from, what reasons they'd had for leaving me at the doorstep of an orphanage - they were an enigma which occupied my mind from sunrise to sunset." There it was again, that twitch at the side of her lips. A smirk trying to find its way through the cracks of her stony, striped countenance. "Sometimes, I even had fantasies."
She caught the disbelief written across your face, and the smirk grew bolder - perhaps even close to a smile. "Hard to believe someone like myself having fantasies, I know. But I was young, then. Full of naivety. I pictured my parents as noble-blooded royals, whose dangerous enemies provoked them into hiding me away in a place nobody would think to look. Other times, I imagined a pair of proud warriors - warlords, bandits, troops of the Imperial Army - who'd wished to give a peaceful life to their only daughter, instead of one lived in the shadow of their renown." her eyes grew distant, looking beyond you, into the past. "Sometimes, I even imagined they wished to keep me. That circumstance forced their paws into placing me at the foot of that orphanage, despite their love for me..."

The smirk steals away from her mouth, swept away beneath a deluge of indifference.

"Fantasies, nothing more." she says, as if to convince not only you, but herself. "The years dragged on, adults came, and children left with new families."
"But not you..." you say, wincing as a pang of sympathy skewers your heart. 
"No. Not me." For a moment, you think you see a thin sheen of tears glistening across her eyes, but then she blinks, and it's gone. "I grew jealous, after a while. New children would come to the orphanage's doors, seeking a family, and the next day they would find one. Old faces disappeared, and the new faces meant to replace them were in the arms of loving parents before they had the time to become old. If not for Master Shifu, I would've never left the lonely confines of those walls."

She turns the glass of water in her paw, examining her reflection in its rippling surface as if she were searching for something. "He was the one who taught me to tame my strength and discipline my anger. The day he took me away to the Jade Palace was the happiest of my life. Only..." she sighed. "Shifu is a good man, and an excellent Master, but..."
"But he was a coach, not a dad." you finished for her. By now you had all the pieces, and they came together in a heartbreaking picture. As much as you respected Master Shifu, you couldn't imagine him reading bedtime stories or kissing boo-boos better. He would have cared for her, nurtured her and protected her - but as a student, not as a daughter.
Jesus, that poor little girl... 
"It wasn't as bad as you might think." she went on, clearing her throat with a draught of her water. "Shifu and I, we respected one another. He taught me the ways of Kung Fu, showed me ways I could channel my strength into something that could be used for good. One couldn't ask for a finer teacher. In return I gave him my complete dedication, and together we worked tirelessly towards the perfection of our craft. I was happy from then on; Kung Fu was my passion, and under Shifu's tutelage I got to practice it daily. When the rest of the Five enrolled at the Palace, I even had friends." she leaned backwards, circling the rim of her glass with a claw.

"It was a fulfilling life. It still is. But when I hear Master Viper reminisce about the afternoons of her childhood spent baking with her sisters, or see Master Crane making his annual trip back home to see his mother, or watch Po run off into town to meet his father down at his noodle restaurant, I can't help but feel that same jealousy I felt all those years ago back in the orphanage, watching the other children find families I could never have."
There's a broad silence, one you daren't break and she's all to happy to make last. There was an air of exhaustion about her, and not the physical kind. It was the kind of exhaustion one felt after they ran out of tears to cry, names to curse, and people to blame. the sort of exhaustion that could only to treated with drink.

You reached over to tip some rice wine into her empty glass, and although she looked at you as if you'd gone mad, her circling claw stopped its circuit around rim and allowed the wine to flow.
"There. Don't try and tell me you don't need that." you mumble before refilling your glass and promptly emptying it down your neck. "Now come on, tell me the rest of it." 
"There's not much left to tell. I've long since let go of all those silly romantic fantasies of my youth; My parents tossed me into that orphanage because they didn't want me. I'm old enough to understand that, and mature enough to accept it, but that doesn't stop me from longing for that which I've never had. Not a day goes by that I don't resent missing out on the love of a family, and that resentment... It shames me to the bone."

She raised the glass of rice wine to her nose, sniffed it, and took a tentative sip which made her face prune up. Wincing past the taste, she tipped the glass upwards and drank deeply. 
"Your parents were a pair of cocksuckers." 
Tigress lurches forwards in a choking cough, Nearly spraying a mouthful of rice wine across the table and redecorating your servant's garb. Thankfully she's able to swallow it back in a painstaking gulp which made your throat hurt just listening to it. She wheezes out a couple more coughs before shooting you a glare that was more confused than it was angry. "What did you just say?"
"I said your parents were a pair of cocksuckers." you shrug, refilling your glass for the umpteenth time. You were playing with fire throwing out a hot-take like that, but you were tipsy and racing towards drunk, and Tigress' little sob story had tickled your temper in a way you weren't comfortable having it tickled. In fact, you'd go as far to say that you were pissed. Pissed at the world for pinching off a shit into this dumb tiger's lap, pissed at the children who'd scorned a little girl who'd just wanted to make friends, and pissed at the pair of chucklefucks who'd flung their own flesh and blood into an orphanage as if she were some unwanted toy they could simply leave on the shelves of a thrift shop.

"Fuckin' assholes dump you at some institution where they KNOW you're gonna find it hard to get by - cuz' you're different, and kids don't like different - then leave without giving you jack-shit in the way of closure. No little note saying 'oh hey honey, we ditched you here in the ass-end of nowhere 'cuz such-and-such, no visit somewhere down the line to see how you're growing up, nothing. They're a pair of selfish cocksuckers, and you're better off without 'em."
"That's... An awfully divisive opinion to have on a pair of people you know nothing about." she says, still not entirely sure as to whether she should be offended, but keeping a warning note of a growl in her voice all the same. 
"They abandoned their kid. Sounds like cocksucker behavior to me." you reason, that warning note in her voice flagrantly ignored. 
"I suppose I can see your reasoning..." Tigress gives you a sidelong squint before emptying the last of her glass, taking the strong flavor noticeably better than she had before. She still didn't sound wholly convinced. well, you didn't care. It was your opinion, and if she didn't want it she could just toss it right back in your face. 
"Damn straight you can, I mean, look at you!" you gesture at her with a drunken wave of your hand. "Mighty Kung Fu warrior, first member of the Furious Five, icon of justice, saving the little guy from bandits and shit like you're some furry, backdated Batman. Giving you up was a stupid fuckin' idea - I'd be stoked to be your daddy."
Tigress stares for at you for a long moment, tilting her head to the side as if looking at you from a different angle might reveal some hidden facet she'd overlooked. A rouge of bewilderment played across her face, parting her lips and smoothing her ears against her skull. "That may very well be the dumbest compliment I've ever received." she grunts, before surprising you - like, honest to God surprising you - with a laugh.
It's a small laugh, light and whimsical, but it lights up her face the way fireworks brighten up the blank canvas of a starless, black sky. Rosy dashes of joy spilled across stoicism as her thin lips pulled back over white fangs and burst into a smile which colored the colorless and softened the hard. It didn't make the mundane beautiful as much as it gave an accent to beauty that'd always been there, waiting to flow with emotions which so rarely came.

You were right; it was one hell of a smile. 
So of course the first thing you did was try to wipe it off her face with some smartass comment. "Well I'll be damned, she smiles." you snark, grinning your best impression of a Cheshire cat at her. "And here I thought you just walked around lookin' sullen and shit all day."
Your smartassery does nothing to displace her smile - it had sown itself fast to her face and was here to stay, not that you minded. She looked beautiful when she smiled. In fact, it's miraculous how much more beautiful a simple curve of the lips could make her. The best analogy you could come up with was a well-cut diamond; as blank as glass until someone shone a light through it, and filled its sharp edges with a rainbow of color.

'But dammit, that doesn't do her justice...' you muse.
"I smile on occasion, just not around you. Or have you forgotten that until but an hour ago, you and I were adversaries?" she smirks, surprising you further by reaching over, grabbing the bottle, and pouring herself another drink. 
"Yeah, I can remember. I remember you said a little something about not drinking, too." you motion pointedly towards her full glass, chuckling. She looks down at it as if she were confused by how it'd got there, and then her gaze hardened as it turned upon the bottle in her paw, as if she'd found the culprit. 
"Wha-? I-... I was simply acting without thinking. Nothing more." She says, thumping it back down on your side of the table with purpose, and then wiping the offending paw off on the red fabric of her vest like she was cleansing it of sin. The embarrassment wipes away that pretty smile you'd been admiring, but the blush which filled her cheeks made it a fair exchange.
"Hey, I'm not gonna judge! Everybody's got their vices, right? I just never expected yours to be at the bottom of a bottle." 
"Very funny." grunted Tigress with a small shake of her head, making a small, chuffing sound that might've been laughter. "Are you always this 'charming', or am I the exception?"
"The exception, to be sure. Most guys, I just treat to the ol' 'Oh, good day to you, fine sir! How are you on this fine morn?' routine." you swap in and out of your servant voice with a well practiced ease, going from City-Slicker to Lord of the Manor and back again at the drop of a coin. "You know, hit 'em up with the fancy-talk."
The stripes on her face wring themselves together in a wince as you dipped into your false accent, as if she'd just bitten down on a particularly sour lemon. By now you'd already determined that she didn't like the 'Queen-of-England' thing your servant persona had going on, although the 'why' of it was still up in the air. "What, don't you like it? C'mon, it took me forever to get right." you probe.
"The way it sounds isn't the issue, it's how you hide behind it." explains Tigress, shaking off the discomfort which your brief return to your façade had instilled, and then chasing it away with another shot of rice wine - she seemed to be warming to the liquor surprisingly well, for someone who supposedly didn't drink. "It stinks of deceit, watching a man play the role of someone he's not. The acting, the pretending, the dishonesty - it makes me uncomfortable."  
You hold up your hands. "Ouch, never knew you'd get so touchy over a little thespianism. I won't do it anymore; not like I'm gonna have a reason to, after you drop the truth on everyone else."

That last part proved to be a definitive dampener on the conversation. Tomorrow, Tigress would pour your history out in front of the rest of the Five, and from there it would flow down into the villagers. Soon enough, everyone would know that you weren't what you pretended to be. The relatively quiet life you'd built for yourself here would come to an end, replaced with something else. Whether that something else was worse or better had yet to be seen, but experience had taught you to be a pessimist.
An echo of sympathy crosses her features, and the furry gauntlet of her paw slides across the table to lay its thick, jungle-cat fingers over yours.

Somehow, despite the leathery pads of her fingertips and the rough callouses which adorned them, her touch managed to convey the soft and mothering comfort of a woman who cared. You smile to yourself. How ironic, that the kindest touch you'd felt in years came from paws so prone to violence - ones that'd cracked you across the cheek earlier this very night, no less.

They were nice paws. They were REALLY nice paws.
"Things will be better this way." says Tigress, firmly squeezing your hand. She held your eyes with hers, syphoning assurance from behind those blazing rings of amber into your heart. Your heart ate it up greedily - it'd been starved of any sense of certainty for God knows how long. "I understand your fear. Rejection can be... Heartbreaking." She looks past you in a stare that went on for a thousand miles. Somewhere in that distant stare, you saw the remnants of the neglected orphan girl of years past. "The Five will accept you for who you are, no matter how strange; their judgment shall be on the quality of your character, instead of the abnormalities of your origins." Her paw offers you another warm squeeze. "And despite all your... Hmph, plentiful negatives, I believe you to be of kind character."
You're about to hit back with some snarky comment, but you're interrupted by the quick and sudden melting of your heart. You're touched. More so than you think she realizes. That smile graces her face again in all its beautiful simplicity, wending the stripes of her fur into a pattern so pretty it'd be worth taking a picture. Emotionally, she'd always exuded a kind of heat, like that of a raging inferno which swallowed up challenges as they came her way and then crackled and snapped for more. When she was like this, however, that muffling heat became the tender warmth of a fireplace, offering up comfort for any who might linger before its benevolent flames.
You look at her lips, and wonder if they kissed as warmly as they smiled... 
You tug your smaller hand out from beneath the blanket of her paw and wrap it firmly around your glass, determined to keep it there for the rest of the night. Tigress blinked, as if recovering from a momentary daze, and quickly brought her paw back to her side. Guessing from that surprised raise of her eyebrows, you'd say the gesture had been more intimate than she'd intended. Fresh embarrassment colored her cheeks, and although you felt the urge to deliver a light hearted ribbing to capitalize on the moment, you ignored it in favor of admiring those shapely black lips of hers a little more. 
Once again they'd locked themselves into a firm frown, smoothed with a gloss of moisture like a freshly whetted knife sheening in the rain. Yeah, they'd kiss warmly, alright. And sharply. with Confidence. You bet they tasted like rice wine... 
You felt the heat rise to your face as you blushed like a fool. Dammit, why'd your brain have to go wandering like that? It'd taken a perfectly wholesome moment and made it weird. And to think something like that about Master Tigress no less... You'd been without a woman's touch for far too long if you were entertaining thoughts like that, for a chick like her. 
Drowning that wayward thought under another glass of rice wine, you scramble for a new road to guide the conversation down. Tigress, still reeling with awkwardness, provided one. "So, now you know of my parents - what little there is to know, anyways. I suppose that it would be polite to ask about yours. Tell me, where does a man like yourself come from? And this knowledge of making things... Are such minds commonplace in your world?" 
"'Commonplace?' Puh-leeze! I'm a one in a million sorta guy!" you brag heartily, drop-kicking the conversation down this new alley with a gusto, lest it linger too long and turn awkward. "Best grease-monkey in all of The Big Apple, bar none. At least, that's what all my customers used to say."
"Customers? So, you were a merchant?" pries Tigress, planting an elbow on the table and resting her chin on a balled fist, like some furry version of The Thinker. Her cool and measured curiosity was oddly encouraging. 
"Eeh, kinda. I used to run a repair business back from where I came from. Folks came to me with their busted crap, and I fixed it. Simple as that."
"I see. You were a tinker, then?"
"I mean I worked with electrical appliances and shit, not pots and pans, but yeah, that's the basic gist of it. Had my own workshop on a nice, respectable avenue and everything. 'Course, I worked a couple a' different jobs before before that. A guy can't just up and start a business without any money to his name, y'know?" You idly drag your hand across the notched wood of the table, its rough texture fuzzy beneath your numbed fingertips. You were drunk. Drunk enough to muster up the courage to tell her the other half of your history.

"Did some work for the local mob in a chop-shop down in the Bronx. We, uh, hacked up stolen cars and sold on the parts for profit."  
It takes her a moment to fully grasp what you're saying - considering that half the words you were using: 'bronx', 'mob', 'chop-shop', all sounded like made-up bullshit to someone who'd been born and raised in a society where none of these things existed, you'd say she caught on pretty fast.

"You're a criminal." she says in dawning realization. The change in her is immediate, yet imperceptible. She didn't square her shoulders. She didn't ready her fists. She didn't make any sort of movement that would've betrayed her shift in disposition, yet you felt it all the same. In the space of a heartbeat, you'd went from acquaintance to enemy. Whatever budding ember of friendship the two of you had been forging in this fetid old pit of a tavern had been snuffed out between the thumb of duty and the forefinger of justice. It felt as if Tigress was ready to show you her meaning of both. 
"EX-criminal, emphasis on the 'ex'," you placate. "Look, I was in a tough spot, I needed the cash and the job provided it in spades."
"That sounds like an excuse." grunts Tigress. The warmth she'd exuded earlier was still there, only now its heat felt more threatening, as if it would burn, rather than comfort. 
"Hey, you don't know my life!" you bite back, bristling beneath her animosity. Last you'd checked, this chick had never been without a free meal or a roof over her head. She didn't have the right to judge you. Not like she was doing now. "You think I wanted to be one of the bad guys? I didn't. Times were tough and I needed to get by."
Tigress doesn't make a move, yet the flaying spotlight of her judgmental gaze pins you to your chair all the same. Finally, after what felt like a century, something in that iron stare softened, and the breath you'd been holding onto seethed out from between your clenched teeth in a hiss. For a moment there, you'd been afraid that she might actually reach across the table and drag you off to jail by the scruff of your neck. She still might; that lethal readiness still permeated her body, ready to be brought about in terrible justice, should it need to be. She held it ready, like a rabid dog thrashing against its leash.

"Fine. You didn't have to tell me of your past, so I suppose your honesty earns you the right to explain yourself." she grunted, flexing the fingers of a paw. Muscle throbbed about her thick forearm as she moved the digits, steadily forming a fist. "But if I hear anything I don't like-"
"Easy! Easy. I didn't do anything too bad - I ain't no murderer or nothin' like that. I just... Took apart other people's property and sold the parts." you wince. When you said it out loud, it sounded pretty bad. Judging by Tigress' scowl, she fully agreed. "Lemmie explain. Me and my family? We used to get by on my Dad's general repair business. He was a gearhead, just like me, y'know? Loved fixin' shit. He taught me everything he knew, cuz' he wanted me to take over when he finally got around to dying." You pause, and wait for Tigress to give you a gesture to confirm she was still following.
"Go on." she says.
"Thing is, he died a lot sooner than any of us expected. A LOT sooner. Me and my sister were just kids, Ma didn't know the first thing about running a business, and before we knew it rent was due and we didn't have nothing to pay it with. The business went under, we went broke and the landlord gave us the boot. We were out on the skid road, you understand? We were desperate."
"I... Understand." her righteous fire dampened upon the mention of your father's untimely death, and quenched itself after you mentioned the homelessness which entailed. It felt uncomfortable, giving this much away. You weren't the kind of guy who shared this sort of stuff with anyone, little own someone like Tigress, and yet some invisible force compelled you on. It felt... what had Tigress called it? 'Cathartic'.  
"So, there I am, a dumb kid trying to keep his head above water with a piss-poor schooling and zilch in terms of qualifications. Then, all of a sudden, along comes one of my Dad's regular customers. A guy who's seen what I can do with my hands and knows I have potential. A guy who can set me up with a job that'll keep my Ma outta the poorhouse and line my pockets with enough cash to live a little. A guy with a lot of important friends in a lot of illegal places."
Tigress dips her chin downwards, and the light from the lanterns overhead floods her features in shadow. "The kind of man who preys on the desperate." she finishes for you, the quiet rumble of a growl punctuating her sentence. "I know the type."

You're about to ask from where, but then you remember that her job involved beating the snot out of criminals on a daily basis. No doubt she'd come across an ample amount of guys such as the one who'd recruited you. 
"Yeah. Anyhow, I take the job, I get paid, and when I'm old enough to run a business and rich enough to keep it going, I get out." you shrug, wincing at Tigress' reaction, yet feeling relieved all the same to have it off your chest. Strange how you didn't realize how desperately you wanted to tell someone your darkest secret until you'd already done so. You'd never told anyone about your stint as a mob lackey - shit, you'd even lied about it to your family. Tigress, however, was proving surprisingly easy to talk to.
"...Are you remorseful?" she asks, a diamond-hard note of finality steeling her words. Her eyes shone like garnets within the white sockets of her fur, so intense in their burning that it was a wonder they didn't set the rest of her face on fire. This, you realized, was the answer that truly mattered to her. What you told her now would determine whether you became friends or remained foes. The entire night and whatever came after hinged upon the knife edge of this one question, so you'd better give her an answer she liked.
You took a deep breath, and decided to give her the truth; it'd been going pretty well so far, after all.

"It doesn't make me happy, knowing I helped screw other people over. I mean, I ain't no saint, but that doesn't mean I don't feel a little remorseful from time to time." 
Her mouth relinquishes the hard angles of a frown. "So you regret your actions?"
"Regret? Shit, I don't know about that one. I mean, three or maybe four years of doing time for bad-guys, and before I know it I'm running my Dad's old workshop, Ma's got a decent apartment, my sister's got enough pocket change to afford an education and we're all eating three meals a day." you shrug. "Do I feel sorry? Damn right I do. But I don't know so much about regretful." 
You could've mistaken her for a statue with how still she sat, appraising you from across the table as if she were a judge and this moldy shithole of a tavern was a courtroom. You wondered what the sentence would be; Tigress didn't strike you as someone who showed lenience to wrongdoers, no matter the reasoning behind their crimes. 
She leans forwards, entwining her gaze with yours. Something in those fiery eyes reaches out and pierces you, plumbing the depths of your soul. She's searching, you realize. Scouring the contents of your heart. She was grasping at the content of your character, swilling it about and rating its purity. Part of you wanted to writhe under the intensity of that stare like an ant frying beneath the smoldering glare of a magnifying glass.

Another part of you Kinda liked the way it burned.
Finally reaching a verdict, Tigress leans backwards into her chair, picks up the bottle and fills your glass. "Your actions were understandable." she says with an air of forgiveness. "And your willingness to tell the truth - to one of the Furious five, no less - is... Admirable." That piercing gaze releases you, and your head swims with relief. Jesus, it feels as if she'd rummaged about your psyche like a fat kid rummaging through a box of chocolates for that last stick of fudge. That'd been... Invasive. Intense.
'Intimate?' suggests a voice in your head - one you promptly shut up. 
'Quit thinking like that, remember who she is! Feelings like these for a girl like this lead to all sorts of trouble.' warns the voice of reason in solemn reply. It had a point. The drink was putting lovehearts in your eyes. All that attention you HADN'T been receiving from the opposite sex had culminated into a sad desperation for love so intense that you were willing to go looking for it in Tigress of all people. It was ridiculous. Insane, even...
... But God damn you liked the way the lantern-light glossed up her fur. 
"So, we good? You're not gonna haul my ass to prison?" you query, lifting your glass and nursing back the wine. Tigress scratched a claw along the surface of her white chin and teased you with contemplative hum.
"I should, but that would mean cutting the night short, and I confess, I'm enjoying myself a lot more than I thought I would." she caps herself off with a mirthful giggle, thick, dark and rich like a honeyed mead. It was the sort of giggle that put butterflies in your stomach - or was that just the alcohol?
"I'm a fun guy, Master Tigress. Stick with me, you'll have a laugh." you chuckle, motioning Cheng over to the table. You were gonna need more wine...

---
 
"It's the - eye of the tiger - it's the thrill of the fight, standing up to the challenge of our rivals!" you slur, dancing down the deserted road with all the elegance of a brick. The full moon rested upon a bed of clouds, cast silver against a backdrop of countless stars which peppered a night sky dark with mystery and rich with romance.

There were a bunch of things you missed about New York, but the light pollution sure as hell wasn't one of them. That night sky looked downright magical. It was so beautiful, in fact, you reckoned you'd sing it a line or two.

"And the last known survivor stalks his prey in the night, and he's watching us all WITH THE EEEEYE-"
You sling your head around to look at Tigress, walking beside you with a precarious wobble in her usually firm and purposeful gait. She looks back with something a little too soft to be called a glare, rolls her eyes, and joins in. "Hhhnff... Of the tiger-"
"-OF THE TIGER! Doot, doot-doot-doot! Doot-doot-doot! Doot-doot-dooooo~" you finish, adding a flourish to your dance with a couple of finger-guns. 
You don't know what surprised you more about tonight; the sheer amount of questions Tigress had asked concerning you and your home, or how much you'd enjoyed answering them. It'd given you a taste of the full palate of her emotions, watching her go from wonder as you explained airplanes and cars, to shock as you described space and the cosmos, and finally horror as you broke down the brutal simplicity of a gun. 
That last part had rattled her, so much so that you had to cross your heart and swear on your life never to try and replicate a firearm before she felt comfortable again. 
"I admit, the cadence is pleasing, but I don't see what it has to do with the story. How exactly does Rocky use this 'eye of the tiger' to best his opponents?" asks Tigress. She'd been curious about the warriors from your world and the fighting styles they practiced. So, naturally, you'd told her the tale of the greatest warrior of them all: The Italian Stallion, Rocky Balboa. Granted, your drunken rendition of the story left a lot to be desired, but you nailed the soundtrack. 
"It's not about an actual 'eye of the tiger', that's just the name of the song. It's about... Man, I dunno, it's metaphorical and shit." you explain, lurching forwards as you trip on your own toes.
"I see..." replies Tigress with no small amount of skepticism, catching you by the collar and tugging you upright before you face-planted the cobblestones. When she'd elected to follow you back home, she'd done so under the guise of making sure you got back to your front door safely. You suspected that the reality was that she simply wanted to hear and share a couple more stories before the night's end. Although she lacked the baseline flair and charisma one would expect from the average conversationalist, you got the feeling that she relished the opportunity to talk with you all the same.

Must've had something to do with your charming personality. Heh.
"Anyhow, Rocky uses the eye of the tiger to beat Clubber Lang and get his title back. Apollo gets the secret rematch he always wanted, they both end up friends and that's the end of the story. Now, Rocky Four-"
Tigress cuts you off. "I think I've heard enough about Rocky for now. You're quite the storyteller." she chuckles, shaking her head. Mmph, beautiful sound.
"Fair enough, I'll share the fourth one another time. A lotta folks think it's the best in the series, but personally? I've got a soft spot for two." you shrug, propping yourself up against her shoulder. How much had you drank? You couldn't remember - everything turned into a joyous haze after the third bottle. Oh man, you hoped you didn't forget this night come the morning; it'd been one to remember. The happiest you'd had in ages.
You sigh wistfully, leaning into Tigress. The binding chords of muscle in her shoulder were like smooth, sun-warmed concrete, and the fur on top was so, so... "Soft." you muse, grinding your cheek into the striped orange fur of her arm. "Do you lather yourself up with a full body conditioner or something? Feels like you're covered in velvet."
"Good hygiene is a mark of discipline, therefore I strive to uphold it." she stiffens as you nestle yourself into her fur, and punctuates herself with the throaty croak of a gulp before continuing. "You... Like it?"
"Man, if I could swap out my bed covers for this stuff, I'd sleep like a baby. What's your secret, a special brand of shampoo?" you draw your fingers down the length of her girthy forearm. Packed muscle twitched as you ran your fingers along them, and fur stood on end as if to greet your roaming hand. What a weird combination of textures: The unyielding iron of her flesh and the plush fur which bound it.

Tigress draws a shivering breath, and clears her throat.
"I simply use soap; my coat is like this naturally. But thank you, all the same. I've... never received a compliment about my fur before." She turns her face away as fresh embarrassment monopolizes her features. "Your hands are very explorative, Servant."
"Whu-? Oh! Shit, sorry," you jerk away from her, cheeks burning. It hadn't occurred to you that feeling up her arm like that might be violating a few boundaries, not to mention personal space. "Got, uh, got a little carried away there, heh." you say with a crack in your voice, trying to laugh away the awkwardness. Dammit, you always got 'touch-feely' when you were drunk. You were that one guy at every bar who'd throw his arms around his buddy's neck and burst into song once he got a couple beers in his belly.
"It's fine." she grunts sharply. Then, softer: "You've no reason to apologize; the sensation of your touch is quite soothing." she glances at you through the corner of her eye, the boiling amber of her irises smoothing over into a soft ochre. "Your fingers are... very gentle." 
"Comes with the profession. These here hands have fiddled with a lot of gears, wires and all sorts of stuff. Eventually, deftness just becomes second nature." you smirk. "My old girlfriend used to call me a 'master masseur' whenever I started doling out the foot-rubs. Man, she used to love that shit something special."
"Girlfriend?" Tigress' ears perk themselves, and her tail lashes at the air behind her in an inquisitive swish. "You mean to tell me that you had a significant other back in your old world?"
"Had." you correct. "We'd broken up a couple months before I got sucked up and spat out in furry China-land. Apparently I spent too much time on my work and not enough on her. can you believe that? Tsk."
"Oh. So, that woman in your picture - that one of your home - she's your girlfriend?"
"No, that's my sister."
...
The silence hung between you like an unwelcome pall of mist, so thick you could choke on it.  You don't have to look at Tigress to discern the way she's looking at you; you can feel her sympathetic gaze shrouding you over like a warm blanket about your shoulders.  You make an effort not to break your cheerful stride or falter your smile. It was turning out to be a happy night, and you didn't want to go spoiling it with the unwelcome prodding of emotions.
Tigress breaks the silence with a breathy sigh and speaks with that same, self-directed anger with which she'd spoke back in her room. "I should have inquired earlier - it was thoughtless of me not to do so."
"Hey, Tigress, can we not-"
"All this talk of your family and not once did I regard how you might feel about their absence-"
"It's cool, but-
"And to think, I've been so ignorant of another's pain. It's unacceptable. Unnaccept-"
"Dammit, Tigress, can we just not talk about it right now? I'm having a real good time here, so don't go pissin' on my campfire and digging up shit I've already put to rest, alright? Fuck..." The words jet from your mouth in a blistering stream, scalding hot with frustration. Your head rocks as you take a lurching step towards her, swelling with anger. She flinches in both surprise and hurt, clutching a paw to her chest and taking a swaying step backwards. It's enough to poke a hole in your impending tantrum and let all that hot air release. "Ugh... Sorry. I know you're just tryin' to be nice and all, but I've made peace with losing my family a long while ago. I've cried my tears, buried those ghosts, all that shit. You wanna talk about it some other time then go ahead, but let's not do it tonight, okay?"
Sadness paints her face into a tragic mosaic of white, black and orange. Her tail sags limp to the stones below and her paws furl themselves fists, as if it was her intention to punch away the injustices the universe had dealt upon you. She takes a step towards you, raising a paw as if she might lay it comfortingly on your shoulder. Then, in a single, fluid movement, she's around you. Her powerful body against yours, her whiskers tickling your cheek, hot breath lathering your neck and that faint, musky scent of her fur teasing at your nose in spicy notes of wild femininity. Her arms crush around you in an way which threatened to break your spine, strong in how they squeezed you, yet tender in the way they embraced.
A hug. She was... Hugging you.
It takes a moment for the realization to sink in, and even then you don't fully believe it. Yet here she is, holding you in her thewed arms like a lover. The dexterous length of her tail coils about your calves in a tender embrace of its own, furling around the both of you. You can feel the steady thump of her mighty heart throbbing against your chest, feel the sharp presence of her claws as they drag along your clothes. Uncertainly, you reach around her back to return the hug. Her body is a staunch pillar of strength, stripped of fat and laden with the limber musculature of a predator. Some might have found it unappealing, but you found assurance in its massed strength, felt safe in the impenetrable circle of her arms.
"I am sorry you lost your family, Servant."
Something broke inside; some mental barrier you'd built on your first days in this world, and you lose yourself in the soft crux of her neck.
You couldn't have said for certain how long you stood there, holding one another in the middle of an empty street. You  didn't care. You hadn't found comfort like this since forever. It was one thing to find solace in the company of friends like Lou or Cheng, but they didn't know you the way Tigress did. To have someone know the real you, warts and all, and accept you all the same - that was a luxury you'd gone a long, long time without.
Lifting your head away from her neck, you look at her. Her chiseled, feline features are cast in a cobalt blue by the dusky light of the stars, lips parted in exhale over fangs whiter than marble, and her eyes wide in expectation of... Something.
In retrospect, you probably should've thought a little more on what that 'something' was, but you were drunk, she was beautiful and if you didn't find out here and now how those ebony lips tasted then the curiosity would've driven you insane.
Closing whatever distance remained between your bodies, you bring your mouth to hers and kiss her.
You feel her jump in your arms with a startled, cat-like mewl, and the sharp breath she sucks in through her nose roars in your ears like a hurricane. Like a current of electricity, the shock bolted through her body, paralyzing her in the crushing embrace which held you so firmly. It was infectious; the realization of what you'd just done hit you in a wave of pins and needles which crept down your spine in a hair-raising wave. Holy shit, you'd actually kissed her.

The earthy sweetness of rice wine still clung to her mouth, full in flavor and made all the more delectable by the homely notes of 'Tigress' which lay beneath. Her lips were firm and unyielding, locked in the same surprised rictus as the rest of her. Slowly, the rictus broke, her paws tightened across your back, and she ripped you away.
A hard dose of reality hits you in a whiplash as she puts a paw against your chest and thrusts you backwards into the wall of a house. The thump of the stones across your back is enough to bring everything back into clarity, and locking eyes with Tigress, you find yourself looking into the snarling visage of a jungle cat set to tear its prey limb from limb. "What the hell do you think you're doing?" her voice trembles in a savage, animal roar.
"I... Shit, I, uh, I dunno. Seemed like a good idea at the time." you slur with a listless shrug. Fuck, man, you'd really screwed the pooch on this one. You'd never seen Tigress this incensed before; she looked about ready to turn your insides into outsides. What the hell had you been thinking? "Look, I'm sorry. You just... Just looked really pretty, you were hugging me all cozy-like and I kinda misread the situation."
"Misread? Misread? You... You..." The growl burbles up from the pit of her throat, raw and primal. Claws slip through the fabric of your clothes and press hard into your skin. The sweltering vapor of her breath overwhelms the senses as she brings her face mere inches away from yours, still spiced with the smell of alcohol.

"... You think I'm pretty?"
It's the first thing that comes to your mind, and it slips out before you have a chance to think about it: "Pretty on the regular, but beautiful when you smile."
Your heart skips as she lunges forwards, convinced she's about to close those snarling jaws around your neck and devour you.
Those firm and unyielding lips of hers mashed against yours with the fervor of a frenzied beast, and the squeal of surprise you loose into her mouth is lost in the wake of her sharp, rolling *mrrowl* of triumph.

She devoured you, alright, but not in the way you were expecting.

It's too much to take in at once. The paws that'd been seconds away from splatting you against a wall just a moment ago roam your crevices with shameless abandon, clumsy, rough and inexperienced in their groping. The hammer of her body slams itself into the anvil of yours, soft fur playing against your skin, hard mounds of her breasts burying themselves into your chest, whipchord tail curling about the small of your back. Her heart thunders heavily against your ribs as she heaps herself upon you in passion and lust and desperation-
 And you love every goddamn second of it. 
The kiss breaks, and the two of you stare at one another, each as surprised with the other as you are with yourselves. Tigress moves to push herself away from you, but even as you go to take your hands away from her hips, her willpower falters and she dives back in for another kiss. This time, you're ready for it. You push forwards, accept the kiss, and meld your lips with hers.
"Mmmph..."
You can't tell if the moan was yours, hers, or both. Your head swims with arousal as you run your palms along her sinewy back and grasp at her pronounced shoulders. Her sculpted body radiates with that same explosive energy you'd seen her take to the training hall time and time again, trembling with the incensed anticipation of a warrior in combat. You want that body more than you have words for.
That little voice of reason in your head steps up to voice an objection, but the desire storming through your veins bulldozes it over before it can say anything. No more thinking. No more worrying. Lust writhed through you with all the fury of a storm, and if you didn't slake its thirst here and now, it'd tear you apart. "My place is just 'round the corner," you gasp between thirsty kisses. ". If you want-"
"Take me there." she says, voice a needful, simmering whisper.
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  The Valley of Peace might be a ghost-town come midnight, but that didn't stop you from ferrying Master Tigress away from any would-be prying eyes, into the shadow of your home before locking your arms about her waist and claiming her mouth with a lusty kiss. A moan poured from between those lips as you met them, treacle-thick with desperation and lust and want.

Her paws search your body for something to grope, clueless in their movements but passionate in their intentions. Eventually they simply decide to mimic yours, and settle on your waist. They squeeze at you uncertainly, and you can almost read her thoughts through the touch of those trembling, leathery paws: 'Is this the right way to do this? I'm not sure of what to touch. I don't want to hurt him.' 
You take one of those uncertain paws by the wrist and guide it on a path into the crevice of your back; your little way of saying 'You're doing fine, keep going.' Then, reaching into your pocket, you pull out the key to the front door she currently had you pressed against, and fumble to get it into the lock without breaking the kiss with Tigress.

Her taste was heady, the wine on her breath entwining with that slightly metallic, implacable flavor of a kiss - lustfully intoxicating. Her lips were every bit as clumsy and novice as her paws in the act of sharing love, but also just as eager. They moved relentlessly beneath yours, puckering, suckling, parting to allow the entrance of your probing tongue-
The honed tip of a fang pressed into your lower lip, and your heart fluttered with cool, jittering excitement.
"Hnn..." you grunted into her mouth as the key found the lock. The door opened at your back, and you can't tell whether she pushed you in, or you pulled her. A piece of furniture bumped into your thigh and toppled over on your way in, and you listlessly kick it out of the way. Tigress peels herself away from you to close the door behind her, and then, in the full privacy of your home, throws herself on you anew. Her kiss burned with ferocity, and her paws prowled your body, hungry to touch, but unsure on where to start. 
Your fingers run along her back, mapping out the shape of her toned body beneath her  vest. The thick ropes of muscle which comprised her back spasm nervously as you feel them out, tensing hard under your caress. Her breath trembles between kisses and her heart hammers against her chest like the frantically pounding hooves of a horse in canter as you explore her crevices and bumps, steadily working your way downwards. 
"Mrrmph!" you grunt as her paws finally find something to fondle - your ass - and give it a squeeze that could juice an orange. Her fingers dig themselves into tender flesh, past the point where it could be considered pleasurable and instead just really fucking hurt. 
The paws leap away from you, and Tigress sucks in a sharp gasp. "Sorry! I- I apologize. I didn't intend to-"
"It's okay-"
"-To hurt you, I merely wanted to... To reciprocate your advances-"
"Really, it's-"
"-But I know so little in the ways of love that-"
Rolling your eyes, you push yourself into her and shut her up with another kiss. The surprise passes through her like a bolt of lightning, and then, calming down, she settles her paws back around your waist where they sat comfortably. Breaking the kiss, she loosens up with a wistful sigh which passed across your face like a soft wind. "I have never... Been with another..."
It takes a second for you to cotton on to what she's implying with 'been', and when you finally do, you're... Mildly surprised. Mildly. A life like hers left little room for romance, and her herculean strength, coupled with her unapproachable attitude, made her a hard sell for any man looking for a prospective lover. Still, never? Not even once? You would've thought all that fame and renown would've been enough to attract someone.
Tigress turns her head away, hiding her shame. "I understand that it's strange for a woman of my age to lack such experience, but... But it simply never happened." She lowers her face, sheathing her grimace in shadow. "Tonight is the first time I have ever kissed a man..." 
A shank of sympathy drives itself into your heart. Never. No stolen kisses from the boys out in the playground, no first date, no exploration of another's body in her steamy teenage years - it occurs to you that with no parents, no romantic partner and no father figure outside of the strict tutor that was Shifu, it was entirely possible that nobody had ever told Tigress that they loved her.

The realization just about breaks your goddamn heart. 
"Poor girl..." you utter to yourself beneath your breath, drawing your fingers across the span of her shoulders. "Hey, if you're uncomfortable, we can just call this off and-"
"No! No, I..." her paw lays on the small of your back and squeezes again, this time with a honed constraint. "I desire you. I'm just... Not sure on how to act upon those desires." 
"Well, you're doing pretty well so far." you chuckle, combing fingers through the white fur just above the V-neck of her vest. Muscles bunch in her jaw as you peruse that little patch of fur, drawing circles just below the divot of her throat. So soft... You wanted nothing more than to bury your nose up in there and lose yourself to whatever pleasurable fantasies might come - to surrender to your desire and let the night slip away in a steamy miasma of passion. 
But...
Her throat pulses with a nervous swallow and you feel her shudder beneath your hands. The nerves of steel which had defined her for so long were fraying, and if you were to take her now - like how you really, truly wanted to take her - they might unravel themselves completely. You had to be gentle, had to take things slow. For her sake.
Your roaming fingers reach the top of her neck, curl about her chin and bring her face level with yours. The fire in those brilliant amber eyes of hers churns with primal need, but the clueless expression, like that of a lost puppy, told you she hadn't the slightest idea of how to satisfy it.

"You want me to show you what to do?" you ask.
She nods.
Closing the space between your mouths and embracing her in another kiss, you drop your free hand downwards, take one of her paws by the wrist and guide it lower, back down over your ass. "Here, just be a little more gentle this time, okay?" you say between the indiscriminate mashing of your lips. For the first time you feel her tongue probing at the entrance of your lips, coarse with the bristling barbs native to a tiger's tongue. Questing out with your own, you flick at it, testing, and with a nervous squeak it retreats further back into her mouth.

Gently - ever so gently - Tigress begins to grope you. The paw you'd placed on your butt squeezes and kneads in a more lenient manner than last time, as the second worked its way down to the other cheek. Tentatively, but with great strength and purpose, Tigress claimed that booty for herself. 
Your hands drift across her body, palms tingling with an excited energy you haven't felt in a long time. Beneath all that luscious fur was a masterpiece of a physique, stripped bare of fat and toned to perfection through countless hours of training. Some might've found her dense musculature off-putting -  manly, even.

Personally? You fucking love it.

Granted, she was strong enough to snap you over her knee like a dry twig, but that monstrous power didn't make her any less feminine. The hard slabs of muscle and ropes of sinew followed the contours of woman's body: a curved waist rippling with obliques, thighs thick with supple delts which gave ever so slightly to the squeeze, a full chest sporting a pair of-
You don't realize you're getting carried away until you're cupping the small bump of her breast through the fabric of her clothes, and by then it's far too late to stop. With a second hand you move upwards, towards the buttons which held her vest closed. You're just starting on unfastening the first before Tigress puts a paw on  your chest and pries the two of you apart. 
"Wait! Before we go any further, I must warn you: my body, it is... Unlike other women's."
"What, you got a pair of gills hiding under there?" you joke, caressing along the length of her outstretched arm, back towards the buttons which held her vest together. Another paw snatches the reaching hand away before it can get any further.
"Not like that," huffs Tigress, the humor lost on her. "It's just... I have trained for many years, servant. Fought many battles. I am stronger than most, and the results - they may be unsightly to a man."
You scoff. "'Unsightly?' You think I find this-" you run your hand up her outstretched arm, across the warm, marble surface of her tricep. "-Unsightly?" 
She looked away timidly. "Standards of beauty dictate that a woman should be soft. Smooth. I am neither. My profession has left my body hard, and what's more, there are scars-"
"-And I'll find every last one, and kiss 'em better." you smirk with a teasing lascivious lick of your lips. "Come on, don't be shy - I love a girl who can kick my ass." You take the lip of your robes and fold them backwards, exposing the bare skin of your chest. "If you want, I can go first." 
Her eyes hung upon that exposed patch of skin, sparking with skittish desire. The paw against your chest moves towards it, runs rough paw pads across that little spot of nakedness, and then curls its fingers about your robes. "I-I would like that..." she stammers, unwrapping you with trembling paws.
Your robes fall back from your shoulders, revealing your willowy frame.

There wasn't much to you; several close brushes with starvation during your early days in this world had stripped away the fat you'd stored up in the old one, having driven you to the point of malnutrition. You'd been nothing but skin and bones upon finding your place here in The Valley, and you still hadn't regained all that which you'd lost. The imprint of your ribcage pressed against your skin, although the knots of muscle and thin layers of flesh you'd managed to put on since finding work at The Jade Palace had softened your desiccated form into something a little more pleasing to the eye.
A crease of consternation crosses Tigress' brow, and she braced her teeth with a pitying sort of wince. "Oh. Servant, I understood that you were thin, but,"  She reaches out with a gentle paw, laying it against your chest as if she were afraid she might break you. "Not to this extent." Her palm searches across your skin, fingers scouting the bumps of your shoulders, skipping down the knobs of your spine, sliding into the convex of your belly-

You gasp sharply; Dammit, you'd forgotten how ticklish you were around the belly button. 
"yeah, yeah, I'm skinny; I'm not a fan of Chinese food and that's all they serve around here, you get me?" you joke, sucking in a quivering breath as her paws make another pass of your belly button. "So, uh, whaddya think?"
Her fingers pause around the scar on your chest, four little indents in a straight line, just above your nipple. The question of where they came from hangs in the air unspoken between you, but you deign not to answer it; You'd had enough of sob stories for the night. You wanted warmth. You wanted love.

Tigress gets the idea, and leaves the scars alone. "You remind me of Master Crane; thin, lanky, but defined." she muses, lost in her caressing. "And your skin is like velvet to the touch..." She cleared her throat. "The feeling in my paws is dampened - the price of my vigorous training - may I... Try something unusual?" 
"Go for it." you shrug.
"Thank you," she says before linking her paws around your back and thrusting her face directly into your chest. 
"Woah! Uh, Tigress?" you say, overcome with confusion as this autistic jungle cat crams her head into the crevice of your pectorals like a dude trying to motorboat a pair of non-existent titties. "What're you doing?"
"Feeling." she answers shortly, grinding her face down the length of your torso with a meandering slowness, the rumbling purr which emanated from her throat suggesting she loved every second. More than anything it reminds you of a housecat pushing its head into your palm as it asks for a petting - only in this case the housecat was a six foot tall tiger, the palm was your belly, and Tigress wanted a lot more from you than a simple scratch behind the ears.

"Mhh, it's as if your entire body is gloved in silk," she sighed, breath a hot vapor against your stomach. Holy shit, you can feel the condensation playing across your navel like a sweltering mist. Her whiskers tease along your sensitive areas, wet lips dragging across skin. It's pure, unbridled intimacy, and you'd missed it for so long. 
You don't realize you're pitching a tent until Tigress inadvertently nudges it with her chin. "Hmm? What's-" she begins, only to silence herself with a small gasp of surprise as she set her eyes on your bulge. "Oh."
You're suddenly beset with embarrassment. "Aheh, w-what can I say? All this playing around's got me worked up." you wince. 'Playing around?' Who the hell still calls foreplay 'playing around?' Your grandparents? God, you sound like a tard. "I, uh, what I mean is-HNNK!"
She folds a paw around the tent of your pants and grips you through your clothes. Strong fingers press about your shaft in a firm squeeze, tracing the length of your manhood through thin layers of fabric. A shiver wracks your knees as her thumb pushes against the head of your penis, the hot leather of her paw pad grinding relentlessly against your frenulum. It's an act of curiosity as much as it is one of compassion. An exploration of something unknown to her.
Fingers suddenly hook around the hem of your pants, and Tigress yanks the article of clothing down to your ankles. 
You make a wordless exclamation as your bare cock springs out into the open air, asserting itself with a ready twitch before Tigress' nose. She stares at it for a moment in stunned silence before reeling backwards, gasping and clapping a paw across her eyes. "By the Spirits, I thought you were wearing underwear!"
"Huh? Oh, sorry; tailors 'round here don't have anything in my size," you shrug. "So, I just go commando."
"You mean to tell me that you've been naked beneath those robes the entire time you've worked at the Jade Palace?" she hisses through bared teeth, sneaking a peek through a crack in her fingers and flushing red when she realizes you notice her looking. 
"Ah, c'mon, you're making it sound way worse than it is. You should try it some time - leaves things nice and airy down there." you smirk, punctuating yourself with a shake of your hips and a jiggle of your junk. Tigress retreats further behind her paws with a feline mewl of embarrassment.
"That's a flagrant disregard of basic etiquette, Servant."
"Pssh, yeah right. Last time I checked, Master Viper didn't wear shit, and I don't hear anybody giving her flak for slithering around in her birthday suit. Those are some fucked up double-standards, right there." 
"Master Viper is a SNAKE, her anatomy isn't so..." she sneaks a second look at your hard-on through a gap between her palms, and punctuates herself with a throaty gulp. "... pronounced."
You look her up and down, undressing her sharp figure with your eyes. "And yours is?"
Tigress flinches, and lets her paws slip away from her face. For a moment her wide yes lie heavy on your cock in a lascivious stare before she forces them upwards, onto your face. "I suppose, if I have gazed upon your bareness, it's only fair that you gaze upon mine." She reluctantly reaches for the buttons which held her vest together. "I only warn you to temper your expectations: as I have said, there are many who would find a body such as mine... Off-putting."
One by one she unclasps the buttons, peeling the ornate vest back over a creamy, white-furred belly chiseled with abs. With a roll of her shoulders, she slips the article of clothing off of her and lets it fall to the ground at her feet.

She had the body of an athlete, shoulders strong with blocky heaps of muscle and the lithe trunk of her waist clad with obliques and abdominals, tight like a drawn bowstring. It was nothing like the brute musculature of a bodybuilder, or the thuggish build of a boxer. Instead there was a gentleness - a certain feminine elegance - which molded her devastating strength into a thing of beauty. 
Wraps of fabric coiled about her upper chest, veiling her breasts and squeezing them tight to her ribcage. At first glance one would be easily fooled into thinking she was flat-chested, but on noticing how tightly those utilitarian wrappings pressed into her fur, it became obvious they were hiding a treasure.
You watched her warrior's body expand and contract with her nervous breathing, and your mouth began to water. 
Taking your silence as a condemnation, fixing a stern expression to her face and crossing her arms across her chest. "You see? Ugly, as I told you." she huffs, swinging around to face the door. The architecture of her back flexed as she rolled her shoulders and shook her head, rippling beneath velvet fur like a sprawl of clockwork. Her tail hung limp with disappointment, morosely sweeping at the floor around her heels. "This was a bad idea. We... We should stop. I'll dress myself and-"
She doesn't get any further before you throw yourself across her back, plunge your face into her fur and do all that you can to try and drown yourself in the hot steel of her body. Your hands clap across her belly, eagerly exploring the cracks and runnels in her abs. Soft, luscious fur douses your skin as you wrap your body about hers and squeeze, burying your nose deep into her neck and drinking in her womanly scent.

Your erection throbs needfully, wedged into the crevice of her rump with the iron cheeks of her shapely ass on either side. As her tail springs back to life and sprightly coils itself around your leg, the soft bristles of its fur drag across your sensitive head, eliciting a spasming twitch and an electric bolt of arousal which zapped along the length of your spine.  
"W-wh-what're you-"
"You are so... SO fuckin' beautiful..." you breathe into her ear before teasing it with a playful nip. You slipped a hand beneath her chest wrappings and clasped at the soft mound of a breast. It was firm to the touch, and pulsing with the galloping staccato of her heartbeat. The wrappings came loose as you explored further, sliding to the floor alongside her vest.
"I thought-" Tigress' voice is both a shiver of surprise and a whine of arousal. "I thought men disliked muscle upon a woman?"
"Dislike? You kidding me? You're like a sculptor's masterpiece come to life." you chuckle, pawing at the warm cobblestones of her washboard-stomach - Dear God, her six pack was so clean you could roll pennies between the cracks. Her breasts were small, barely enough to fill your palm, but the contrast of her rock-hard body made them feel all the softer in comparison. You kneaded them with a hungry palm whilst the other sought its way down her iron belly, towards the rim of her pants. 
"You... Like it?" The taught thews across Tigress' back loosen, and she sinks backwards into your embrace. A warbling purr rumbled from the depths of her core as her body mingles with yours, warm shoulders pressing into your chest, lower back laying itself against the bed of your stomach, ass pushing against your erection and pinning it, twitching, against your lower belly. "You like it. I never would've thought- Hnn!"

she cut herself off with a small gasp as the hand busy with her petite breast glided a thumb over an erect nipple. Adorable.
"Master Tigress?" you ask, second hand snaking its way into her pants and caressing its way across the rim of her underwear.
"Y-yes?"
"Come to bed with me," you press a tender kiss into her cheek as your explorative fingers burrow beneath her underwear, and push their tips into the salivating lips of her vagina. "I wanna make love to you."
Untangling yourself from the mess of limbs you two had become, you daintily take Tigress' paw into your hand and lead her towards the stairs. It was a daft, gentlemanly gesture that you would've scoffed at on any other day, but with your head swimming with booze and the censer of romance hanging so thick in the air, it felt like the right thing to do. 
"M-my inexperience- I may not live up to expectations-"
"Sssh, don't go saying stuff like that," you placate as you scale the stairs, drawing her in close to lock lips once again at the foot of your bedroom door. Her mouth trembled against yours, steamy and hot with bated breath. "I don't want no sex icon or lovemaking pro or whatever the fuck it is you think I want. I want you. Just you." 
Her eyes pour with emotions you wouldn't have thought such a tough lady would've been capable of feeling. Despite the sharp angles of her features, the strength of her body and the boundless might of her will, she looked like the most fragile thing in the world - like a blossoming flower cupped between your embracing arms.

Wordlessly she reached past you, opened the door, and drove you into the room under a furious barrage of kisses. 
You fall backwards onto the bed together, writhing amongst the sheets like a pair of entwined snakes. Her rugged yet womanly paws gnaw haplessly at whatever they can find, from your bony shoulders to your thin legs, incensed with a hunger they had no clue how to satiate. She might've been an amateur, but you'd be damned if she wasn't overflowing with passion; you might as well have smeared yourself in catnip for how much she craved you. 
Fighting your way on top of her was remarkably easy; Although a legendary fighter, she didn't have the first idea of what to do with all that glorious strength when it came to the matters of sex. You guided her along; pulled her thick, tungsten thighs up to clasp about your waist, squeezed her dense torso into your own so that you could feel those delectable abs grind against your belly and those small, perky breasts flatten against your chest, pushed her chin back so you could taste along the nape of her neck and drink in the primal, irresistible scent of 'female' that permeated her fur. 
Somewhere, your voice of reason cries out into the storm of animalistic desire swilling around in your head. Perhaps it's telling you for the hundredth time that this was a bad idea. Maybe it's right. But you can't hear it over the thunder of your own pulse, pounding in your ears. 
There's a break in your wild sharing of affection, and you look down at Tigress, laid out beneath you, and find it hard to believe that this is the same woman who punches evil in the face for a living. Her characteristic stoicism had been overwhelmed with emotion; her cheeks flushed, her black lips glistened in an invitation to another kiss and the doe-ish gaze of her fiery eyes had a jumpy sparkle to it, so far from the brewing calm they usually wore. 
There's trepidation written all over her face; she's nervous, and how couldn't she be? It was her first time after all, and this is all so new to her. 
"You okay?" you ask.
"Yes," says Tigress meekly. "You are just... fiercer than I expected. I feel... I feel overwhelmed."
"If you want me to stop-"
"No! No, I desire this. I-I cannot remember the last time I wanted something - someone - so desperately. I simply need to collect myself..."
You give her a moment to still her shuddering breath - the smell of rice wine was so thick on it that you could practically drink it out of the air. "You want me to go a little slower?" you ask, giving her arm a comforting squeeze. The poor girl looked about ready to faint.
"T-that would be a good idea."
"Alright," you flash a smile as an idea pops into your head. "How's about I let you call the shots for a little while: you ask, I give. Sound good?" 
She nods sheepishly, and you glide a thumb through the white trim of fur rimming her cheek, dipping forwards to kiss her again. She returns it with a shred more confidence this time, barbed tongue tickling against the inside of your cheeks as it probed into your mouth. The ivory of her fangs press into your lips, as smooth as polished bone. She licks her lips as the kiss breaks, savoring your taste. 
"May I ask for anything?" she breathes, voice an intimate, airy whisper.
"Anything." you confirm.
She flushes with embarrassment. "Would you... Would you... Nrmble my nrrm..." she mumbles beneath her breath.
"Uhh, what was that?"
Her face tightens, eyes fleeing yours as her embarrassment grows. "N-nibble my ear, as you did it earlier. I-I enjoyed the sensation and- what are you smirking about?" 
"Smirking? Who's smirking?" you ask. Smirking. 
"Damn you, Servant, do you intend to mock me even as we make love?" she growls, fur bristling along the back of her neck. You smooth it back down with a leisurely stroke of your hand, and Tigress bites back a soft moan of pleasure in answer to your caress, determined to be cross with you.
"Hey, c'mon, don't be like that. I wasn't mocking," you explain, trying to wipe the offending smirk from your face and failing miserably; the damn thing was stuck fast. "It's just that you're this badass battle-cat of a warrior and... I dunno, I wasn't expecting something so cutesy."
She stabs you with an icy frown that melts away as you brush your lips across the soft surface of her cheek, towards her ear. "I... I'm not 'cute.'" she protests, paws clenching around your back in anticipation.

You pinch her ear lightly between your teeth, and tease the tip of your tongue across its edge. The high-pitched squeak of passion she made in response was, utterly and undeniably, cute. 
A thrum of excitement courses through Tigress, and she vibrates against you in a sexually charged shiver. Her arms wind tighter about you, crushing you ever harder against the sensual curvature of her ab-bricked stomach and the swell of her perky breasts. Your erection presses firmly against her pelvis, sandwiched between your grinding bodies. Beneath the thin layer of her pants her womanhood boils hot against your shaft, and you bite back the urge to tear away the pesky article of clothing and thrust yourself inside her then and there. 
The downy white fur of her lower belly tickles across your head, playing phantoms of pleasure through your glans. Goddamn, but the urge was strong.
"N-now touch my neck," she asks in a breathless chuff. "Lightly. Like... Like you're handling something fragile."

You trace fingertips down the length of her nape, and the tendons of her neck snap tight beneath your mouth as you kiss her throat. you can feel her pulse quickening beneath your lips, feel the pleasured gasp she sucks in through clenched fangs as you drive her closer to her edge.
In a stiff spasm of movement down below, Tigress wriggles her pants down to her knees, and then kicks them out of the bed. Her bare legs entangle themselves with yours, enticingly heavy with muscle. You clap a palm across a thick thigh, feel the strength burgeoning from within, and feel your loins tighten as you imagine those iron thighs crushing around your waist and dragging your manhood deep into her sex. Your penis presses hard into the cotton of her underwear, stiff to the point of aching and wedged against the sodden inferno of her vagina. 
Tigress steadies herself with a slow breath, reaches down with a trembling paw, and pulls away the panties. 
A feverish jitter seized at you as the sweltering lips of Tigress' passion met your shaft. Gooseflesh prickles your arms, your heart skips and turns on its head and your stomach fills itself with butterflies. It's a zesty feeling, much like anxiety, but far more pleasant. Imaginary pins dance up your spine in a tingling acupuncture, your head goes light and if you don't take her right now you swear to God you're gonna fucking explode. 
Tigress gulps back a deep breath, the light of her eyes glowing hot like pools of magma as she moves her hips against you. The head of your erection sits ready against her entrance, basking in the dewy heat of her love. She locks a paw around the back of your neck drags you in close enough for your noses meet. "Keep close - as we are now. I wish... I wish to look into your eyes."
You feel yourself nudging harder against her folds, a droplet of her wetness rolling down the length of your dick and leaving a trail of tingles in its wake. Oh Tigress, you sweet, sentimental, striped Aphrodite...
"Slowly... Be gentle..." she says, voice watery with emotion, as if she were on the verge of crying. 
You enter her slowly, savouringly, and watch those gorgeous eyes of fire go wild in ecstasy. "Hnnk!" she grunts between clenched teeth as your head slips between the hot gates of her pussy. Her passage was a damp furnace, walls squeezing about your manhood in an enveloping welcome as you slid into her. "Nnnf! Mmnh... O-oh, Servant..."
Brain thoroughly steamed with arousal and your cock ensconced within the clenching walls of her love, you're not quite able to grasp the sheer gravity of her emotions until you spot the tear sliding gracefully down the curve of her cheek. "Tigress? What's wrong?" you ask, tentatively raising a hand to brush away the tear.
She reaches up and takes your hand in her paw, lacing her fingers with yours. The simple gesture conveys more than words ever could: A decades of loneliness. A desire for companionship left unanswered. A thirst for love gone unquenched. A lifetime of emotional solitude ended here, in this bed.

Of course she cries.
"Tigress, baby... C'mere, hold me. Nice and tight, just like that." you coo, gathering her against you. Your hips pull backwards in a struggle to unsheathe your member; Tigress' passage clasped desperately around your rod, unwilling to surrender its prize. "Ssshh, just relax... You okay?"
She nods, cross-wired nerves sending bouts of tremors through her frame. "Y-yes..."
"Alright, deep breath..."
Rocking your hips forwards, you thrust yourself back into her depths.
"Aaaaahn, Servant, S-servant! O-oh my- ANOOOOOOON! " she wails, legs stiffening with the sudden paralysis of pleasure. Her claws bite into your back, her tail coils needful about your waist and the hugging walls of her pussy crush hard around your manhood, pulsing with the erratic, milking motions of an orgasm.

If heaven was a feeling, then this was it.
Her climax is a melody of deep moans and husky whimpers. Every chiseled muscle and iron tendon in her body goes rigid in a rictus of rapture, her pupils shrinking to flecks of black in the flawless topaz of her eyes. The noose of her tail tightened about your waist, dragging the last few centimeters of your penis into her ravenous sex. Her tunnel closes about you, pulsing and squeezing in its efforts to drag you over the edge as you had with Tigress.
An excited tingle threads its way along the inside of your length, like a sprinkling of fairy dust...
Your balls tighten as the tingle finds your testicles...
knots of pleasure twist into your back as your orgasm cusps the horizon...
All at once Tigress goes slack and falls backwards onto the bed, melting into the bedsheets as what last few dregs of energy she had left void themselves in a long, exhausted moan. Her mouth hangs open, dragging heavy breaths from the thick, musky air, and her eyes blinked owlishly at nothing, glazed with satisfaction. "Oooooohohohh, Anon..."  
Your cock, sensing the act was over, retreats from the verge of cumming. Disappointment douses your burning spirit as you realized you weren't getting your rocks off tonight, and you issue a disappointed sigh between breaths which goes thankfully unnoticed by Tigress - she's far too lost in the moment to notice anything right about now. You glean a measure of pride from that, although perhaps not enough to make up for your unquenched arousal. The look on her face was one of dreamy bliss; the afterglow must've carried her straight to cloud nine. 
You let her ride out the moment before bringing her back down to Earth with a peck in her nose and a little something to get her temper going. "So... You do know my name. Has a better ring to it than 'servant', don't you think?" . 
"Fuh-formality demands-" she stops herself, rides out a fresh shiver of ecstasy in the aftershock of her orgasm, and continues. "Demands that I refer to a servant's title rather than... Than... Hoooooh, by the Heavens, who cares? Just kiss me again!"
Chuckling to yourself, you go along with her demands and sink into a long, hungry locking of lips. You were quickly getting familiar with the sensation - the press of her hard mouth, the coarse length of her barbed tongue, the heady flavor of her saliva - you could get addicted to this. 
"I never knew that the body could hold such- *Mmph* -Such pleasures!" she exclaimed between kisses, voice hitching as you went to tease her ear with a few more playful nips. Her paws slides up your back, strong arms as warm as a blanket in their embrace. "To hold another close... To have them thrust their passion upon you... To feel another's heart against your chest..." Another shiver. "It is magic." 
"Keh-heh, yeah, I'm a total fuckin' wizard." you smirk. Speaking of wizards, your 'wand' was still eight inches deep inside of her, and you doubted she'd get much in the way of sleep with this beast of an erection throbbing away between her legs. Rolling your hips back, you go about freeing your dick from the vise of her womanhood.
"Wait," says Tigress, slipping a paw down the length of your spine and planting it firmly on your ass, stopping you on the precipice of exiting her. Her expression turns shy as she asks: "Was it... Was it good for you, too?"
'Yeah, I enjoyed all two pumps of it.' you think, a little too merciful to say the words out loud; not ten minutes ago you would've leapt at the chance to make fun of her for something like this - because frankly 'Miss Big, Bad Kung Fu Warrior' going all shaky kneed and getting her squirt on ten seconds into the act struck you as nothing short of hilarious - but looking at her now, emotions laid bare and watching you with all the innocence a lost lamb, you just couldn't bring yourself to do it. 
"You were great, don't sweat it." you assure her, reaching out to caress her face, following the curve of a stripe across her cheek. 
Tigress frowns, an air of shame gathering about her. "You're lying."
"What? C'mon - hey, look at this mug. This look like the face of a liar to you?" 
"Absolutely." 
"-Not! Absolutely not. Look, I'm telling you, you were terrific. Ride of my life, right here." you quip, patting her thigh. She smiles despite her obvious humiliation, nuzzling into the hand at her cheek.
"It is sweet of you to try and spare my feelings, Servant, but you can dispense with your efforts; your body betrays your kind words."
"My body? Whaddya mean-"

The head of your unspent cock rages within her drooling slit, begging for release with a couple of aching, stomach-flipping throbs.

Oh. Right.

"Okay, so maybe you've got the sexual endurance of a pigeon - but that's not a bad thing! It happens to everybody the first time round. Like, take me for example: the first girl I ever got with? I didn't even manage to get it out of my pants before I shot my-"
"Servant?"
"Yeah?"
"Save the talking for later - after we're done." 
The paw clamped around your buttocks tugs you inwards, dragging your manhood back into the humid recesses of her sex. A breathless whimper of surprise escapes you as she takes you in with a sultry moan, the paw on your ass squeezing bruisingly tight. You don't tell her off for it; you're too lost in the moment. 
"NNnnhnhnng!" you grunt as your balls nestle themselves into the soft fluff of her crotch, her vagina swallowing you completely - Christ, she'd taken you up to the hilt. Skeins of ecstasy lace your spine as your tip brushes the entrance of her cervix, and her silken walls clinch around your length to devour you. "Oh, F-fuh-fuck, Tigress!"
Tigress throws her head back and looses a savage, animal roar. Claws dig against your skin, the warm blanket embrace of her arms turn to iron, and the speedy beat of her heart hastens into a drumroll. Her eyes meet with yours, wild and fervent and starved; her first orgasm had whetted an appetite that'd gone up until now unsated, and she wasn't going to rest until she'd had her fill. Her thighs close around your waist in a leg-lock, allowing you barely enough room to pull yourself back-
-And thrust.
"Ahn!" cries Tigress as you plunge yourself back into her, bearing her fangs in a grimace of pleasure. "Y-yes! Just like that, keep going!" 
Well, she asked, and you're nothing if not a good servant. 
Your hips rock with the movements of your humping, yanking yourself free of her just to plunge yourself back into the heaven of her sex. Lapping waves of ecstasy dash themselves across you in the current of your lovemaking, encompassing you so entirely that even your bones began to tingle as you thrust yourself into her again, and again, and again.

A sloppy moan dribbles out of your mouth as those powerful legs of hers tighten around you and pull you deep into her. Her chest heaves against yours, and she sucks in a desperate breath, buries her face into your neck and screams as her second orgasm floods her senses. The squeeze of her womanhood gets ever tighter, soft walls reverberating with the pulse of her racing heart as it did all it could to knead you over the edge into cumming. 
"Oh G-god, Anon! Don't stop!" she wails, grinding her lips across the straining tendons of your neck. Her whiskers trailed electricity across your skin. You force your hips backwards despite the legs tied around your back, and pump yourself back into her. 
The excited tingle runs up the length of your penis once again, and this time there's no stopping it. Your cock tenses to diamond, the butterflies in your gut go crazy, and the intensity of your orgasm wracks through your body like a bolt of lightning. You double over into her, burying your face into the thick fur of her chest as stars explode behind your eyes. 
A shaky paw grabs you by the hair and drags you out from between the cleavage of her firm breasts, yanking you back to eye-level. "Look at me - NnNNK! L-let me look in your eyes as you... As you... A-as you...!"
The rush of your climax dominates everything, bleaching your mind white and driving the air from your lungs in a cry of release. Your eardrums pulse, your head rings and nerve endings spit sparks-

And locking eyes with Tigress, you cum.
"J-jesus!" you rasp, wildfire setting your loins ablaze. Your entire body throbs as you spurt hard into her depths, cramping with euphoria. Every pump pulled you deeper into a cool lake of bliss, where nothing else existed apart from you and the warm, orange light of those beautiful eyes... Christ, you could drown in those eyes.
Her walls tighten about you one, final time as the sensation of your hot semen filling her womb drives her into her third orgasm of the night, right off the coattails of the second. Your balls ache under the strain as she wrings them dry, your cock still throbbing in the throes of a climax but producing nothing, having emptied itself already. Oh fuck, you're gonna pass out... 
Her back arcs against the mattress, her mouth comes slamming into yours in a possessed and driven kiss, and you both share a feverish shiver of mutual euphoria before flopping back to bed with all the grace of a pair of dead fish. 
"Nnhnnng..." she rumbles.
"Urk..." you grunt. 
And finally, silence.
There's nothing but a couple loose strings of willpower still holding you to consciousness, and if her heavy breathing is anything to go by, Tigress feels much the same way. The room sways and you lose any sense of balance as you clumsily roll off of her; drunk on wine, drunk on pleasure and drunk on Tigress, it was a wonder how you were able to speak so concisely: "So, up for round three?" 
she snaps her head around to shoot you an incredulous glare. "A third? You can't be-" she spots your roguish grin, rolls her eyes and turns her attention back to the ceiling with a huff. "You're hilarious, Servant." 
"Oh, I'm back to 'Servant' now, am I? Whatever happened to 'Anoooon!'" you ask, mimicking her passionate cries. Tigress folds the pillow around her ears, wincing with embarrassment.
"My first time sharing my body with another... And you can't so much as let me enjoy the moment? You... You require an off-button..." she says, words stumbling over exhaustion.
"D'aww lighten up; if it makes you  feel better, I only fuck around with people I like." you chuckle, slinging an arm around Tigress and pulling the two of you back together. With her hard body softened with a post-sex relaxation, she felt not at all unlike an oversized teddy-bear, pliable to hugs and exuding a cozy warmth. You press your nose into her fur and smell her again. Rich and dark and intoxicating... 
"Consider me flattered... now shut up..." 
You chuckle, and despite trying to keep grim-faced and serious, you notice a smile creeping its way across her mouth. "Ah-HA! I see that smile; You love it really."
Tigress groans frustratedly, but the smile widens until it reaches her cheeks. "You're unbearable." she says, a musical laugh bubbling up behind those words. Then, turning to find a more comfortable position, she moves into the frame of moonlight cast from the window, draping her bare body in the cobalt-blue shades of night, and you wish (holy shit, do you wish) that you had that third round in you.
Instead you wrap yourself around her, taste that gorgeous smile with a kiss, and let the pressures of consciousness start to slip away. Tigress drops her head against your chest, wet nose twitching against your collarbone and the steam of her breath slowing into the rhythmic snores of sleep. A sigh escapes her, carrying sweet words as a way of goodnight. "Never thought I'd feel this way about someone..." 
You close your eyes, let your chin settle against her forehead, and reply before following her into sleep.

"Yeah, me neither."





  
    Chapter End Notes

    Well, that took longer than expected.
Sorry about the wait, I know it's a pain in the ass to have a story go dead on you for a couple months. Truth is I suffered a little bit of writer's block. It's been so long since I wrote lewds that it took me a while to get back into the rhythm of it. Thanks for sticking out the wait.


  


      

  











Chapter 7








  Tigress was no stranger to headaches.
Throughout her long and illustrious career as a Kung Fu practitioner, she'd accumulated an impressive number of blows to the head, seven of which had knocked her out cold and two that by all rights should've proven fatal. It was a testament to her physical fortitude that she was not only able withstand the punishment, but recover from it without suffering the side effects which often beset some of the less sturdy fighters out there. Lasting injuries? She had none. Absent-mindedness? Her mind was sharp as a razor. Disfigurement? She'd been fighting the worst China had to offer for over a decade, and her nose hadn't been broken once.
That being said, she wasn't immune to headaches, and this one hurt like an absolute bitch.
The veins in her forehead throbbed fire, her pate festered with pain and her brain bulged against the inside of her head, about three sizes too big for her skull. Trying to get up was a bad idea; the motion made her eardrums pulse with ringing squeals of protest. Still, in a stubborn act of protest against the pain, she forced herself up in bed, waited for the fire ants swarming her grey matter to settle, and opened her eyes.

Sunlight skewered her pupils, driving stakes of pain straight into the core of her brain, and she flopped back down onto the pillow with a miserable groan.
Strange. All the windows in her bedroom faced away from the sunrise...

It must've been the afternoon. She'd slept away at entire day. Wasteful. Unacceptable. Slothful behavior. She'd punish herself with an extended exercise session and follow it up with fifty laps around the palace once she was finished with her Saturday training regimen- 
-as soon as her head stopped pounding, that was. 
Gradually the pain abated, loosening its grip enough to allow her to push through the fuzz clouding her mind and piece together last night. Whatever had caused this headache certainly hadn't been a fight; the rest of her body felt too fresh for that, save for a region between her nethers. The thorough, satisfying ache of a well-worked muscle radiated from between her thighs. Odd. Had she been on a run yesterday? Practiced her high kicks, perhaps? Maybe that 'leg press machine' Anon had added to the Training Hall was more effective than she first realized-
Anon. 
The last twelve hours began to trickle back to her as her memory grasped at that furless, simian face - like a monkey, but sleeker. Softer. More elfin. A human, that's what he'd told her... After their argument. After she'd retreated to her room to hide her shameful tears.

Disgust prickled at her. Crying was an act of the soft, unbecoming of The Five. Something for the villagers and their kin, not for her. Today, in reprimand, she would train until her muscles screamed. She'd lift weights until her blood boiled and her bone marrow ached. It was the only suitable punishment for such weakness.
What had they said to one another, back in her room? The conversation between them was hazy, but she remembered the important parts: His bizarre origins, the rejection he'd faced until happening upon The Valley of Peace, milk and cookies...
And a tavern. 
She rolled her dry tongue across the palate of her mouth in remembrance of the flavor of rice wine. Earthy, sweet and yet sharp at the same time. She'd drank five, maybe six glasses? She couldn't recall the exact number. It was a grand failure of her self-discipline to have had even one. Another fifty laps would serve as adequate punishment. Pain purified the body, and if she'd drank as much as she suspected, then she was in desperate need of purification. 
More memories syphoned themselves through the haze of her hangover, like water filtering through a sponge. Drinking, sharing, laughing -  by the heavens, she'd actually laughed. Both had given secrets otherwise closely guarded; She'd divulged her beginnings in that miserable orphanage of her childhood, and he'd confided in her over his brief history of crime. He'd opened his heart to her, and within she'd found a surprising amount of compassion. The man was quite the charmer, in his own foul-mouthed way.
She cringed as the pain squeezed her head. Listening back to her thoughts one might think she liked him - perhaps even fancied him a bit. Ugh. The realization was so off-putting it almost made her tack another hour onto her already packed training session.

To think, her and him!
Her and him...
Her...
...
Wait.
She felt at the mattress and bedsheets wrapped about her, finding them completely unfamiliar. Whose bed was this?

Feeling the soft linen of the sheets cling around her bare legs, she realized she was sleeping in the nude, something she never did. Why was she naked?

The rhythmic breeze of another's breath played warmly across the nape of her neck, and she finally noticed the slender hands linked about her belly and the warm body pressing into her back. Who the hell was sleeping with her?
Memories trickled back faster now, spurned on by desperation. Leaving the tavern, electing to walk that drunken clown of a man back home lest he stumble into a ditch, an unwarranted kiss pressed upon her lips and then -
Oh no... No, no she didn't...
The body wriggled behind her in waking, yawning into her ear and grinding its face into the fur between her shoulders. "Mmhh... Mmrrrrr..." it muttered unconsciously.

  She didn't!

"Hrrm, nrrm... Hmmph?" the face pulled back suddenly with a sharp breath. "What the fu... Oh. Oh, shit." its voice croaked through morning weariness as it happened upon the same realization she just had:
She did.

  'And it'd been fantastic.'

She scrambled out of bed in a frenzy to get away from both the wayward thought and Anon, launching herself across the room with a feline yowl of surprise. Her claws skittered on the wooden floor, a yelp emanated from the bed behind her, and her back met the wall with a meaty slap as she turned to address the very, VERY naked servant laying on the bed.
"WHAT IN THE HELL ARE YOU DOING HERE?" she shrieked, and then clasped at her head as the loud bellow of her own voice tightened the vise of pain around her skull. 
Anon pressed a palm to his forehead and grit his teeth, cursing beneath his breath. "Ack, keep it down! My head feels like its gonna pop..." 
"Keep it down?" She sputtered. Keep it down? Do you have any idea what you've just done! You've... You've..." 
"I tink I fucked a puddy-cat!" he finished for her in a nasally put-on accent, leering at her as if this were all some grand punchline to a joke. His smile fell off as the silence dragged on, and he dropped his head into a hand. "Right, right; I keep forgetting you guys don't get human references. That was, uh, meant to be Tweety Bird. He was this cartoon canary who-" 
"You think I care about your world's trivia at a time like THIS!" she all but shrieked, claws extending as her temper flared. "W-we just... Just-"
"Fucked each other's brains out. Yeah, I remember." he crudely finished for her, slipping a hand beneath the bedsheets about his waist to rub between his legs. "Hell of a time - ol' helmet-head over here's gonna want a day or two off to recover." he yawned into an open palm nonchalantly, entirely unfazed. "So, you want breakfast?"
"Breakfast? BREAKFAST?" Her claws dug grooves into the stone masonry of the wall as she pushed herself away from it and descended upon him in a rage. "My honor - my integrity as a woman is in jeopardy because of YOUR actions, and you're asking if I want breakfast?"
Her lips peeled back from her fangs in a feline snarl as the dawning outrage beset her. He'd taken advantage of her. Plied her with alcohol and then stole his way into her heart with that sorcerous charm of his. Took... Took his pleasure with her! 

  'Or was it I who took my pleasure with him?'


  
    
  

Her skin crawled and her stomach shriveled as the last pieces of the night elucidated themselves to her. That first unsolicited kiss he'd pushed upon her, the second VERY solicited kiss she'd pushed upon him, the demand she'd made that he take her back to his abode so that they might-

  
    
  


  'Heaven's wrath, I'm just as guilty as him!' she realized shamefully.


  
    
  

"Right, MY actions..." he chuffed with an incredulous shake of his head, grinding a palm across the grainy stubble of his jaw. He spotted the fresh revelation on her face as he swung his bloodshot eyes across her, and decided no more needed to be said. Leaning back against the bed's headboard and beaming a fiendish, self-satisfied wolf-grin, he gleefully watched the embarrassment burgeon across her face.
By all the sacred scrolls of Kung Fu, the things she'd done! Groping the firm flesh of his rump, exploring the gentle curves of his willowy body, fastening her legs around his waist and moaning into his mouth as he pushed himself inside of her. She'd been a completely different woman, possessed with lust and willfully surrendering to all those dirty urges and desires she'd always felt but never acted upon. The chill feeling of liberation that'd permeated the act stuck with her still, like a taste she couldn't get out of her mouth.
She didn't need to feel the heat rising across her cheeks to know she was blushing, that damned grin of his made it more than clear.

"How are you so calm about this?" she growled, clinging resolutely to her anger; to calm down now in the face of that grin would be nothing short of a surrender, and she refused to give him the pleasure.
"What, you think you're the only chick I've woken up naked with? I've been here before, Stripes." he remarked casually, plucking a glass of water from the bedside table and taking a deep, hearty swig. Putting it back down he grabbed a curious contraption he had sitting next to it; a small collection of twisting gears and twine connected to what looked like the tiny face of a clock. "Fuck man, it's not even six in the morning! People weren't meant to wake up this early."

  
    
  

She was about to reprimand him on his lack of discipline - for her, six in the morning would be considered 'sleeping in' - then he brushed the bedsheets aside, got up, and languidly stretched in the square of morning sunlight pouring in through the window, brandishing his nudity as if it weren't something to be ashamed of - a sentiment she most certainly didn't share.

"W-where are my garments? Answer me, Servant!"

  
    
  

"Your vest is downstairs, your pants are in the corner over there and your panties-" he bent over, giving her a very unwarranted view of his backside as he plucked something off the floor. "-are right here." he finished, dangling the article of clothing from a finger with a smile that might as well have belonged to the devil himself. "My, my, pink cotton? I thought you'd be more of a 'black lace' sort of girl."
She pounced forwards and snatched the panties from him, resisting the urge to swipe those damndable, thrice-cursed hands from his wrists as she did so. Tools of mischief is what they were, always teasing and fiddling and touching things that weren't  meant to be touched... 

  
    
  


  'Oh, but they touched so good...'


  
    
  


  'Shut up. Shut up shut up SHUT UP!'


  
    
  

"Avert your eyes! I don't want you gazing upon my nakedness..."

  
    
  

"Pfft, right. Like I haven't seen it all already." chuckled Anon with a roll of his eyes. Thankfully there were enough manners in that walnut brain of his for him to turn his back on her and wait as she dressed.

  
    
  

With a constant growl humming in her throat, she pulled her underwear up around her legs and covered her breasts with her palms, watching the servant as one might watch a potential thief. "My vest is downstairs?"

  
    
  

"Right alongside that bra-wrapping thingy you use to cover up those titties of yours." he smirked, relentless in his teasing. "You know, I'd assumed you were flat-chested, but God-damn ain't you just full of surprises!"

  
    
  

"Another jibe and I swear I'll beat the smugness out of you, you... You lecherous pig!"

  
    
  

"Yeah, sure you will." he replied, wandering over to his closet and rummaging through its contents for a fresh set of clothes. "So, made a decision on breakfast yet?"

  
    
  

"What?" she spat the word through gritted teeth.

  
    
  

"Breakfast. My offer still stands, y'know." he said, pulling a grey hanfu out from the closet and throwing it around his shoulders. "I don't mean to brag or nothin', but I make a mean fuckin' omelette."

  
    
  

She blinked at him incredulously. "Again with breakfast? Damn you servant, how are you thinking about breakfast at a time like this? Look at me!" she snapped. Anon turned on his heel as he finished tying the knot about his hanfu's waist, and levelled his eyes with hers. A shudder of excitement tickled the nape of her neck as she met those eyes, remembered the soft way they'd held hers throughout last night... How they'd glittered with an almost opalescent light of passion throughout their lovemaking...

  
    
  

'I remember how he'd cried my name. How it'd melted from his lips like hot fudge, rich and sweet with emotion.'

  
    
  

She shuddered in disgust... At least, she told herself it was disgust. Storming up to him she levelled her nose with his, matching those daft, perverted, beautiful eyes with a glare that could've curdled milk. "If you think I'd trust an honorless rogue such as yourself so much as to partake in their food, you are sorely mistaken."

  
    
  

"Pfft, you say that like you didn't 'partake' in my sausage last night." He grinned like a spiteful jester, bounced his brow suggestively, and laughed.
It was the sort of immature trash she expected to hear from a mouthy teen. The harmless kind of filth she'd heard tossed around by builders and blacksmiths and all the other salt-of-the-earth workers out there.

It was a stupid dick joke, and it got to her.
Her paws struck out on their own, taking him by the throat and hurling him across the room. He landed on the bed hard enough to snap one of the wooden legs, and pitched onto his back with a low groan of dizziness. The ghost of his smile still clung to his lips, quickly fading into a grimace. "Ohhhhoh, fuck! What the hell is wrong-" he began, stopping upon seeing her stalking approach. 

  
    
  

It took less than a second for her to cross the room, claws extended, fangs bared and her expression sharp with the wild visage of a huntress. It was just enough time to watch the terror settle across Anon's face before she pounced onto the bed with him, pinned him beneath a knee, took his head in a viscous grip-

  
    
  

And kissed him.

  
    
  

It wasn't gentle. Her fangs clacked across his teeth painfully with all the force with which she pushed herself on him, the rest of her body following in suit in an attempt to grind him into paste against the mattress. Her paws found the softer parts of his body they'd helped themselves to last night and slaked their hunger anew. Her tongue  rammed its way between his jaws and mopped the inside of his mouth in a relentless hunt for that taste it'd became so acquainted to throughout their lovemaking, and his heart... Oooohohoh, his heart throbbed against hers, pounding hard with fear and confusion and passion. 

  
    
  

'Yes! Yes yes yes!' rejoiced a voice in her head.

  
    
  

'NO!' dismayed another.

  
    
  

She went to pull herself away. Rip herself free of the poisonous, traitorous desire, but then Anon's hands folded around her shoulders, their touch as light as a feather. It would have been an effortless thing to shake those weightless hands off, but she let them pull her down to him all the same.

  
    
  

Mashing lips. Searching hands. Satisfied cravings. Salvation.

  
    
  


  'How simple a thing it would be to strip him bare of of his clothes and re-live last night's joys all over. I can feel his moans within my mouth, feel his manhood stiffening against me. Surely he desires this just as much as I. I could taste that supreme pleasure all over again, right here, right now.'


  
    
  

It took every ounce of her willpower to deny that seditious voice and tear herself away from the servant. He watched after her as she scrambled away, eyes wide with surprise and his lips still glistening with her saliva. Heavens have mercy, what was wrong with her?

  
    
  

They stared at one another for a moment. For once, Anon was too dumbstruck to muster up some snarky quip to break the tension, so she spoke first.

"I... I don't know what came over me. You and I, we... I can't. This... This-"

  
    
  

"Never happened." finished Anon, sensing the direction she was headed in. "That's what you wanna say, right?"

  
    
  

She nodded weakly, watching the human right himself on the jaunty bedframe. A shadow of surprise still clung to his face from where she'd kissed him, and she hated how adorable it made him look. The evil little urge that'd caught her off guard earlier pushed at her back, pulled her towards him. This time, however, her resistance was firm. She was a Kung Fu Master, and her discipline of the body was great enough to overcome this traitorous desire of the heart.

"Should any of The Five find out about this, the result would be chaos for us both." she affirmed. "My dignity... Your job..."

  
    
  

"I get it, right." he sighed, collapsing back onto the bed and staring up at the ceiling. "Shifu'd fire my ass and you'd forever be known as the girl who fucked the help." he said in a cold and pragmatic voice which lacked the humor of his usual tone. Strange how despite how annoying that humor could be, she missed it when it was gone. He sounded colder without it, less alive.

  
    
  

"You understand the danger this poses, then."

  
    
  

He nodded. "Uhuh."

  
    
  

 "Whatever... This is, we cannot pursue it."

  
    
  

"Yeah, I get it: it wasn't nothin' but a fuckup." he said with a note of disappointment. She realized then that he'd been overcome by the same urges as her - the way he'd rested his hands on her shoulders, how his lips puckered to meet hers, the hunger in that gentle embrace - had she not have pulled away, he'd have gladly made love to her a second time. The only difference between she and him was that whilst she tried to resist that urge, he actively encouraged it.

  
    
  


  'He knows the danger such a relationship would entail. Knows, and doesn't care.'


  
    
  

He liked her. Liked her enough to be willing to risk the disastrous consequences of her love. Liked her enough to put his livelihood on the line for the sake of her company. In a way, it was flattering - in fact, she'd never felt so charmed in all her life. To have someone desire her so desperately was touching, especially when she couldn't for the life of her understand the appeal of an angry tiger with social issues. It was a wonderful feeling to have someone covet her in such a way, but in light of what had to be done it tasted particularly bitter.

  
    
  

"You are kind, and... And a good man, but-"

  
    
  

"But we're two different people, it wouldn't work out and blah-blah-blah go our sperate ways." he grumbled, forcing a sad smile. "I'm a big boy Tigress, you don't have to go mincing your words for me. Last night was a mistake; we were drunk off our asses, emotions were high and we did some stuff we probably shouldn't have. If you want, we can just pretend it never happened and go back status quo come Monday."

  
    
  

It stung more than it should've to hear him talk so callously of their union. The fog of her hangover was quickly clearing, and the finer points of his lovemaking were returning to her in crystal clarity. The way his lips tingled against hers, the caring caress of those lovely hands across her back, the warm contentment she'd found in the circle of his arms... It'd been a thing too beautiful to be called a mistake.

  
    
  

"That would be for the best." she said, heading for the door before she could turn around and say... Something. She didn't know. There were a thousand different feelings tumbling about her aching head, and she didn't have a clue how to voice one of them. She had to get her clothes from downstairs and get out of here before she did something she'd regret. Like kiss him again.

  
    
  

She fled downstairs and returned a moment later fully dressed, either eager or unwilling to be anywhere else but here, depending on what part of her she listened to. Her soul was at war with itself, the frigid warrior which commanded her mind butting heads with the treacherous desire that'd taken up residence within her heart. The servant still laid on the bed, running fingers through his hair and looking out the window with a pensive frown. The desire roared that she throw herself upon him and reap another kiss. The warrior demanded cold, hard discipline.
She listened to the warrior.
"I cannot risk using the front door and being seen leaving your home; if it's fine by you, I'll use your window." she said.

  
    
  

"Cool," he replied, waving her off. "See you Monday, I guess."

  
    
  

The desire keened miserably in answer to the purposeful disregard in his voice, and she hesitated. They'd shared so much in body and spirit that it felt wrong to simply abandon it all, but what was there left to say? It'd been a mistake, just as he'd said. A terrible, misbegotten, beautiful mistake.

  
    
  

Ghosting out of the open window and onto the rooftops nearby, she left the servant and the night's pleasures behind her. She moved with all the grace of a ribbon on the wind, but no matter how fast she fled, she couldn't outrun the sore ache of longing which stalked her all the way back to the Jade Palace.






      

  











Chapter 8



    Chapter Notes

      
        See the end of the chapter for notes
      






  Tigress oiled around the jade pillar, nimbly avoiding the sight of a wandering servant as she snaked her way through the palace. She'd avoided the eyes of any she'd came across on her journey back to her room, as invisible as a ghost stalking the shadows. There'd be rumors spread once word got out of her walking through town with The Servant by her side, and coming home the morning after, instead of being there when everybody woke up, would lead to some implications she'd much rather avoid.

  ''Implications.' You mean the truth.' 

She grimaced, even as she slid behind a wall to let another pair of servants unknowingly pass her by. Fine. Yes, she was looking to hide the truth. A very PERSONAL truth which nobody else had any reason to know. Perhaps that was out of character for a woman as opposed to lying as herself, but there it was. Necessity had made her a liar. 
She watched the two servants disappear down a hallway, and slinked from her hiding place. She was lucky to have woken up when she did; it was still relatively early, and apart from a few early-starters, the palace was deserted.

She was luckier still that it was a Saturday: Master Shifu allowed her and the rest of The Five an extra hour in bed on the weekends. Had it been a workday, The Five would have woken up already and realized she was missing.

She glanced out a window as she sped past, judging the time by the sun's distance from the horizon. By her metric, the extra hour was almost up.
She wisped out from between the pair of large, dragon-emblazoned doors which led out onto the courtyard and raced for the barracks, feet pounding against the hard-packed sand on which her and the others often sparred upon. Eager to get out of the open and away from any would-be prying eyes, she slipped from her upright stance onto all fours and tore across the distance with the speed of an arrow in flight. She moved much faster when she utilized all of her paws, and the extra grip her rough palms allowed for far more maneuverability. 
The courtyard blurred past her, the coarse sand turned to stone beneath her paws, and the wending trail of stairs which tangled around the trees and boulders of the mountain top passed beneath her steadily pumping paws without so much as a patter.

The barracks stood on a rise of stone, eclipsed beneath the shadow of Jade Mountain's peak. With its green, curving roof complete with flourishing, horned overhangs, the barracks was much like a smaller, less resplendent version of the palace. It overlooked the valley below and the scatterings of civilization which filled it, now swarming to life in the breaking dawn. 
There, near the edge of it all, sat The Servant's house. 
Her heart stumbled as the speck of a building caught her eye. She wondered if he was still there, laying in that bed as she'd left him. The memory of the kiss she'd thrust upon him had chased her up the mountain and planted its roots firmly in her mind. Wet lips mashing. Tongues wrestling. The little whimpers and needful moans which had set fire to her passion. A regretful yearning clenched her, and she fought to tear herself free of it.

  'You could be mating with him right now. Tasting that lovely kiss. Feeling those featherweight angel hands drawing fingers across your back. All those pleasures you never knew existed, brought to a simmer...'

The memory of his gentle touch tantalized its way through her mind. Why, in all the Heavens, did a creature such as him allure her so? He was a crude, foul-mouthed, lout of a man whose talent for tinkering was matched only by his complete and utter lack of manners. By all rights, she should have loathed him. Up until last night she HAD loathed him - albeit for his deception up until that point, rather than his... colorful... Personality. She knew scant little in the ways of passion, but for a desire such as this to plant itself in soil so thoroughly tilled by hate seemed nothing short of insane to her.
Shaking her head, she turned away. The fancies of the heart cared little for logic, she supposed. 
Slipping through the door to the barracks, she snuck down the sparsely decorated hallway and hid herself away in her bedroom.

It was a room defined by its asceticism; the white paper walls bore no paintings, the dresser in one corner and the bed in the other boasted no artistic flair in their woodwork, and the pigeon hole cabinet against the furthermost wall where she kept her scrolls held documents dedicated solely to the study and practice of her art. No poetry, no stories. The only thing which gave the blank canvas of her room a hint of personality was the single work of black-on-white calligraphy she'd placed on the door. 
'Integrity', it said.
Depressingly ironic, considering the circumstances.
She padded over to her bed and sat herself down on the neatly set sheets. There was perhaps an hour or so left before the others awoke, and last night had been anything but restful. Maybe, if she was quick about it, she could still catch a little shuteye-
She heard the approaching steps of Master Shifu's tiny feet pattering up the hallway outside, and the two thuds of his staff striking the floorboards. 
-Then again, maybe not.
There was a brief shuffling in the rooms beside her as the rest of The Five awoke, accompanied by the opening scrape of their sliding doors as they emptied out into the hallway. Tigress rose, spared her bed a longing glance goodbye, and went to join them.
--- 
The sun beams warmly across the valley, coloring in the forested hills on the horizon with a healthy shade of green. The streams and tributaries which vein through town shimmer with flecks of gold sunlight, the mountains to the West cut a magnificent picture against the crystal-blue canvas of the sky and the pleasant warmth of the day would have been stifling if it weren't for the calm breeze combing fingers cool of wind through your hair.

By all rights, it's a beautiful day.
You close your eyes, and pray for rain. 
Call it bitterness, but you had an aversion to nice things when you were in a sour mood. The sunshine, the breeze, the happy villagers out and about enjoying it, it all struck you as profoundly taunting.
And yeah, you know you're just being a bitter piece of shit and projecting your feelings onto random plebs, but knowing didn't ease the jealous sting of being sad when so many others are happy. 
To think you'd get so wound up over a stupid fling...
Resisting the urge to ferret your way back into the seclusion of your house and cut yourself off from the world, you make your way down to the market - your larders were empty, and keeping yourself fed took precedence over being a miserable cunt.

The streets bustled with life, from playing children and their watchful parents to the poor saps whose jobs didn't allow them a Saturday off work. For such a small town, the population was shockingly dense. In the tighter chokepoints of the roads, folks often had to shoulder past one another to get where they were going. Kinda reminded you of home, minus all the pickpocketing and knife crime.  
Naturally, you're an exception to all that bumping and barging; the villagers always gave you a wide berth, so that you carve a small bubble of open space through the dense ocean of bodies. You'd found out long ago that your alien appearance was kryptonite to these country bumpkins - not that you were complaining, of course. The extra elbow room was a welcome reprieve, and you'd learned to ignore all the dirty sidelong glances you got. 
You watch a pig woman push herself into the surrounding crowd in a bid to distance herself from you as you pass, inadvertently stomping on the trotter of her husband as she did so. The sharp oink of pain and the argument which follows lifts your spirits somewhat, but only for a moment. Watching fat people argue was great and all, but it didn't cure your blues.
But man, what were you even blue about? Tigress? You'd known how things were gonna play out with her: You hadn't expected anything other than a bit of fun and a foul morning after, and lo and behold you'd been right.

  'Yeah, but part of you had hoped she'd stay. Hoped the two of you would talk things over like you had last night, and maybe...'

Maybe what? You didn't seriously think that there was any way in hell that a relationship like that could work, right? She's Bruce-Lee meets lady of the Manor, and you're the manservant. Forbidden-love-romance shit like that doesn't fly outside of movies, you dumb bastard, so chin up: you got your rocks off, made a friend from your worst enemy and managed to get drunk in the process. By all rights, last night was a resounding success.
... So why did you feel like you'd lost? 
The end of last night sits heavy in your mind, when you'd been wrapped around her, the taste of her kiss still fresh on your lips. Her fur had felt like the softest of linens, and her breath like a warm breeze. The way she held you had felt... Reassuring. Protective. Like there wasn't a thing on earth that could hurt you as long as you were bound up in those arms. She'd told you she'd never thought she'd feel the things she'd felt for you - a vague statement in hindsight, but it'd felt so sweet at the time. She was a sweet girl in general, once you got past that  hard exterior. A stripy coconut.

It occurs to you that now, after her morning freak-out, you'd never get to experience that sweetness again, and the realization slaps you with a fresh helping of sadness. Great, just what you needed. 
Coming into the merchants' square you fish a fistful of coins out of your pocket and go about your business, hoping to maybe drown out your woes with whatever crap the out-of-towners had for sale on their stalls. 
The merchants' square was a wide clearing near the center of town, housing close to thirty stalls. Among these you had your regulars: farmers hawking off that month's crops, seamstresses, tinkers, that one duck who'd managed to corner the market on apples - most of the salesmen had been born and raised in the Valley.

Then, you had the travelling merchants: folks who'd sauntered into town with a bag full of goodies looking to make some coin off of curious yokels like you. Incense sticks, baubles, dried fruits and all the other luxuries China had to offer, brought to doorstep of The Valley and sold for three coppers apiece. Sure, it was a poor replacement for online shopping, but you take what you can get.
Making a beeline from stall to stall, you rush through your groceries in a bid to get to the out-of-towners before someone else bought up all the interesting shit. That'd happened to you last time; you'd had your eye on some fancy soaps all the way from Beijing, only for some rabbit-girl to swoop in under your nose and buy the merchant's whole stock. Greedy bitch. Not today. Today, you were gonna spoil yourself rotten.
You're drawn to a scrawny alligator sitting cross-legged on a mat, an assortment of books and scrolls laid out around his bony knees. Literature hadn't really interested you in the old world; sure, you'd read Catcher in the Rye a couple times, and you'd had a bookshelf with a couple of classics on display - but that was there more to fool chicks you brought over to your place into thinking you were cultured. You simply hadn't been the type to sit down and spend and hour or two staring at a page - it hadn't been your style.

But then you'd found yourself in old-timey China, where everything was written in a foreign language and a man with a well-paying job like you was expected to understand it.
Your job oftentimes required that you read. Missives from other servants, commissions sent by letter from The Palace, instructions which came with an important package; it was a simple necessity you'd been forced to work around time and time again. Usually, when you had to read something at the Palace, you used the old 'left your reading glasses at home' trick to dupe one of the other servants into reading it for you. It'd worked well so far, but you got the feeling some of the guys were starting to cotton on to your bullshit.
Thumbing through some of the tomes the alligator had on display, you pick out a couple which looked relatively simplistic and pay the man with a fistful of coppers. Emphasis on 'relatively' - learning Chinese calligraphy was like re-learning your ABC's, only without the teacher telling you what each letter sounded like, and instead of a nice, simple twenty-three letter alphabet there's about four hundred different variations of 'square with a line through it'.

Learning calligraphy was brain-boiling torture, but you'd sooner chop your nuts off than suffer the disparaging stares of the other servants as you asked them to read your paperwork for you. 
You speed through the rest of the merchants, netting yourself a bundle of incense sticks and a few wheels of exotic cheese. The soap merchant had been your last stop, but sadly that cunt of a rabbit had gotten there before you and bought him out of stock again. Well, screw it. It wasn't as if you had anybody to smell nice for. 
You make your way out of the glorified flea-market and head towards the bridge which separated this patch of town with another, the land separated by a thin, twelve-foot wide stream of gently running water. The land around here was threaded with tributaries which ran into a river further downhill, parting the settlements which resided in the valley into several islands.
Somewhere behind a collection of hovels beyond the bridge, a chimney spouts tails of smoke, and a hammer cracks rhythmically against an anvil. Great, the blacksmith was awake. You had couple of requests you wanted to make, mostly for the Training Hall.

You also had a couple of parts you wanted to collect for a personal project-
You bump into a pig on your way towards the bridge, tangle your feet with their trotters and go sprawling onto the cobblestones. A sharp pig-squeal of surprise tells you the other guy got caught off guard just as badly as you. "Ack! Shit..." you curse, righting yourself and inspecting your scraped, bloodied palms. The pig opposite you still lingered on his knees, rubbing his chubby snout from where he'd bumped it into your chest.

The New Yorker inside of you plays with the idea of hitting him with a good old fashioned 'I'm walkin' here!' for old times sake. Instead, you apologize, offer him your hand... and then take it away as soon as you realize who it is. 
"Oh. Zan." you say as the pig let the trotter fall from his snout, shooting you an acidic look through tiny eyes paired just that little bit too close together for his rounded, moony face. 
A scowl crosses his snout as he slowly works his way up from the ground, grunting with exertion like the fat bastard he was. The blue hanfu he wore bulged around his belly, the belt used to hold the garment together lost under the overhang of his gut. His thinning brows bunched and his chubby snout scrunched disgustedly as he took you in - the sort of look you'd expect from a guy who'd just stepped in dogshit. It made his already punchable face just that little bit more unbearable.

There's a short silence as the air between you and Zan turns sour, just as it always did. "Anon. Blind as well as ugly, it seems." he says, patting himself over and checking his coin purse, as if he were afraid you might have pickpocketed him. You both knew you hadn't - fucker was just trying to insult you.
"Only to those unworthy of notice, I'm afraid." you fire back at him in your servant's tone, making a show of wiping off the area where his face had connected with your clothes, like they'd been fouled by the mere contact. Unlike how you did with so many others in The Valley, you never bother trying to hide how you feel about Zan, because at the end of the day it'd be a moot effort; you just hate the fat sack of shit too much to not let him know it. 
"Pfft. Someone gives the freakshow a job and some fancy clothes and all of a sudden he goes thinking he's better than everyone else." grumbles Zan with a shake of his head. 
"Just you, Zan. Only better than you. And for the record, it's not just any job. It's yours." you say cooly.

Zan had been the previous Equipment Manager at the Training Hall before you arrived, and it'd nettled him to no end that you'd taken up his previous line of work. Probably because you were better than him. Like, the pipe configuration he had going on for The Fiery Field of Death? Complete fucking spaghetti-work. The guy might've been an expert next to the rice farmers of The Valley, but he was an amateur by your standards, and he knew it. It was probably why he hated you so much. 
"Oh, go hang yourself you bald ape! We BOTH know you only got that position because Master Shifu felt sorry for you." he spits. It's a partial lie, and a partial truth; you'd impressed Shifu with your engineering skills, but you'd only got the chance because you'd came to him as a desiccated stick figure dressed in rags. He'd allowed you the opportunity to prove yourself out of sympathy, and you'd taken that opportunity by the throat. 
Zan hadn't liked that. Fucker probably considered it 'playing dirty' or something. 
"And? The job's mine, Zan. Who cares how I earned it?" you smile braggartly. Let him think you got this job unfairly, it pissed him off more that way. "Besides, it's a tad hypocritical for YOU of all people to go questioning my methods. From the looks of you, you only managed to work your way up the ladder by eating the competition."

You gesture towards his distended gut.  
His trotters tighten into a pig's equivalent of a fist. He's thinking about hitting you. Then, just as he always does, he thinks about how hard you might hit back. His fists unclench themselves. "I've got better things to do than argue with your likes." he sniffs haughtily, walking around you and continuing on his way. You make a point of not looking over your shoulder as you head in the opposite direction - let the tubby cocksucker think you'd already forgotten him. 
Fucking Zan. The guy was always busting your balls. And for what? Taking the job he'd already left behind? Being better than him?

You don't know why you're asking yourself, you already know the answer. It's the same reason you were chased out of every other town you'd tried to settle down in, the same reason you'd spent so long living off of garbage scraps and dirty puddle-water and the same reason people were watching you sidelong even now. 
Being the only human in the world made you different, and people didn't like different. You were the sore thumb of The Valley, the big, weird-looking zit on the otherwise picturesque face of this rural slice of China, and folks wanted you gone. The only difference between Zan and the rest of the villagers was that he was upfront about it. 
You feel the depression crawling up from your stomach, and push it back down. One thing you'd learned early on in this world was that sulking got you nowhere. Besides, it wasn't as if you were COMPLETELY alone in this po-dunk shithole. There were people who cared about you, sparse as they were. Lou and a couple other servants back at the palace, Cheng and his daughter...
Tigress had cared about you. She'd cared plenty. God, it'd felt so good to be loved again, if only for a little while. Having someone like you that way - the REAL you, not the prissy servant persona you put on to fit in - was a pleasure you'd long since forgotten. Tasting it again had reminded you of its absence.

There was a gaping hole in your life, and you had nobody to fill it with.
You wish she could've stayed.

You wish, but things didn't work like that. 
Wishing you could get that through your thick skull already, you head down the road, towards the smithy. 
---

"Hey guys, where'd the apple sauce go?"
"Crane, you're eating soup. Who the heck eats soup with apple sauce?"
"What? I like apple sauce."
Master Viper rolled her eyes before slithering from her chair at the table, flicking open a nearby cupboard with the tip of her tail and slithering back with a jar of apple sauce nestled within a coil. The dexterous lime-green ribbon of her body slid back into its chair, worked the jar down its length on a wave of coils and finally plopped it down on the table front of Crane with a purposefully unceremonial little 'thud', to tell him just what she thought of pairing apple sauce with soup.
"Why, thank you." replied Crane in a way that made it clear he didn't give a damn about what Viper thought of his weird food combinations.
Monkey and Mantis watched the scene from the opposite side of the dinner table with a shared amusement, swapping smirks like a pair of naughty children. Had Po been here he'd be smirking right alongside them, but luck had it that he was helping his father out at the family restaurant this morning, something she was very grateful for. 
Po was nice and all, but by the Heavens, he was loud, and right now anything more than a mouse's squeak could've sent her head rocking. 
Breakfast, like most other things within the Palace, was a communal affair. The Furious Five ate together, trained together, and lived together. It was a manner of building their camaraderie as much as it was an optimization of their schedules; the trials they faced in combat required that they entrust their lives to one another, and that level of trust couldn't be achieved without absolute familiarity.
The Five were her siblings in all but blood, which made keeping secrets from them feel all the dirtier. 
Tigress sat upright in her chair with the bright air of a woman fresh from a decent sleep; an easy façade to pull off, albeit an unpleasant one. Her aching back longed to slump, and her head felt as if it was filled with a weight that could only be unloaded once settled upon a pillow.

Perplexing, how thoroughly a few drinks and a night of passion could exhaust her so. The last time she'd felt this tired had been during The Battle of Weeping River, and that had been after three entire days in combat. To think, some meagre cups of wine could deplete her so... 
Or, maybe it'd been the lovemaking - granted, the act hadn't been physically demanding, but when he laid those hands across her back, she swore, her heart had never thundered so hard before in her life.
She sensed the blush coming the moment before it reached her cheeks, and forced it back down. 
"I don't get it," said Viper as she watched Crane spoon a dollop of apple sauce into his vegetable broth and stir it in, slit nostrils curdling with disgust. "You're mixing the sweet with the savory, how can that POSSIBLY taste good?"
Crane shot her a sly smile beneath the rim of his bamboo farmer's hat. "Don't knock it until you've tried it." he said, edging his bowl towards her with the feathered rim of a wing. Viper reeled away with a grimace, biting her forked tongue between her fangs and shaking her head in a way which made her wonder just how the heck those two pink lotus clips either side of her head didn't come flying off.
"Eugh, get it away!" said Viper, a tad overdramatically - she'd noticed the smirks on Monkey and Mantis' faces, and decided to play along for their sakes. Her beaded tail shoved the bowl roughly back into Crane's wings, and the table buzzed with lighthearted chuckles.
Tigress faked a smile, took a spoonful of porridge from the bowl in front of her and forced it down in a way she prayed looked natural. The hangover had ruined her appetite to such a degree that the mere thought of food made her stomach quiver.

Around her, the table settled into the usual rhythm of conversation, and, as usual, she kept herself apart from it save for the odd interjection here and there; she prided herself on knowing her strengths, and socializing wasn't one of them. 
Of course, that didn't stop the others from trying their hands at teaching her.
"So Tigress," began crane through a beakful of vegetable soup. "Word around the Palace is that you butted heads with a servant again."
"Keheh, yeah. Three guesses as to who." added Mantis with a flippant chuckle.
"Hah! Round two!" clapped monkey.
She grimaced. Her first argument with Anon had proven such a gossip-sensation amongst the Palace staff that it'd even reached the Five's ears, and she'd had to explain herself to the others in a conversation that'd proven... Embarrassing, to say the least: it'd turned out that the rest of The Five's suspicions of Anon weren't anywhere near as deep as hers, and they'd explained away his peculiarities, even as she listed them.
'He looks bizarre.' she'd said. 'He's probably just a foreigner.' Viper had answered.
'He spoke in a crazy accent.' she'd argued. 'Foreigners do that.' Crane had explained.
'He swore at me!' she'd raged. 'He sounds hilarious.' Monkey had laughed. Po, ever the mediator, had chimed in to explain that she couldn't expect a man who contributed as much as Anon to simply stand there and get drummed out for no reason without retaliating. Then all of a sudden SHE was the villain and HE was the victim...  Ugh, just thinking about it nettled her. 
She didn't have to wonder long at who'd spilt the beans on their second argument: the only potential suspect was that clutz of a goose Anon had been helping when she'd met him last night in the barracks hallway. She swore, the next time she saw that feathery little snitch she'd teach him a long, hard lesson about respecting others privacy.
"If you must know, yes. The Servant and I had a second argument last night." she said, clipping her words shortly. 
The others leaned in, expecting more. "Aaaaand?" tugged Crane expectantly.
She shrugged listlessly. "And the matter was resolved."
They waited for more, and when more didn't come they fell back into their seats with a shared sigh of frustration. "Oh, c'mon, don't hold back on the details!" whined Mantis, folding his bladed forelegs in front of his chest. 
"Yeah, what did he say?" followed Monkey, bouncing in his chair with excitement. Chances were he just wanted to hear whatever creative cursewords Anon had conjured up.
Tigress made a show of rolling her eyes, all the while buzzing with panic. What was she to tell them? That a mere servant had driven her to tears and then mended her feelings with milk and cookies? That said servant was also an alien who'd travelled from one plane of existence to another? That she'd fallen for him overnight and shared his bed until morning?

Or did she lie? Forgo her honor and take the easy way out? No. No, her morals forbade her. The Five were warriors of justice, and icons of truth. To sully that title, even to none but herself, was unthinkable. She'd give them the truth.

  'But not all of it...'

"I spoke to him of my apology, and bade him to give one of his own in return. If you must know," she swept her eyes towards Monkey. "Yes, he swore plentifully." 
Monkey leaned forwards expectantly, but when she didn't elaborate on what those swears had been, he fell back into his chair with a disappointed huff. 
"Hey, uh, you didn't chase him off again, did you?" asked Crane with a nervous inflection to his nasally timbre. "It's just that Master Shifu was REALLY specific about not doing that after the last time."
"No, we reached an understanding. We apologized for our behavior towards one another, and agreed that we'd both act more professionally in the future."
"Oh. Cool." said Mantis in deadpan, tiny shoulders sagging. Evidently, he'd been expect something a little more exciting. Oh, if only he knew...
"Hey, don't be like that!" Viper rebuked to Mantis. "They resolved their problems in a mature, adult way. You should be happy." she said, unable to keep the fleeting notes of disappointment from her own voice. Mantis hadn't been the only one looking forwards to a little drama.

Tigress clenched her teeth and took a deep breath through her nose. If she wanted drama, she was going to get it.
She'd been seen walking from the Palace to that musty old tavern by at least a dozen villagers, and she had her doubts that the old goat who'd ran the place would keep his trap shut regarding her and Anon. It was only a matter of time before her night out reached the ears of The Five, so it may as well come from her.
"We also went out together." She said. Quickly, like plucking a nose-hair or jumping into a cold body of water. Silence followed, accompanied by the wide-eyed stares of The Five. Their shocked gazes put an icy tingle under her skin; she hated being the center of attention like this. 
"You... 'Went out together.'" repeated Crane with a slow blink. His beak hung just a little ways open, and the feathers of his brow creased over themselves with confusion, as if she'd just handed him a riddle he wasn't quite sure how to answer.
"Like a date?" asked Monkey.
"No!" she snapped back. "He simply... Invited me out for a drink." 
"Like a date." he reaffirmed. 
"It wasn't. A date." 
"Woah woah woah, hold up. You're telling me you made friends with the same guy who called you everything under the sun - to your face - and then let him take you out and get you drunk?" asked Mantis.
"That's an oversimplification of the matter, but-"
"And since when do you get drunk!?"
"Since last night-"
"Eheh, Tigress and Anon sitting in a tree, K-I-S-S-" Monkey began to sing.
"Finish that song and you'll face me next sparring session." she bit through clenched teeth.
Monkey balked, swallowed back the 'I-N-G' and closed his mouth with an audible 'clack'. 
Viper, ever the mediator, decided to step in. "I think you two are asking the wrong questions here," she said, tossing a reprimanding glare towards Monkey and Mantis. Then she swung to Tigress, addressing her with that motherly smile she liked to wear. "Tigress, why'd you feel the need to go on a-" she stopped herself just short of using the word 'date.' "-An outing with this guy? Don't take it the wrong way, but you're not really the kind of person any of us could see, y'know-"
"Hitting up the taverns and getting wasted." finished Mantis.
Viper shot him a fiery glance. "NOT the wording I would've used, but exactly."
Tigress shrugged. "The servant had proven himself to be... Amiable. The drinking hadn't been my idea, but I'd wished to talk with him more, and accompanying him to the tavern had given me ample opportunity. Once we were there, he convinced me to try the local beverages. One thing led to another and... Well..." 
"You got drunk." finished Crane, his beady eyes bright with shock. He worked the words out slowly, as if the words were so unbelievable that his beak failed to grasp them properly. "You made a friend... had a night out... and got drunk."
"Yes!" she growled exasperatedly. "Why do you find that so perplexing?"
Crane recoiled as she put him on the spot, gathering his wings around himself in a gesture similar to crossing one's arms. "W-well, I don't wanna sound rude or anything, but you're not exactly the type to, uh... Well, y'know... Have fun."
She flinched. "Wha-? What's that supposed to mean? I have fun!" 
"Of course you do," soothed Viper, her smile flimsy and doubting. "It's just that your idea of fun is a three-hour sparring match and a ten kilometer run. I'm not saying there's anything bad about that, but it's very intense. You're very intense. All the time, in fact. Don't take it the wrong way, but going out and getting drunk with a servant doesn't really sound like something you'd do."
That was because it wasn't. Sullying the body with alcohol, wasting valuable time that could've been spent training on frivolous small-talk, swapping stories and sharing histories - these were soft things for soft people, unfitting for a woman whose duties demanded that she remain hard. For her, fulfillment had always been found in the conquering of challenges: defeating powerful foes, learning difficult moves, surpassing insurmountable obstacles - the daily toils which shaped her into a warrior had become her joys.

Yet...

The wine and small-talk had been nice. More enjoyable than she'd expected, even. There had been a kind release in speaking of her past that she'd never felt before. And fun! Damn him, but Crane was right - it HAD been fun. Anon had proved a source of boundless entertainment, and with some wine in her belly, everything seemed that little bit funnier. Given the chance, she'd do it all over again. Well, most of it, anyways; the sex she could do without.

  'Liar.'


  'Quiet, you.'

"You know what? This is a good thing!" exclaimed Viper with a renewed pep. "It's about time you put yourself out there and made some friends. Life's a lot more enjoyable with company, you know. Just look at Po."
She nearly scoffed at the thought of taking life lessons from Po of all people; the clumsy panda was as lacking in wisdom as he was overflowing with compassion. Still, Viper may have had a point. Po had a tendency to make a friend out of everyone he met, and as a result, he was always in good company. As daft as he seemed, she couldn't deny that he had a winning formula. 
Still. "I'm already friends with you four and Po. I need nobody else. They would be superfluous." she dismissed with a wave of her paw. "Besides, what ground do you have to stand on? You have just as little of a life outside these walls as I." she added with an accusatory glare about the table.
"Monkey frequents the local comedian's club in his free time, I have five sisters I meet on the regular, Crane visits the doctor so frequently they may as well be related and Mantis has a new girlfriend every day of the week."
"What can I say? I'm a ladies man." boasted Mantis.
"Yeah, sure you are." replied Viper with a distasteful grimace and a roll of her eyes before turning back to Tigress. "You see? We all have something waiting for us once training's over. Sure, we might not be half as social as the average villager, but we have something. You just dump all of your free time into the Training Hall. Don't get me wrong, we all admire your dedication, but there come's a point where it gets unhealthy."
She grunted at that, unsure on what to say. How long had the rest of The Five thought of her like this? She'd always known herself to be the most disciplined of the bunch and the de-facto leader of the party, but she'd never once thought that the rest of The Five might view the dedication which made her so as something 'unhealthy.' And just what the hell was THAT supposed to mean anyways? Unhealthy? She was in the finest condition of her life! 
"Very well, I'll take what you've said into consideration." she said, more to end the conversation than to agree with her. Tigress wasn't the type to concede anything, but all this talk of friends and loneliness discomforted her enough to warrant an exception. 
"Oh, good." said Viper doubtingly. Realizing she'd made all the headway she was going to make today, she let the subject drop and returned to her breakfast.
Monkey broke the uncomfortable quiet with a chuckle, and whispered to Mantis. "Man, I gotta speak to Anon sometime; he's got to be something special if he's able to take the stick outta that butt." 
"You're with me for today's sparring session." said Tigress offhandedly, her mind on other things.
"Wha- Oh, come on, I was kidding!" he whined, blanching. Facing her in the sparring grounds was considered a punishment amongst the rest of the  masters. Apparently she didn't pull her punches enough, although she personally disagreed. It wasn't her fault the rest of The Five were so damned fragile. 
"Don't think about tapping out early, either. I expect your best efforts for the full hour." she added, finishing the last bites of her breakfast. A sparring match... Yes, that's just what she needed: an outlet for all this frustration. Perhaps, after a full day's training, all these bothersome thoughts and feelings would tidy themselves up a little. At the very least, she'd pay Monkey back for that 'Stick up the butt' remark.

---
You watch the black tails of smoke curl from the smithy's soot-stained chimney, and listen to the rhythmic metal 'whang' of hammer on anvil which emanates from within.

For a crotchety old fart, Sheng sure did like start his work early. 
Pushing through the door, the coppery smell of hot metal and coal hits you like a wall. There, over in the far side of the room, a ram stands bent over a broken pan, whippet thin and gnarled like old driftwood. Heaps of metal piled high on the tables to either side of him, either bits of household items to be mended, knives to be sharpened or scrap to be melted down. In front of him a forge blisters, spitting embers. 
Sheng snaps around as the door closes behind you, shivering eyes set deep in the wrinkled nests of his sockets and his mouth pulled into a grimace which made his already ugly face all the more repugnant. His blacksmith's hammer is raised in his hoof, as if ready to kill something with it. 
His half-mad crackhead gaze settles on you, and his face splits into a yellow-toothed smile.
"Anon! An' just where av' you been? I ain't seen hide or tail of thee for mayhap..." he pauses, sooty brow creasing in concentration as he counts on the digits of his cloven hooves. "Four- no, five days! Had me scared you went and forgotten about old Sheng."
"Sheng," you chuckle with a smile that came easy. "How in the hell would I forget someone like you?"
His smile widens, showcasing the many gaps in his rotting teeth. Framed in the red light of the forge, he's the striking image of an imp fresh out of hell, monstrously hideous and full of mischief. "Oh, the sweet-talk is it? Me chief customer leaves me high an' dry, and now he comes looking to buy his way back into the good-books with his silver-tongue, pah!"

Be coughs a brittle note of laughter, sending flecks of spittle sizzling onto hot metal. 
"It's been a slow week, Sheng. The Five have been playing nice with their equipment recently, and I can't very well employ your services if they don't give me anything to fix."
"Then 'av 'em play a tad rougher! All it's been for the last few days is 'fix me pots, Sheng' an' 'straighten me spade, Sheng' or 'Pop the dents outta me bed-warmer, Sheng'," he gurgles phlegm into his mouth and spits it hissing into the forge. "Bah, pox on 'em! Nobody round 'ere ever has anything interestin' to do, apart from yerself. And what do ya do? You leave me here on my lonesome to fix cutlery and rot. Thoughtless chimp."
"Oof, Sheng, you wound me so." you chuckle. 
"Wounded you? How's about you set yerself upon this 'ere heap for the day?" he says, gesturing towards the pile of scrap on his left side, an assortment of broken cutlery and dented tools. "I'll bet you ten coppers you'll be dead from boredom within the hour. That's been me life for the last..." one again he creases his brow in concentration, and once again he counts numbers off his digits.
"Five."
"Five days!" he shakes his head, curling horns clattering against tools hanging from hooks on the ceiling. He doesn't seem to notice. "It's layman's work, piss-easy and piss-boring." 
"Well, if you're in the mood for something a tad more interesting..." you say teasingly, reaching into your pockets and producing a scroll full of blueprints. Sheng's crazy eyes light up at the sight of it, and he scrambles across the room like a gaunt insect to snatch it out of your hands. 
"Finally!" he shrieks, unravelling the scroll with a manic grin and cackling as he laid eyes on the schematics drawn upon it. His boney form quivers with stuttering laughter. He's scantily clad beneath his blacksmith's apron, bare body akin to a skeleton shrink-wrapped in mangy, burn-pocked fur. "Hnng-keheheh, oh this looks tidy. This looks very, VERY tidy..." he turns the scroll around and scans the back, shooting you a sidelong glance and snickering. "Indulging a bit more in the side projects, I see. You're spoiling me lad. Spoiling old Sheng - KEEEE-he-hee-hee..."
You allow yourself a genuine smile at his enthusiasm. Sheng might be a broken old lunatic with anger issues, hygiene problems and a criminal record for urinating in public, but you couldn't deny that the man loved his craft. 
"Them parts you wanted - I gots 'em all together in that there sack." he says, jamming a thumb towards a burlap bag huddled into the corner without taking his hungry eyes off the document. "You know what you owe me, just leave the money on the way out." he sticks his tongue into his cheek, squinting as he brought the scroll closer to his nose. "Lots of little pieces here. Bits and bobs and all sortsa' knobs. Wassit all for? I'm always makin' parts for you, but I don't never get to see what the parts make. Drives me mad curious, it does..."
"Play your cards right and do your job well and who knows? Perhaps I'll show you someday." 
"Dirty tease." grunted Sheng, still deliberating over the scroll. 
"Do take it as a complement, Sheng; I only tease the people I like." bowing a goodbye you head for the door.
"Oh?" he says with a dark chuckle. "S'pose you teased that Tigress girl plenty last night..."
You freeze, rocks of ice forming in your gut. "I-I beg your pardon?"
"You an' Master Tigress. Word around the village is you an' her had yourselves a little 'private time' down at the Old Tortoise." he sucked air through the gaps in his teeth sharply, grinning like a Cheshire cat. "Most folks are sayin' you an' her are friends o' sorts now - though old Sheng's startin' to wonder what sorta 'friends' you an' her might be."
Of course. The villagers knew. EVERYONE knew; it was the way of gossip in the Valley of Peace. Word travelled fast in a place where everyone knew everyone and fuck-all interesting ever happened. You'd expected it to hear about it sometime or later, even had a pretty little lie set up to deal with it - but shit man, the morning after?
"Master Tigress and I have had our differences, as I'm sure you're aware." you say, quickly composing yourself. "Last night we decided it would be beneficial to 'bury the axe', so to speak."
"'Bury the axe', keheh..." Sheng chortled. "Aye, you buried your axe somewhere, alright - right 'tween her thighs! Ke-HAAH-HA-heh. Don't be tryin' to pull the wool over me eyes, boy; I might be blinder than a bat, but me nose is sharp as a razor, and I can smell woman aaaaaallll over you. Right..." he snorts the air inquisitively, lifts a digit, and points it at your crotch. "There, eee-hehehee!"
Your face goes numb, and a noose of panic tightens around your neck.

He knows.

Oh fuck, he knows.

And if he knows, he could tell-
"I shan't tell no-one, stop pissing your breeches." chuckles Sheng, shaking his head. "Watchin' you get all up in a fright's makin' me feel sorry for you. I ain't no snitch, and there ain't no villager out there with a nose sharper than ol' sheng's - I gots a knack for sniffin' out sex - comes from all them brothel-visits from me younger years."
The relief hits you in a way that makes your knees weak. Swaying, you set a hand on a nearby shelf to steady yourself, still not entirely convinced that this wouldn't mean the end of you in The Valley of Peace - you were barely accepted already. If word got out that you'd porked one of the villagers' bastions of justice... Well, you weren't sure what the consequences would be, but you're pretty sure they'd be bad.  
"Must ask though;" continued Sheng. "How in bloody hell does a reedy little cockspurt like yourself sway a thing like Tigress into his bedsheets?" He looks away from the blueprints, meeting your eyes. "Thought you'd end up settlin' with one of them rabbit girls down at the seamstress', or maybe that strumpet daughter of Cheng's who keeps tossin' herself at you all needy-like, but Tigress?" 
"I'm... Unsure of how it happened." you answer, struggling to maintain the servant façade. "We'd talked, and laughed and, well, it simply happened."
Sheng let his head rock from one shoulder to another, beady eyes reading your expression with a surprising amount of ponderment for a ram who'd once bragged to you about pissing into the toilet from four feet away. He hacked up a sharp note of laughter suddenly, shaking his head with a smile that wrinkled his entire face. "Ke-heh, one of them cases, is it? Poor, lovestruck bastard. Don't worry yourself boy: I wouldn't risk runnin' me finest customer outta town with a loose tongue." 
You feel light-headed with relief, the dry, burning air of the smithy tasting fresher than the outside breeze as you sucked it in, savoring  the lead-copper flavor as if you were smelling a bed of roses. "Sheng, you have my gratitude. My eternal gratitude."
"Pffft, an' what good's that?" he scoffed, as if the last two minutes of conversation had been entirely forgotten. "You wanna thank old Sheng, you can start by givin' me a couple more of these." he flapped the scroll in his hoof. "You don't know how borin' it gets in here with all this mindless tinker's work. Gimmie somethin' special to sink me teeth into, and you can consider yer debts repaid."
You smile, unsure of what you did to deserve a friend like Sheng, but glad to have him all the same. "Sheng, you've my solemn vow that I'll do everything in my power to bury you head-to-toe in work."
He threw his head back, cackled like an evil hag, and returned to the forge, setting the scroll aside and refocusing on the hammer and anvil. "Time you were on your way, boy; old Sheng's sick to his guts of that shaved monkey-face of yours."
"You find it unpleasant to look at, do you? We'll then, I'll be sure to show it around here more often." you quip, heading for the door. You stop yourself in the doorway, looking over your shoulder. "Oh, Sheng... What do mean by 'lovestruck?'"
Sheng smiles, chuckling under his breath as he drove his hammer against the anvil. "Poor bastard. Heheh... Poor, poor bastard."
---
Red midday sunlight poured through the open doors of the Training Hall, dousing Tigress in a square of crimson where she stood near the doorway, pistoning blow after blow into the punching bag. Training had ended an hour earlier, but there was a ball of frustration raging within her which begged to be extinguished, and she knew no better way to do so than to empty it out onto the Training Hall.

The leathery skin of the punching bag folded beneath her fists as she drove punch after punch into its sand-filled belly. Usually there was peace of mind to be found in the monotony of such a simple exercise, but today the simplicity left room in her mind in which thoughts could fester.
Thwack.
Lips warm against her neck.
Thwack.
Agile fingers tracing the stripes across her back.
Thwack.
His excited breath pouring hot across her face.
Thwack.
Eyes molten with emotion, locked with hers.
Thwack.
The shudder of his body in her arms, a shared, rising crescendo as they brought one another to orgasm, the lovely way her name melted, quivering from his mouth-
Thwack-kssssshh.
The bag split down the middle as she powered her fist through it, sand gushing through the open wound. She blinked, looked from the wrecked carcass of the punching bag to her calloused, bloody knuckles, and sighed. Her muscles burned, her breath stung along her windpipe and her heart thundered achingly within her chest. She'd worked herself to the point of exhaustion, rested, and then worked again. 
 It wasn't working. Nothing was working. The frustration had not lessened. In fact, it had gotten worse. Anon had scratched an itch she never knew she'd had, and now that she was aware of it, all she could think about was scratching it again. Even now the bleary memories of last night played afresh in her mind: the moaning kisses they'd shared, the adrenaline-tingle riding her spine, the slight and willowy structure of his body - by the Heavens, she wish she could remember his nakedness with more clarity; the alcohol and subsequent hangover this morning had blurred the image in her head, and she longed to restore it.
Another sigh. The man was from another world and knew sciences that could change the face of China, and yet all she could think about was his grin - that devious, wolfish grin. She cursed herself for her close-mindedness. Cursed, and then went straight back to thinking about it.

This was hopeless.
She cast a sideways look out of the Training Hall's open doorway and watched the hazy red orb of the sun droop towards the mountainous, mist-swilled stagger of the horizon. Damn it all, the day was already ending. Soon enough Monday would be here again, Anon would come walking back up those steps and she'd...
She'd...
She wasn't sure what she'd do. Part of her wanted him gone; far beyond the mountains, never to be seen again. Let the things he'd pressed unto her soul wither and die so that she might return to the life she'd had and duties she held. Let the waters of her heart be still again.

Another part wanted him here, so she could empty these frustrations onto that daft ape's slim, handsome face in a tirade of swearing. She'd curse him for the problems he'd caused, rage at his gross lack of foresight - and then she'd pin him to the wall, rip away those fancy robes of his and do all the things she'd wanted to do this morning, just before she'd left him. 
She cursed silently. What a mess; her sense of duty was at war with these newfound desires, and she wasn't even sure which side she wanted to win. If this was what love was meant to be like, then she hadn't the slightest idea why the commoners sang so many songs and wrote so many bloody stories about the stuff - it was terrible thing and she wouldn't wish it upon her worst enemy.
Stepping outside into the lingering sunlight of dusk, she made for the barracks. If training couldn't offer her absolution from her frustrations, then perhaps sleep would.

Either that, or the Servant would haunt her dreams just as he did her waking thoughts.

  'To meet him in my dreams... To touch him again in the privacy of my own mind...'

A fresh shiver climbed her spine. Sleep, she suddenly decided, would be good.





  
    Chapter End Notes

    Sorry for the delay. I got myself tied up in side projects and whatnot. I'll try to get the next chapter out sooner.


  


      

  











Chapter 9


    Chapter Summary

    Thanks for your patience. I know it's pretty frustrating when the story you like goes and fucking dies for like nine months. Some stuff happened, but I think I'll just pull the age-old excuse and say life got in the way.
I'd like to tell you that I'll try to get the next chapter out sooner, but I said that last time, and look at what happened. Rest assured, I'm determined to see this story ended. There's a picture in my head of where I want it to finish, and I'll feel like the biggest ass for not taking it there.








  Your thighs burn and your calves clench as you take the last steps up the grand, mountain-spanning staircase, glutes two lumps of smoldering, well-worked iron and your hamstrings tight in a way that promised cramps later on in the day. The loops of your backpack cut hard into your shoulders, its metal contents clinking and clattering with every slow, laborious step.
Fuck whoever thought it was a good idea to put The Jade Palace on top of a fucking mountain. 
Fuck whoever thought it was a good idea to put your workshop at the bottom of said fucking mountain. 
And fuck, fuck, FUCK Shifu for denying your requests to hire some muscle to help you carry all this crap from the bottom of said fucking mountain to  the top of said fucking mountain. 
Before you The Jade Palace rises up like the green crown atop the (fucking) mountain's head, the embellished red doors standing open for servants like you coming in for their early shifts. Why they couldn't have just given the Jade Palace a workshop on its grounds was beyond you -  maybe Master Oogway just forgot to add one in when he built the damned place. The old turtle had been a Kung Fu practitioner, not an architect, after all. 
Slaving your way through the gate, you drop the backpack to your side and settle down for a momentary breather. You're sheathed in sweat, practically sodden. You would hit the servant baths as soon as you could and swap out your clothes for the fresh ones in your pack; you'd long since learned the value of taking backup robes into work. 
Sitting there, sucking the air greedily, you listen to the howl of the wind tearing its way through the mountainous crags below and whipping across the palace rooftops. Looking over the steps you'd just climbed you see the view you'd seen a hundred times before: An amber dawn breaching the horizon, spilling misty sunlight into the valley and painting the patchwork greens of farmland and modest clusters of civilization in a sleepy shade of gold. It's still just as serene as the first time you'd seen it, like a miniature Shangri-La tucked away into some cozy pocket of the countryside. Despite its faults, you couldn't deny that The Jade Palace had one hell of a view.
Still, you don't get why they had to put it on top of a mountain, though. 
Righting yourself, you drag your feet across the courtyard towards the dragon-wrought doors of the Training Hall, the jaws of panic that'd been gnawing at your back throughout most of the weekend snapped firmly on your ass.

The village had talked over the weekend. Of Tigress, of you, and of the grimy old tavern in which you'd gotten drunk together. The gossip had spread fast and hard and by the end of Sunday it'd metastasized into a countless myriad of theories, ranging from the benignly innocent like you and her sparking an unlikely friendship, to the batshit crazy like her suspecting you of evil sorcery and taking you to the secluded confines of The Old Turtle to beat the snot out of you in private.
You dread to think of how many of those theories had found their way up into the palace. Some had been appallingly close to the truth. Mr. Ping, the owner of a noodle restaurant you liked to frequent, had gotten it into his head that you'd tried your hand at romancing Tigress and gotten yourself shot down. The miserly old bastard had charged you half-price on your lunch - called it a 'heartbreak discount'.

Oh, If only he knew. 
Pushing open the doors you waddle into the deserted Training Hall on gelatin legs, dumping your backpack into a corner and looking longingly upon one of the benches lining the walls before getting to work. Gears need replacing, bolts need tightening and - most of all - you need a bath. The five's training regimen would require the hall in functioning order in only a short couple of hours, and respite was a luxury you couldn't afford to waste time on.
You don't notice the punching bag is broken until you step into the pool of sand gathered beneath its ruptured, sagging body.

Aaaaaand the punching bag needed replacing. Well, just who the fuck broke that?
---
Tigress made her way to the training hall that morning with a considerable spring in her step, tail snaking in her wake with a lively energy and her features honed by a good night's rest. Sleep, Master Shifu had once told her, was the whetstone upon which the mind and body was sharpened, and oh, how she'd slept...
Shame nipped at her heels as the contents of her dreams turned about in her head, and she kicked it away defiantly. What shame had she to feel? She couldn't control her dreams any more than she could the wind - It wasn't as if her subconscious had an off-switch. The pleasures of her dreams were an indulgence she refused to apologize for. 
And such pleasures they were... Tigress had never claimed to be an imaginative woman, but last night her mind had conjured dreams so vulgar that she'd woken up riveted with excitement and unable to return to sleep until she'd... well. 'Relieved some tension.'
Three times. 
Well... she refused to feel shame for that, either. Satisfying the base cravings of the body was no different than eating food when hungry, or drinking when thirsty. It was a natural, completely normal thing that didn't make her any less of a warrior.

  'Excuses. You've been thinking of naught but the joys of the Servant's tryst all weekend. You are addicted.'

She blushed, trying to shake off the thought but unable to, for it was true. She'd been thinking of their night together constantly. The taste of his kiss, the warmth of his body moving against her, the gentle sounds of their lovemaking - every minute of every hour her brain decided on a different aspect and focused on it singularly. Even now the backrooms of her mind lustfully contemplated the way his kiss had made the nape of her neck prickle. 
Did he feel the same way? Did his heart flutter and his cheeks grow hot when he thought of her? Maybe today, after training, they could speak together. It might help untangle this mess of feelings she had towards him. Anger, confusion, passion and a dozen other things she couldn't put a name to churned about in her head whenever he occupied her thoughts - which had been often. 
Tsk, feelings. Messy, messy feelings.
She flexed her fingers and watched the chords of muscle pulse along her forearm with a mechanical acuity. What place did feelings have in a woman like her? She was a tool of justice. A weapon meant to smite those who'd bring harm to the good and righteous. She was a sword, and a sword had no use for feelings.

And yet, there they were, spinning about her insides like so many unwanted moths in a closet. 
She looked across the courtyard to the open door of the Training Hall and saw the servant working within, crouched over the ruin she'd made of the punching bag with a dustpan and brush in hand and grumbling under his breath. Beads of sweat dappled his forehead, the robes hung from his lithe body and his face grimaced with effort as he stretched to sweep under another piece of equipment. A less than savory view of him to be sure, but one that made her heart flutter all the same. 
The powerhouse that was her body began to falter. Her mouth dried, her belly tightened, and the muscles that'd felt so ready for use but a moment before turned stiff with... Anticipation? Dread? She didn't know. Tigress was quickly learning that feelings didn't much care for announcing what they were or why they were making themselves felt. 
Gritting her teeth, balling her fists and forcing determination upon herself, she approached the Training Hall. She'd act professional. Act as if Friday night hadn't happened. Ignore the foreign desires he stoked in the pit of her stomach. 
She jumped when Po overtook her, clapping her across the shoulder as he went. "Heh-hey, Tigress! What's up? You pumped for training?" he asked. His round face grinned and bristled with the childish energy the panda was so well known for, and Tigress couldn't help but find some small measure of comfort in his smile. 
"Yes, quite." she said, shaking off her nerves as she followed Po. Meeting Anon along with Po felt like it'd be immeasurably easier than doing so alone. His daft antics had a way of making light of even the most daring of situations. Looking over her shoulder she could see the rest of The Five making their way across the courtyard, having finally finished their breakfast. It was maddening to think she'd intended to start her training an hour early. Where had the time gone?
Po breathed in the air and exhaled, round face brandishing a grin that fit his disarmingly soft features like a glove. "You smell that air, Stripes? Hoh, man I'm pumped. You pumped?"
"Didn't I tell you to stop calling me that?" she replied, and sniffed the air inquisitively. "I smell noodles." 
"Wha-? Oh, right. Yeah, my dad had me on soup-duty yesterday. Ever since I took on the whole 'Dragon Warrior' thing he's been down a chef at the restaurant, so I thought I'd lend him a hand over the weekend."
Tigress allowed herself a smile. Despite besting tai Lung and proving himself worthy of the title of Dragon Warrior, Po was still, deep down, the fat noodle chef who chopped onions and poured broth for villagers. Initially she'd seen that as a flaw, but time with the Panda had taught her the values of his humble ways. 
"Yo, Anon!" shouted Po, tearing Tigress from her introspection and nearly tossing her into a panic as the servant turned from his work to look upon them. He smiled as he saw Po, getting to his feet and greeting him with a flourishing bow worthy of a nobleman of the Emperor's court. 
"Master Po," he said, and then, turning to her. "Master Tigress. A pleasure, as always." His expression surrendered nothing. No flash of recognition, no twinkle of mutual understanding between her and him - it was as if that night had never happened between them. It stung in a way she hadn't been expecting. She sought to meet his eyes, but the rest of The Five captured his attention before she had the chance. 
"Ahh! The good masters arrive on schedule. Here, allow me a moment to prepare..." he went about his work in his common way, and Tigress found herself staring after him, waiting for the moment when he'd turn around and cast her a covert wink or a wolfish smile or at the very least a nod of the head. It never came, and Tigress found herself profoundly wounded by its absence.

  


  'He's put it behind himself. All forgotten, just like that. Just like I wanted. I should be happy.'


  

"Hey Tigress, you feeling okay?" asked Po. 'Cuz you look a little... I dunno. Down."
She flinched and skewered him with a glare. "'down'?"  
"Yeah, y'know, down. You got indigestion or something? Cuz' those spring rolls the kitchen staff make for breakfast are wicked bad for-"
"I'm fine." said Tigress, the bitter iron of her tone killing the topic in one fell stroke.
"Alright, you're fine. Forget I said anything." said Po, backing off and alleviating the mood with a hearty chuckle, knowing he'd somehow poked a sore nerve and trying to make light of it. 
Feeling a little guilty, Tigress said softer: "Come, we'll begin with some light sparring. Don't worry, I'll go easy on you." 
Po sprang  up at this. "'go easy on me?' Hah! Not on your life, Stripes. Didn't I say I was pumped? If you wanna stand up to all this-" he gestured to himself with a mock pride, "-you're gonna have to try your hardest."
"Good. I could do with a challenge." she gestured towards an open spot on the floor where the two of them had space to fight. "Prepare yourself, I'll be along momentarily."
Sending Po on his way she looked back over her shoulder at Anon, who spoke animatedly with Monkey over by the training dummy. Even how she expected some kind of hooded glance her way, full of understanding.

Nothing.
She headed towards the clearing where Po stood waiting, stretching his arms in preparation, and hope he meant what he said by having to try her hardest: All of a sudden, she was overcome with the urge to hit someone.
---
"And I say, that's not my wife, that's a banana!"
"AhahHA! A fine jest, Master Monkey." you exclaim, shaking your head and wiping a fake tear from your eye. Monkey grins delightedly at your reaction, convinced his absolute trainwreck of a joke somehow managed to hit home. Monkey was one of those guys with a hair-trigger sense of humor, who'd fly off the handle in peals of laughter at something more deserving of a smirk. He also had a habit of thinking every word out of his mouth was the funniest shit, and so fashioned himself as The Five's designated comedian. By all rights it should've made him an annoying sunuvabitch, but you know what? You kinda liked it. After spending so much time as the Palace's resident oddity, it's nice to have someone speak to you like a normal human being every once in a while. 
Monkey grins to himself, obviously pleased with your laughter. Next to him Crane rolls his eyes, and you get the impression that he's heard this joke one too many times before. "Hilarious." he deadpans before directing his attention to you. "Hey, ah, did you get around to fixing the House of Flying Daggers or...?"
"The necessary repairs have been made, Master Crane." you say. The House of Flying Daggers was an obstacle course you'd designed for airborne trainees: a snaking passage of clockwork built into the ceiling, connected to moving props to be maneuvered around by its prospective user. It was one of your finest creations, as well as one of your more frustrating; all the moving parts made upkeep a bitch. 
"Great! Well, if you don't mind..." he craned his gangly neck towards the collection of winches, chains and cranks you used to wind up the mechanisms, and you bow once before heading over and throwing yourself into the motions. Wind this wheel, pull that chain, release this lever aaaaand-
The clusters of interlocking gears above your head grinds into motion as the course comes alive, and Crane nods a wordless thanks before floating up on an elegant beat of his wings and soaring into the starting area. Looking around you catch a few heads angling upwards to glance at the shifting mounds of mechanics hanging from the rafters. Master Viper allowed herself a glance of subdued curiosity, whilst Mantis and Monkey ignored the mechanism altogether, having seen it enough times for the spectacle to become mundane. You feel a stab of disappointment at their indifference, like a magician who'd just pulled off one of his finest tricks and got naught up yawns and half-hearted claps from the crowd. Thankfully, Po was there to gawk up at the ceiling like a fish out of water.
"Wooaaaah..." said Po, pausing in his sparring with Tigress to appreciate the interlocking cogs of copper and steel as they came to life in tandem. Tigress stumbles, pulling back on a punch that nearly breaks Po's nose and halting her fist a mere inch from his face. Dropping her arms to her side and then crossing them across her chest impatiently, she waits for his wonder to pass.

Her eyes flick your way for a moment and you force yourself not to meet them, lest that injured look of hers jar the impassive mask from your face. Dammit, but you wanted to talk to her, tell her... Shit, you don't know. It felt as if there were a thousand things you wanted to get off your chest, but you couldn't put a single one of them into words. You knew she saw your return to the status quo as a kind of dismissal, a willful ignorance of all that'd happened between you and her, and you weren't so blind as to not see how that ignorance slipped past the protective shell of her stolid exterior and stung at the soft underbelly of her heart. 
You were hurting her, plain and simple. 
But what was the alternative? Placate her with a wink and a nod? Let that little spark between you putter on and on and on, despite knowing it'll never get the chance to turn into the flame you wanted? No. Kinder to snuff it out now, rather than torture both her and you with a delightful dream that'd never become a reality.  
You take a seat on a nearby bench - your unofficial post within The Hall - and watch the proceedings of The Five with the rapt attention becoming of an Equipment Manager, the regretful sigh you make going unnoticed in all the burgeoning commotion.

But damn it all, it'd been a nice dream... A nice, nice dream...
The minutes slip by one after the other, punctuated by the occasional call for you to either operate a machine or reset a mechanism. You can feel Tigress' eyes on you every time she sneaks a glance your way, as well as the heart-sinking disappointment when she inevitably notices you aren't looking back. As much as you try to ignore it, you simply can't. Her feelings fill the room like a pungent aura difficult to pick up on, but impossible to ignore once you notice it's there.
You shift your attention to the other masters, searching for something to distract you. Monkey was trying his hand at the new training dummy, and Mantis was busy pinging through the Gauntlet of Wooden Warriors like an angry wasp looking to sting anything that moved. Viper was...

Wait, where was Viper?
"Hi there!"
You barely manage to avoid shitting yourself as the snake beside you makes herself known in a chipper lilt that fits her sharp, serpentine visage like a size-zero dress on a fatass. She smiles at you  warmly, her underdeveloped fangs glinting in her mouth like a pair of milk teeth. You collect yourself as hastily as you can, getting out of your chair and diving into a proper bow.

"Master Viper, you require my assistance?" you say. Chances were she wanted you to crank up the Field of Fiery Death or realign some complex pieces of equipment that'd gotten knocked out of whack. Aside from Po (and now Monkey, you guess), The Five didn't really approach you for the sake of conversation. 
"Actually, I just wanted to talk."
... Huh. 
"Oh." you blink, taken aback. "Well, if there's anything you wish to discuss, I'm more than willing to lend an ear, good Master."
"It's about Tigress," she says, and you feel your stomach flip. Darting a sideways glance in Tigress' direction, you catch her looking back at you and Viper with a feigned disinterest.

"I heard about what you did for her the other day..." continued Viper." 
"Why, whatever for?" you ask, giving the question enough blanks for Viper to fill in and paint you a better picture of how much she knew. Tigress, evidently, had blabbed about your night out. You couldn't blame her for it: Everyone who was anyone already knew that something was going on between you and her, so it was only logical to get ahead of the rumors and fill in The Five on a more tame version of the truth - one that didn't end with her in your bed.
"Oh come on, don't play dumb." Viper grins wryly. "You had her out in the village, getting drunk in a tavern someplace." she snorts, as if she has trouble believing her own words. "Tigress, drunk! Honestly, I'd never have believed it if I hadn't heard it from the woman herself." 
"Ah, that." you reply sheepishly. "I, ah, suppose an explanation is in order."
"What? No, not at all! In fact, I just wanted to say thank you."
Your unflappable servant's persona threatens to slip on the surprise of the moment, but you manage to steady it before it comes crumbling down around you in a dumbfounded 'bwuh?' You flounder for something a little more appropriate, settling on a stately "I beg your pardon?" 
Viper sniggers at your obvious surprise in a sweet sort of way, like a granny chuckling at the 'goo goo gaa gaas' of their bouncy grandchild, and something in the lithe whisper of her form softens and relaxes, jade coils loosening their grip on their deadly spring. You're not a hundred percent sure what that means, but you think it's good; she looks, comfortable in your presence, and that's more than you can say for most people.

"I said thank you. What you did for Tigress was just... well, it was really something."
"Oh. Well. You're ah, you're welcome, Master Viper, although I fear the magnitude of your thanks somewhat overplays the truth: Tigress and I, we merely shared some conversation over drinks. It was very much an everyday mingling between work colleagues."
"Exactly. Just a normal, everyday night out." smiles Viper, weighing her words to make the insignificant sound imperative. "Between you and me, I don't think she's ever had one of those before! You know Tigress; all stoic and dutiful and stuff - she eats, drinks and sleeps the warrior's code. Unless you spent the time to know her, you'd think she was a machine." A note of sadness crawled into her voice. "Most people do." 
"Indeed. Everyone sees the warrior, no one sees the woman." you summarize to yourself, looking upon Tigress. She's sparring animatedly with Po, slipping the occasional glance towards you between strikes. She fumbles for a moment when she notices your eyes on her, and Po capitalizes on the distraction, very nearly slamming a fist into her jaw. She pulls away just in time, and Po's knuckles brush the fur of her chin.
"Heh, nicely put." says Viper, bemusedly watching the exchange between Tigress and Po. Tigress batters at the panda with lightning fists, enraged that she'd let him get so close as to almost land a blow on her. Soon enough Po stumbles out of the sparring area, exhaustedly calling for a time out.
"Just... Just gimmie five minutes, Stripes. Five... Huueeeeh..." Po flops back against the wall, drawing ragged breaths through a mouth still bearing crumbs from morning's breakfast. "Y'know what? Ten. Make it ten."
"Five, and then we go again." affirms Tigress, limbering herself with a casual roll of her shoulders. Slabs of muscle shift and flow along her arms in a mesmerizing display of power as she stretches, like mountain stone made liquid. It was astounding to recall how tender those powerful arms had felt wrapped around you Saturday morning, or how the chiseled marble of her body had felt almost velveteen when she'd ensconced you in her embrace as you made love. She was a creature of soft iron, strength amassed and then molded into a weapon that could flow like the wind and prove as hard and uncompromising as concrete. Who could blame anyone for seeing the warrior instead of a woman, when the warrior part was so impressive?
"It's nice to know someone was finally able to coax her out of her shell - you know, encourage her to live a little." muses Viper, her smile turning motherly as she watches Tigress. 
"It is, Isn't it?" you reply absently as your mind chews on a recent memory, like a piece of gristle stuck between its teeth. Tigress had warned you about the dangers of living a lie; how it might wear on your soul. It'd been why she'd intended to tell the rest of The Five of your peculiar origins - although whether or not she'd go through with that now, after all that'd happened, was anybody's guess. "I hadn't expected her to be so... Considerate. And sweet. And..."

You remember yourself, and promptly stop talking.
"Neither do most people." says Viper, your bout of pining going thankfully unnoticed. "It catches most folks by surprise, that kindness. Nobody expects the Valley's strongest fighter to have a strong heart to match, but she does. She just... Struggles with expressing it from time to time."
"Oh, I've noticed." 
Viper nods. "She's a little like you in that respect." 
"What?" 
"Oh, y'know: closed off, formal, rarely cuts loose - you two have a lot more in common than you think." she smirks. "Probably why you both get along so well." 
"I'll admit, there's a few things which make us alike, although I wouldn't go as far as to call her and I similar. Put me to work on any of the training courses, and you'll soon see the truth of that." you say, thinking on those 'few things', like your mutual loneliness and the masks you hid beneath; yours the fruity guise of a servant and hers the cold, hard visage of a warrior. The difference was that you put on the accent and the pretty bows, but Tigress' stony persona was the real deal. 
Viper hid her chuckle behind her tail. "Sorry, I'm just imagining you hopping across the Thousand Tongues of Fiery Death."
"Doing well, I should hope." you say with a mock-seriousness, cocking a brow. Something about your expression must've tickled her funny-bone, because her smile widens in a fit of giggles. Your inner comedian seizes the advantage and presses it. "I hope you aren't picturing me in these robes; they're particularly flammable, you know."  
Viper squeaks girly laughter, rubbing the tears from her eyes with the tip of her tail. "Well, I'm hardly gonna picture you naked!" she says, gentle eyes flickering from the floor to you with a blushing sincerity. 
"Oof, and is the picture of my bare hide so unsightly? You wound me so." 
"You know what I mean, Anon." she says, giggling. "And stop trying to put the image in my head; thinking about a servant that way's unbecoming of a girl like me."
You smile broader. Tigress had done a lot more than just think. 
"Hey, you mind if I ask you something of a personal question?" she asks, snaking herself closer with a wiggle of her tail and lowering her tone to a conspiratorial whisper. "That accent, do you put it on?"
You crouch down to eye-level, cast a playfully overdone glance over your shoulder and lean in close. "Between you and me? The regular me doesn't sound pretty enough for a fancy gig like this, you know what I'm saying?" you reply, letting the Bronx slip back into your voice. Viper makes an excited little 'O' with her mouth, and then tumbles into another bout of giggles. 
Maybe you're being careless, but you're in a shitty mood, and you wanna hear someone laugh. Besides, after you'd blown up at Tigress, word had travelled fast that the Lord of The Manor act you put on was bullshit to make you look professional. The jig had been up for a while, so you may as well have fun with it.
"That's how you really sound?! I wasn't expecting anything so... Colloquial."
"Heh, 'colloquial.' You mean thuggish, right?"
She makes a bashful dip of her head. "I didn't want to say it out loud. It's quite nice, really, reminds me a little of home." she grins, a warm memory playing across her scaled features. "I grew up around a village of farmers, and everyone had this funny twang, like they were trying to flick grape seeds off the tip of their tongues whilst they talked. Can't say I've heard anything like yours though. Where'd it come from? Not from anywhere in China, I'd bet."
She plays the question off as casual, but there's an undercurrent of excitement buzzing beneath her words that betrays her curiosity. 'Where did you come from?' It's the one question everybody wants to ask when they first meet you, but nobody does out of fear of being impolite. "Oh, somewhere far from here. You wouldn't have heard of it." you shrug, as if the answer really was just as boring as you made it out to be.
"Far away... Like Tibet?" she wonders aloud.
"Yeah, like Tibet." you nod. "A little further out West, but yeah." 
"C'mon, you can be more specific than that..." says Viper with a flutter of her eyelids, as if she might charm your tongue loose.
"And trash this sexy air of mystique I got goin'? C'mon yourself, sister." you reply, Big Apple accent slipping back into your voice more heavily than you'd like. It makes you sound like a borderline parody of the New York wiseguy, and stirs Viper up like a feather to the funny-bone.
"Hah-HA! Oh my..." she sighs, dabbing at her eyes with the tip of her tail. "It's true! It's true, your air is both mysterious and sexy," she parts with a couple more guffaws. "You should've told us you were this funny from the start; everyone loves a jester."
"Well, Monkey's the resident funny-man, and I'd hate to show him up." 
"There's plenty of room for two, and besides, Monkey could do with the competition; he's gotten lazy with his gags. There's only so many times you can tell a knock-knock joke before it starts to lose its luster."
"He's telling knock knock jokes? Eugh."
"Mmhmm." Viper says. "New habit of his. At least three a day - four if he's feeling particularly hilarious."
"Pssh, sounds like a fuckin' nightmare." you say, biting your tongue even as the curse left your mouth. Viper makes a small gasp, and then hides a childish snicker behind her tail. "I mean, that sounds awful, Master Viper."  
"No, you were right the first time. It's pretty 'fucking' nightmarish." she giggles, forked tongue fumbling with the swear. She sneaks a glance to see if anyone else heard, grinning mischievously. 
"Tsk, pottymouth." you say.
"Hey, I'm a big girl! There's no rule in the warrior's code that says we can't use foul language, if the situation permits it - and  believe me, Monkey's 'humor' permits it." chuckles Viper. "Besides, I heard you gave Tigress quite the tirade when you and her had it out, so you're hardly one to judge." 
She pokes at the subject, and you wince as if it were an open wound. It's obvious she's itching to talk about it, and why wouldn't she be? You're the servant who snapped back at the woman who could pulp your head with her thumb. Aside from your out-of-place appearance and  intricate inventions, it was one of the most interesting topics to  your name. "Yeah, well, she started it." you say.
Viper waits for more, and when more doesn't come, she shrugs her coils, tutting beneath her breath and smiling coyly. "Alright. Keep your secrets for now, Mr. Mystique," she says in a relenting sigh.  "I'll get the truth out of you, sooner or later." 
"Oh, you can try, Master Viper," you tease, slipping back into your servant voice and winking playfully. "You can try."
---

Tigress watched Viper chatter away with the Servant, her bubbly laughter hammering cold nails of jealousy into her heart. Suddenly she wished she'd chosen Viper to spar with instead of Po. She would've taken less care to have pulled her punches. Anon said something, Viper's coiled body shook with laughter, and Tigress felt the vitriol bubble at the back of her throat like a foul acid she couldn't spit out. 

  'Restrain yourself. They're merely making conversation.'

Aye, they were merely making conversation, but look at the way she giggled, look at the way she blushed! Ugh, she was practically throwing herself at him!

  'Except that she isn't. Your warped sense of jealousy is putting falsities in your head. She laughs because he is funny. She blushes, because Viper regularly blushes when she laughs.'

A likely story, although it didn't entirely convince her. 
Po took notice of the conversation from where he rested by the wall, and lumbered over to become part of it. Tigress envied his forwardness; she couldn't hope to throw herself into talk the way he did. Anon noticed him, and Tigress heard the wavy tones of Anon's accent lilt in greeting. Po looked shocked for a moment, and then roared with laughter. 
So, the Servant had finally gotten rid of that atrociously fake accent. Tigress tried not to feel too surprised; she'd told him to drop the disguise, after all. This, she surmised, would be the first step of many. First he'd let his tongue slip back into its normal method of speaking, then he'd start allowing the more garish aspects of his personality to bleed into his polite front, and eventually, somewhere far down the line, he'd tell them the whole truth. Like a man dipping his toes, and then his legs and then finally his head into a cold body of water, the Servant would acclimate the Five to his peculiarity. 
Well. Good for him.
She returned her focus to the weighted bar across her shoulders, maintaining a spotless form as she squatted down and then powered back up, driving from her hips. The plates rattled to either side of the bar. Two hundred kilograms felt featherweight to her. Over by The Servant, Monkey, Mantis and Crane set aside their training to butt in on the conversation, drawn along by their curiosity. 
Po said something about how funny he sounded, and Anon answered in a faux-offended tone: "Eyy, wass' so funny abbaht the way I tawk?" lathering his drawl on so thickly that it almost came off as another language entirely. The Five burst into a fit of giggles, and Tigress felt another rogue thorn of jealousy prick at her insides. 
A moment ago, that accent had been their little secret. A kernel of knowledge he'd shared with no-one but her, like a small bauble or fetish to signify his trust in her. Now everyone knew, and so the bauble lost its glint. She felt robbed, and she felt childish for feeling robbed. Damn it all, things been so much easier when she hadn't felt anything at all!
She threw herself into her work as the others talked. Weights, machines, shadowboxing, acrobatics - she worked until her muscles screamed, yet that scream couldn't blot out the sound of Anon's exotic voice or Viper's trilling, lovely laugher.

One by one The Five went back to their training, Po giving Anon a hearty slap on the back as a ways of farewell. Viper was the last to leave, sharing some murmured words before parting. The Servant saw her off with a playful wink, and Tigress could've screamed her envy. 

  'For heaven's sake, woman, it's none of your concern!'

But it was! That sly wink, that lupine smile, that playful twinkle in his eye - it should all be hers! Why, if she'd known the loss would hit her this hard, she'd have never left him there at his bedside. She would've stayed there at his side and drank deep of all these bottled up passions that tortured her now. She would've drowned herself in his love! She... She...

  'You need to speak with him. Either to pull this root from your heart forever, or let it grow. Either way, you can't keep on like this; at this rate, it's likely to kill you.'

She slid a glance across to where The Servant crouched, fiddling with the inner workings of one of his contraptions, too engrossed in the network of gears and pulleys to notice her attention. The determined bunch of his jaw made him look brutish and Neanderthal, but those sharp eyes bespoke reams of knowledge. The conflict gave his face a troubled look, and she wondered if she lurked in his mind, just as he lurked in hers. 

  'A question to ask later. Much later.'

---

You dust your hands off and get back to your feet in a proud motion, the guts of the mechanized fighting dummy churning once again in graceful motion. The gears cranked and the wooden arms swung as the wind-up practice tool began to spin its clubs aggressively, like a coat-hanger that'd sprung to life and started swatting imaginary flies. It'd been broken after Po had kicked it last Friday, overclocking the innards and damaging the workings way up inside its oaken shell. These things they were built to take a hit, but shit, could some of The Five hit hard.
Looking aside, you give Clubber Lang a quick once-over. The crown jewel of the dummy section still stands proudly, despite the number of beatings he'd received over the last few days. The reinforced shock absorbers were holding firm, the bolts were still tight and the horse-hair mohawk you'd given him still crowned the head above the scrawled-on angry-face. 
"Keep on keepin' on, champ..." you say to the dummy, giving it a loving pat on the shoulder before heading back to your spot by the wall. All in all, you felt pretty good about yourself. And why shouldn't you? The equipment was holding up well, the training session was nearing its end and by the looks of things, you'd made yourself a couple new friends; in the last hour, you'd shared more words with The Five than you had through all of the previous month. By the looks of things, you were finally getting that recognition you'd been yearning for, and you were getting it in spades. 
You flick a glance towards the corner where Tigress worked. She sat at one of the resistance training machines you'd devised, effortlessly maxing out its weight load and not-so-effortlessly pretending like she hadn't been staring at you the entire time. She edges her eyes your way, notices you looking in her direction and quickly snaps her attention onto her feet.
Your heart makes an airy flutter, and you smile to yourself. She really doesn't have a clue to just how cute she can be. Her cheeks are flush with fresh embarrassment, and you can tell from the pensive cast of her face that her mind is elsewhere, even as she reps thrice your bodyweight with the movement of a single arm. Chords of muscle pulse beneath the striped fur as her arm moves through the motions with relative ease, and you find yourself staring more than you should at the way the muscles clenched and flexed.

You remember how heavy the iron of her thighs had felt as they clinched you into a leglock, the way her cobblestone abs would grind across your belly with each erratic thrust of your passion, the way her biceps swelled as she knit her arms about your back and screamed your name-
Ripping your gaze away, you plop yourself back down on the bench by the wall. Of all the weird kinks and fetishes to have... Why couldn't you just be into feet, like a regular weirdo? Just what the fuck was sexy about a girl that could lift you over her head and fold you in half? Something, for sure, because you were getting all kinds of worked up just thinking about how tight those forearms looked. It wasn't too fucked up, was it? Her body was a masterpiece sculpted through years of dedicated labor. It wasn't crazy to... Appreciate... All that hard work, now, was it? It was kind of like appreciating a good work of art.

  'Yeah, loads of people appreciate art. Doesn't mean they want to blow a load all over the Mona Lisa's face you fucking degenerate.'

Putting those thoughts aside, you wait for the training session to come to an end. You'd ask the more unflattering questions this raised for yourself in quieter, more lonely times... Like in bed and in close reach of tissue paper, for instance.
The mechanisms of the Training Hall gradually rattle to a stop as the session reaches its end, and one by one The Furious Five empty out into the courtyard, Po giving you a friendly '"see ya, buddy." as he passed, and Monkey flashing you a thumbs that you returned with a gusto. It's a little sad that you relish the attention so much, but fuck man, it felt good to get some thanks after such a long dry spell of nothing at all.
And then, everyone's gone. Except Tigress. She looks at you from across the room with the stiff-jawed reluctance of a woman who had plenty things she needed to say, and no desire to say them. There's a fragility to her stance, a hard bunching of her shoulders and a nervous curl to her tail that reminds of a thing made of glass, ready to shatter the moment you dropped it. She closes in on you in meek little footsteps, wrings her paws, and speaks.

"I've been meaning to talk to you, Servant." she says.
"Oh yeah?" you ask, knowing what was to come, and reluctant to face it. From the first moment you'd seen her this morning, you'd known that she wouldn't have been able to just leave it alone. It'd been written all over her face, in every stolen glance and dreamy stare. There was a wound between you, and she was here to pick at the scab, because she was the sort of girl who just couldn't let well enough alone. "Whaddya wanna talk about, Tigress?"
"You know fully well what about," she pinches through gritted teeth, managing to come off as frustrated, embarrassed and ashamed all at once. The expression passes from her face with a heavy breath through her nose, as if she were venting steam. Then, in a softer tone: "About the other night. And the things I said, the morning after."   
"Right. About that." you scratch at the stubble prickling your chin reluctantly. You didn't want to have this conversation. Not now, and preferably not ever. To have something you so desperately wanted for one night, only to lose it the next day was torture enough. Constantly bringing it up and reminding yourself of the things you couldn't have was nothing more than torture. "Well, what about it? It was a great night, and a shitty morning. For what it's worth, the former made up for the latter."
She flinches, and you can tell your abrasiveness stings her. "You speak as if it were nothing special. As if it didn't touch something inside of you...-" a swell in her chest, a brace for impact. "-As it did with me."
The waver in her voice is heavy with emotion. A silence plays out, filling the air between you until the prospect of breaking it becomes daunting. She stiffens her lip, balls her paws and awaits your next words as she might a punch to the face. 
You'd been expecting this talk. Somewhere in the deepest darks of your mind, you'd been preparing for it, although the preparations had never gotten very far. What were you supposed to say? You like her, you want her, but fate says no. You'd been stupid to dream, and she's being all the stupider for digging the subject back up after burying it so decisively.

"Tigress, we were drunk, happy and horny. Shit happens. I know you're unfamiliar with how romance works, but don't go mixing a lapse of judgement up with true love, or whatever the fuck you think... This is." you gesture to the air between you.   
The hurt you're expecting to see on her face never comes to fruition. Instead, your harsh words incite nothing more than a furrowed brow and a frustrated snort of defiance. "And now you lie; You seek to turn me away, sour me on you... Protect me from making what you believe to be a mistake." 
"Isn't it? Isn't that what you said, right before you hitched tail and ran?" you ask, suddenly incensed. Damn her, couldn't she understand that you wanted to pull this thorn? Why was she trying so hard to shove the motherfucker back in? "It was a mistake. A big, dumb fuckin' mistake. So, stop dragging my ass across the coals with all this flirty bullshit and taunting me with something I can't have!"
"It isn't like that!" her teeth flashed in the red afternoon light as she bared them in a snarl. "It's not. Yes, it was a mistake, but... But I am glad to have made it. Given the chance, I would make it again. You..." a hissing sigh as her black lips sheathed her glinting fangs. "... You  would not understand. For all my life, I have been lonely - I wasn't aware of it, but I was. It wasn't until you showed me what sharing yourself with another is like, that I realized how much the absence hurt." she takes a step towards you. "I thought I could discard the realization and live in ignorance, as I did before." Another step. "I was a fool. You've given my heart its first taste of compassion, and its desire for more won't stop merely because I wish it so." Her final step left her inches away, close enough for you to see the fine sheen of tears whetting the amber of her eyes.
It takes a moment for you to find your words. "So, what? What do you want of me? A sidepiece to bang whenever you get the itch?" you shake your head. "Look, you're a great girl and all, but-"
Her mouth wrings in disgust, and you realize you've offended her. "Is that what you think this is? Me seeking to satisfy some base desire of the flesh? I do not want a prostitute! I don't want some tool to answer my body's cravings! I want..." Her paws slid out, taking your hands and holding them lightly. She looks down at her feet, blushing shamefully. "I want someone with whom I can couple my soul, someone to touch my heart, and allow me to touch his. Don't you understand? I want us to be lovers."
You want to speak, but the knots in your throat bar the words. To have someone like that to open up to would be... Oh, but it'd been so long. The sweet memories of your night together still lingered, like the pleasant scent of cooking food that remained in the kitchen long after the meal was eaten. It'd been so good, so nice, to have someone see the real you. See them, and like them...

But you had to be realistic. You had to think on tomorrow, and the day after, and the day after that. How would a relationship last between the two of you? How would you keep it alive? How terribly would it hurt if things went bad? 
"Tigress... What you want, it's dangerous. Shit like this can blow up in your face faster than you realize. I mean, what if someone finds out? I'll lose my job, you'll lose your reputation-"
"No you wouldn't!" she barks, frustration making the chords of her neck tighten. "You would not lose your station. I... I would not allow it. And as for my reputation, what of it? Am I to be denied the softer parts of life, simply because the world wills me to be hard? Am I not allowed to slake the wants of my heart because the people believe I don't have one? All my life, I've fought to keep the folk of the Valley safe. I've bled for their happiness, and sacrificed to stay the hands of those that would bring them harm. The Five's suffering and hardship has purchased the peace this Valley is know for... Is it so wrong that I would want to taste it, for once? Is it?"
Her voice wavers on the cusp of breaking, lancing you with pity. You'd never been under the delusion that Master Tigress was heartless, even in your moments of most passionate hatred for her. But you'd known those who had, and they were plentiful. The only two parts of Tigress that most ever saw was the grim-faced stoic or the angry beast she brought to bear when she was wailing on some poor bandit. To most villagers, she was the protective golem of the Jade Palace: Useful to have around, but rarely thought of as a person.
To have gone on that way for so long... 
"It's not wrong," you say, tightening your hands about her paws. The coarse and well-worked pads of her fingers lace clumsily with yours, as if confused by the simple gesture of affection. "It's not wrong at all." she makes a small gasp as you close the distance and kiss her lightly - sweetly - on the lips.

Out of all the things you could've done, kissing her was probably the worst; you're not under any delusions; You know perfectly well just how much of a mess you're making of your life by choosing to make Tigress a part of it. You know, you care, and yet you kiss her all the same.

Because fuck, man, she's worth it.
Tigress tumbles into your arms like a tilting bulwark finally allowed to collapse. A sigh, a sob and the airy sound of something that might be laughter all fight their way up out of her mouth at once as her arms come about your shoulders and your foreheads rest together. You feel the warm dampness of tears beneath your hand as you caress the sharp curves of her face, wiping them dry with a brush of your thumb.
"I was afraid you'd say no..." she breathes, sounding equal parts exhausted and embarrassed. 
"To this face? Fat fuckin' chance." you say, feeling at her jaw. Despite the choppy swirl of emotions pressing in on every side, Tigress still finds it in her to grumble at your impromptu humor. Then she sees your grin, and she kisses you hungrily. 
You could've coddled one another for hours, but unlike last time, you weren't in the private confines of your bedroom, and every second surrendered to this blessed togetherness was another second you risked getting caught. Your bodies part reluctantly, but resolutely. You both understand the danger of getting caught, and just because you both deem the risk worthy doesn't mean you're going to tempt fate.
Tigress blinks hard, as if surprised in herself, before smoothing over her clothes and clearing her throat. "I, ah, I do not know how we'll make this work, but..."
"But we will," you assure her, fondling your fingers through the white trim of her jawline. "Somehow. I'm a clever guy; I'll figure something out."
There's a moment of tranquility between you and her, where the rest of the world dims into a background static and the only thing that seems real is the tickle of her fur against your fingertips and the warm, heavenly feeling her smile puts in your chest.

Then the door creaks behind you, and you rip your hand away the second before Po dips his head through the doorway and bellows: "Hey Tigress, me and the rest of the guys are headed down my dad's for dinner tonight, you coming along?" 
The flame of passion that'd been kindling between you and Tigress fizzles out like a bum firework as Po unwittingly tramples it underfoot. The shift from tenderness to formality happens jarringly fast, so much so that you nearly trip over yourself turning to face the panda. Someone less oblivious would've picked up on your surprise. Thankfully, this is Po you're talking about; the big guy rarely managed to notice things until after they'd knocked him on the head.
"A moment, Po. The servant and I were just discussing some matters." says Tigress, gesturing him away with a flick of her head. She keeps her tone calm, even as indignation gutters behind her eyes. Po notices the look and bounces his gaze between you and her, looking for a trace of what might've caused it.
 "Hey, you two aren't having another argument, right? Cuz' Shifu was really specific about what he'd do if you-"
"Like I said, we were simply discussing some matters." reaffirms Tigress, stepping past you. "Nothing more. Tonight's dinner is to be held at your Father's?"
"Yep! Dad's got a five new recipes he wants to try out, and I've got five buddies with empty stomachs - works out pretty cool, right?"
"Very. Now, if you don't mind..." she waves him away.
"Wha-? Oh! Right, yeah. You two go ahead and say whatever you're gonna say." Po nods, waiting patiently in the doorway with an innocent, clueless smile on his face. Both you and Tigress wait a couple seconds for the penny to drop, and when it doesn't, you sigh collectively. 
"Po, Master Tigress and I have matters concerning the equipment that she wishes to discuss in private, if you would be so kind." you snip, foregoing your Bronx accent in favor of your professional one - you feel it drives the point home a little better.
Finally getting the idea, Po backs out of the room, shooting you a thumbs up as a way of goodbye before strolling out. The door leans open in his wake onto a courtyard swarming with servants and dashed with the light of a crimson afternoon. No one in earshot, but dozens in sight; regretfully, there'd be no goodbye kiss between you and her, only sweet words.
"I... We cannot spend too long together, lest we arise suspicions." says Tigress, nodding towards the open doors. "I shall speak to you again tomorrow -  I swear it. I am grateful - I mean, glad that you have... Oh, I know little of passionate words, Servant, but," she looks at you deeply, a rare smile rising across her cheeks like a swift sunrise and swathing you in its warmth. "You've made me a happy woman. A happy, happy woman..."
Whatever snide tease you had on your tongue comes undone at the sight of her heartfelt sincerity, and you smile back at her dreamily, humbled by the purity of her affection. A new feeling pushes its way up from the depths of your soul, nestled between the raw sexual cravings of the flesh and the basic emotional desires for companionship and filling up the chest like warm butter. Your hands feel light, your cheeks tingle and this swelling joy inside of you leaps from your mouth in a breathy giggle. Living in this madman's version of Ancient China has been, bar none, the worst experience of your life, but right now you could kiss fate's feet for putting you in the same world as this woman.
"You're lovely," you sigh, grinning like an idiot. "And I'm a lucky sonuvabitch. Go, get on after Po before I kiss you again - and to hell with who sees."
Tigress blushes, and her tail sweeps bashfully around her feet as she steps away from you, out into the courtyard. The red sunlight glosses against her fur in a dusky rouge, making her beautiful the way sunsets over the ocean aught to be. "There will be time for that soon, Servant." she says, the regal confidence of her tone lilting with sweet notes of laughter. "As soon I get you alone, I shall..." she swallows, too clueless in the ways of flirting to come up with a second part to that sentence. "W-well, soon. I promise."
"Don't make me wait too long," you wink, looking her over with a blatant craving that turned her blush seven-

"I'm dying for a second peek at those pink panties."

-Eight shades brighter.
"Y-you lecherous-! " she begins, but a holler from Po cuts her short. The panda stood by the open gates and the stairs leading down into the valley, The Furious Five assembled by his side. Crane waves her over; dinner, you suppose, was ready. Tigress looks from him to you, urge to serve you some lashing rebuke evident on her still-smoldering cheeks. You tease at her silently with a wolfish grin, your way of giving her something tastefully exciting to remember you by over the long wait for tomorrow. She huffs with embarrassment, and then smiles with sudden epiphany. "Very well, we shall trade; you shall look upon me in my underwear, and I shall look upon you in yours." 
"Pfft, you know I don't wear any."
"Exactly."
"Wha-?" you put two and two together, and bristle hotly. Son of a bitch, she's turned the joke on you.
She parts with a chuckle, throwing one last, longing look over her shoulder at your surprised face before marching off towards Po and The Five. 
And then, you're left alone with your thoughts, free to contemplate the sledgehammer you'd just taken to the fragile architecture of your life. You think about the chaos that'd ensue if word of a relationship between you and Tigress ever got out, and how much of a struggle it'd be to keep you and her under wraps, all whilst under the watchful eyes of The Jade Palace. You think about Shifu, and what he might do if he ever found out that you were banging his daughter in law. And then you think about Tigress, and how perfect she'd looked just now, glancing over her shoulder and smiling like that.
Too dangerous to make her part of your life, too irresistible not to.
What a mess.






      

  











Chapter 10








  Lou watches you from across the table, watery little eyes squinting as they raked you over again and again. Suspicion crinkled the edges of his yellow bill, and his grey wings drummed feathers against the table's edge, a curious hum building at the back of his slender neck. "Are you okay?" he asks finally. "You're usually so much more..." a pause as he searches for the correct word.
"Quiet?" you suggest.
"Miserable. I was gonna say miserable." 
Yesterday that would've pissed you off, but not today. Today, you were feeling good. Damn good. Man, you felt like a fucking rockstar.

"What can I say? I woke up on the right side of the bed, for once." you say, flourishing a coy smile and plucking at the bowl of rice balls in front of you, trying and failing to nail the slippery fuckers with your chopsticks.

Y'see, Right now would be the point where you start raging to yourself about how fucking retarded the concept of using a pair of twigs as eating utensils over a knife and fork is, but today? It was just sort of funny. You chuff some low notes of laughter as you chase a rice ball around the bowl, clipping after it with the sticks before finally catching it, raising it gingerly to your mouth, and popping it between your lips.
Plain white rice never tasted so good. 
Lou stares at you seriously as the contented smile spreads across your face. "You haven't been harvesting any funny mushrooms from the forest, have you?" he asks. 
"I'm telling you, I just woke up feeling good. High on life." you shrug, grabbing for another rice ball, only to have it slip from your clumsy grasp. "Hey, what am I supposed to do with these fingers here? Do I, like, let 'em hang loose or...?"
"You're supposed to tuck them into your palm, and stop bending your thumb so much." says Lou, waving a wing as if to discard the sudden change in subject matter. "Look, something's up with you; nobody's THIS happy on the early shift. I mean, we're going to be working from sunrise all the way to midnight! Doesn't that make you... I dunno, glum? And what's with the voice?"
"What about it?" you ask innocently. "This? This is just how I speak."
"No, it's not! You're all fancy and 'yes sir, no sir', not this!" sputters the goose, gesturing at you frantically.
"Huh? Oh, right; the work accent. Yeah, thought I'd lay off the smarm a little - what, you didn't think I spoke like a princess on the regular, did you?"
"I mean, yeah, I kinda did." he admits shyly, as if realizing only now how daft that was. "You used it outside of work and everything, so I just assumed... Well." he shakes his head quizzically. "So you're saying that this is just the way you talk? You sound like a drunken bandit." 
Filling your mouth with another rice ball, you shoot Lou a warning frown from across the table. 
"In a good way! Really, it's, uh... Charming?"
You roll your eyes, swallowing. "Yeah, sure. Charming. See, this is why I fancied up the way I talked."
As you and Lou go on, the Servant's Wing of The Jade Palace fills up around you with busying pigs and hectic geese, all dressed in the traditional servant's attire: robes of blue and gold finery, chased with trimmings of delicate lace. The rich silks and cottons were a fine match for the servants when they were out and about in the Palace's more open areas, where they treated every step with an air of regality befitting an employee of one of the oldest, most sacred houses of Kung Fu in all of China.  Here though, in the privacy of their wing, the servants acted more like the rice farmers and tradesmen they'd been raised as, shouldering past one another to get to the communal rice pot and sharing dirty jokes over tables surrounded by stupid, grinning faces.
If the swarming networks of servants working throughout the palace could be likened to a grand puppet show of epic proportions, then this would be the curtained area above the stage where all the strings were pulled.

Naturally, it was off limits to visitors; puppeteers kept the technical workings of their performance hidden behind a curtain for a reason, after all. The servants of The Jade Palace went to great lengths to uphold their veil of formality. To let the audience peek backstage would dash the illusion.  
"Is this how you talked to The Five yesterday?" probes Lou, picking at his own breakfast disinterestedly - you'd both been sitting down for breakfast before you began talking, and so far you were proving a more fascinating subject to Lou than his food. "Everyone was talking about you over dinner again."
By 'everyone', he meant The Five. His station at the Masters' Barracks meant that he and his work friends heard practically everything The Five said to one another. It also meant that they were expected to keep their mouths shut and not flaunt details about The Five's personal lives away on a whim, kind of like how Lou was doing now.

Lou talked when he was nervous, and Lou was always nervous. 
"And they were saying... ?"
He worries at his beak with a feather, throwing a cursory glance about the room to check if anyone is listening before ducking his head close to the tabletop and saying in a whisper: "You didn't hear it from me, but... Master Crane thinks your accent is Mongol." he disgustedly scrapes the word 'Mongol' off his tongue like a wad of crusted gum.  
"Mongol," you say incredulously. "Like, 'Khans and stuff' Mongol?" 
Lou holds his wings up in a placative gesture, as if you'd just been incensed by a grave insult, and needed calming. "His words, not mine! And for the record, you don't look like any Mongol I've ever heard of - not that anyone's heard much of them since The Five beat them back at Weeping River."
"Well gee, thanks for the vote of confidence." you grumble. Belatedly you wonder how closely the history of this world follows your own, and whether or not there's an animal-version of Genghis Khan somewhere out there, preparing to loose his nomad hordes on China. You doubt it; in your experience, this world is very liberal in its reflection of planet earth - hence the nattering goose who couldn't keep his mouth shut, and the Kung-Fu-Farmhouse of animals who broke physics with their ridiculous, Tekken-tier fighting styles and Street Fighter bullshit. 
You're about to press Lou for more when another goose comes waddling up to the table, gilded in glossy silks the color of sunshine and dragging his webbed feet with the reluctance of a man bearing bad tidings. The goose's name was Zeng, and although he didn't look like it, he was the chief authority among the Palace's garrison of Servants.  
He wedges his way into the conversation with a dainty clearing of his throat before settling his trembling, watery eyes on you - much like Lou, Zeng always looked as if his heartrate was climbing into the stratosphere - maybe it was just a goose thing.

"Ah, Anon?" he says, and you can tell from his tone that whatever he's going to say next is gonna be bad, not that you're that miffed about it; you're feeling happier than a dog with two dicks, and there ain't nothing anyone could say that'd shit on your mood - 'cuz man, you got yourself a motherfucking girlfriend, and she was the finest piece of ass in this godforsaken valley. Cute, sexy, and full of love she didn't quite know how to express, she was the best catch a man like you could hope for, and hol-ie shit were you riding the high that gave you. Ain't nothing gonna screw up this dog's day, Ain't nothing-

"Shifu wants to see you," says Zeng. "It's ah, about Master Tigress."
... Oh.
Oh fuck. 
The smile slackens away from your lips, and you reluctantly swallow back the ball of rice in your mouth. It goes down your throat like a lump of dry chalk. Zeng was, among other things, Shifu's personal servant. For him to have sent the goose down here to retrieve you probably meant that whatever he had to say was urgent.

And you can think of only one thing he might be interested in that involved you and Tigress.
'Holy shit. Holy shit he knows. He fucking knows!'
'Hooh-kay, play it cool. Be the tactician, assess your options and-'
'Play it cool? He. Fucking. KNOWS! It's game over, man, game over!'
Judging from the piteous look on Zeng's beak and Lou's inability to meet your thousand-yard, dead man's stare, they both realize the same as you the sheer depths of the shit you're in. When a servant gets called into Shifu's company, nine times out of ten it's because they fucked up to a degree where a regular tongue-lashing from their immediate superior just wouldn't cut it, and the proverbial king of The Jade Palace himself has to step on down from his throne and set up a personal meeting to give your castigation the weight it deserves.
When he sends Zeng, personally, to retrieve whoever's in the shit, you know it's bad. The last guy Zeng had taken back to Shifu for reprimand had ended up quitting The Palace and hightailing it out of The Valley, supposedly out of fear for his life.
"What, uh, w-what's he want me for?" you ask, words stiff with encroaching panic. You're clinging to the empty hope that this is all some dumb misunderstanding on your part - That Tigress had some new ideas concerning the Training Hall last night, told Shifu early this morning, and the old red panda liked the ideas so much that he'd sent Zeng to collect you, so you could discuss it in detail. Y'know, something like that.
Oh course that's bullshit. Really, he wants to see you because you dicked down his prized student slash-daughter in law, and now he wants to paint The Palace in your blood - two coats of it, probably. What Zeng says next confirms your fears.
"He didn't say, but he's waiting for you up in the Dragon Grotto. Tigress is there too and... Well... They look serious." Zeng says the last part as if it were an apology. He knows just as well as you that he's handing you your death warrant here. The eyes of the other servants are on you, most of them sunken with sympathy. You feel small under their gaze, like the prankster who got caught putting a tack under the teacher's chair, and now has to take the walk of shame to the principal's office - although you suspect you have a lot worse than detention coming your way. 
"Well, I, ah..." you gulp away the dryness in your mouth. "... I guess I'd better get going." Getting up from your chair, you look back at Lou. "Uh, catch you later, Lou." you say weakly. Lou's sad wave goodbye had an air of permanence to it, as if he believed you wouldn't, in fact, catch him later, or ever again. The room is quiet as a mourning procession as you're led away by Zeng, like a prisoner following his warden to the cold manacle-embrace of an eclectic chair.  
The route to the Dragon Grotto is a scenic one, taking you through the broad and pillared halls of The Jade Palace past walls of lavish tapestries and artifacts pregnant with centuries of storied history. The battered shell of Master Flying Rhino's armor, The cracked Urn of Whispering Warriors, The Sword of Heroes, you spare each of the displays a long moment of observation, trying to delay the inevitable. Zeng, ever the bleeding heart, lets you have a moment before solemnly tugging you along by the hem of your robes.
You should've known it was gonna end this way. Honestly, a secret romance with one of The Five? What the fuck were you thinking! Did you seriously think you were going to sneak that one past Shifu? The man had eyes in every nook and cranny of The Palace - the grumpy little bastard was practically omnipotent. On reflection, you'd been suicidal to even try. Damn it all, why'd you have to go and wet your dick in forbidden pussy? Why couldn't you just go and hire a prostitute or something, like a regular lonely asshole?
'Don't fuck yourself around, man, you wanted more than sex. You wanted a connection, and you got it.'
Yeah, you did. You got your connection, and from the looks of it, it'd cost you your life. Hell of a fuckin' trade-off.
Leaving The Palace through its back door, you follow Zeng out into the courtyard, from there taking a slender trail through the ancient, moss-limned hunches of rock that made up the mountain's scalp. The path weaves through the natural stone meanderingly, built around the topography of the mountain, rather than through it. Rough tufts of grass line the corners of the trail, and twisting roots the shape of arthritic fingers press up from between the cracks in flashes of green leaves that flutter in the wind like butterfly wings.
You take it in. Savor it. For all you know, it might be the last thing you'll ever see.
As the path curves around the mountain's shoulder, you pass a peach tree sitting comfortably on a patch of earth, squatting serene and sleepily against horizon, like some fellow traveler of the path who'd grown tired and took his respite by the roadside, finding their place of rest so pleasant that they'd drifted off to slumber and never awoke. The breeze sways its grand branches, each one swarming with pink blossoms and drooping beneath the weight of their fruit. 
The Peach Tree of Heavenly Wisdom was said to be the home of Oogway's essence; Apparently, on the  moment of his death, the wizened old tortoise had burst into a cloud of cherry blossoms right there on that cliffside, beside the tree. The cool mountain winds had carried both his body and soul into the Spirit Realm, but Oogway, loving the tree's scenic little bower so dearly, had left a fragment of his spirit behind, to enjoy the view for the rest of eternity.

You weren't too sure of that - chances are the old codger had just keeled over from a heart attack or fell down a flight of stairs - but there was an undeniable sense of presence to the place, as if Oogway had indeed imparted a piece of himself unto the tree before (supposedly) disappearing into the afterlife. You're not too sure on that, either, but that doesn't stop you from muttering a quick prayer beneath your breath to whatever haunts might be resting beneath the tree's shade. 
Master Oogway had been Shifu's teacher, and if anyone might convince the red panda to be gentle with you, it was him. A pretty long shot to take for a doubtful agnostic like yourself, but a this point, long shots are about all you have.
The wind picks up, and on its breath, you swear - just for a moment - that you can hear the pleasant laughter of an old man. 
You twist, searching the staggering rocks for a source of the laughter. Nothing. Your imagination, half-mad with panic, is putting sounds in your head. 
The path winds on for a while longer, offering scenic views of the valley below awash in the champagne light of pre-dawn, none of which you properly admire; you're too transfixed on being scared shitless. Below, the path turns into the yawning mouth of a shallow cave. Thin trickles of water eddy across the cave's stone floor, gathering into a small pond at the cave's center before leading out over the mountain's edge in misty threads of waterfall. A lone rock juts from the mirror surface of the pond, and on that rock, still as the very stone beneath him, was Shifu. 
His staff stood upright on the rock like a planted flagpole, and it was on the staff's tip that the little red panda balanced, eyes closed and face smoothed in the serenity of a man at peaceful sleep. The statue of a great dragon rears out of the ground in front of him, bearded with lichen and surrounded by the dot-firelight of a dozen flickering candles. The jewels of its eyes glint with the reflecting colors of the rising sun at your back, and its grinning maw looked fierce, proud. Its shadow cast a shrouded sense of wisdom about the cave, as if the statue knew something you didn't, and would tell you, if only you'd listen. 
You don't notice Tigress until you're almost on top of her. She's standing by the grassy rim of the reflective pond, paws linked behind her back and legs set a shoulder width apart. A soldier awaiting inspection. Her gaze doesn't turn to you as you enter behind Zeng, nor does any emotion dent the impassive cast of her face. She looks every bit as statuesque as the dragon. 
The sun from outside bounces off the surface of the water and casts a rich web of worming light about the room, punctuating the perfect stillness with a constant, leaping illusion of movement. Shifu's eyes open the moment you step into that light, although you make no sound to announce your presence. 
"Anon," says Shifu, turning atop the point of his staff to face you fully. "Just the man I wanted to see. You and I have something to discuss."  
"Indeed, Master Shifu?" you reply, fighting to keep a croak of fear from your voice. You feel like a man with his head on the chopping block, awaiting the dreadful swing of the headsman's axe; any second now that placid expression of Shifu's was going to smear with anger, and he'd unleash the full extent of his fury on you.
"Yes, indeed." Shifu begins, stepping down from his staff and collecting it in his hand in one graceful, fluid movement. "Master Tigress has spoken to me at great lengths about matters concerning you and she, and I must say-" he swings to you, gaze heavy and severe. "-I'm quite surprised."
"I... I can imagine, Master Shifu..." you chew your lip in the ensuing silence that rings between you and him like a sheet of hammer-struck steel. Abashedly you look at your feet, unable to look him in the eye. Your shame is sudden and sharp, that of the misbehaving boy who'd been caught red handed. Here was the man who'd taken you in, fed you, clothed you and given you a job most folks would kill for. There was no doubt in your mind that you'd be dead if it weren't for Shifu, and you'd repaid the hoary little bastard by fucking one of his prize pupils. You had a right to be ashamed. "I'm sorry. Truly, I am. I should've... I should've told you earlier." 
"You should've; I prefer to hear firsthand when a member of staff decides to extend their duties - especially to the extent that you have." 
"Extend my duties, Master Shifu?" you say, encroaching panic halted by a sudden bout of confusion. You look at Shifu, and find him looking back at you in that serious way of his. It's not the dire and furious look that you were expecting - it was more 'scolding teacher' than 'snarling dragon.'  
"You needn't play coy, Tigress has already explained everything." says Shifu, waving an arm with the dismissive hubris of a man assured that he had all the pieces to the puzzle - only, you slowly realize, he didn't. He was too casual, too collected. If this was about what you initially thought it was, he'd be hanging you over that ledge right about now.
'He doesn't know. Oh, thank fuckin' Christ, he doesn't know.'
The relief wants to rush through you like the swell of a great and inexorable tide. You push it back, tantalizing as it was to hope. These were still dangerous waters, and whatever it was that Shifu knew was still grave enough to justify calling you here for a personal meeting. You slide a glance towards Tigress. She's still just as inexpressive as she  was before, only now you notice the way the tip of her tail wiggles about her ankles, flopping from side to side like a playful snake. She's excited - although about what, you couldn't tell.
Shifu clues you in. "Yesterday, you pledged yourself into the personal servitude of Tigress, am I correct?" he asks, tapping a foot impatiently.
Wha- uh, well..." You say, eyes skittering about the room in a fevered search for some sense to what was going on. Tigress met your gaze for a moment, and gave you a stiff nod of encouragement too subtle for anyone but you to notice.

"Yeah? I mean, uh, yes, Master Shifu. I... 'Pledged' myself..."  'Personal servitude.' Like, what does that even mean? A handmaid? 
Shifu expels a short huff through his nose like a snorting bull, and begins to pace. "A rash decision, and not one to be made without the permission of your superior. You understand the importance of your current tasks, don't you? The Training Hall is the anvil on which our Kung Fu is shaped. Keeping it in working order is vital to the maintenance of our craft. If splitting your duties were to jeopardize those tasks..." he shudders, as if the outcome were too horrid to imagine. 
"I understand, Master Shifu." you reply. A boldfaced lie, but what else are you supposed to say?
"And yet, still you pledged." Shifu sighs. "I suppose I admire your tenacity - your current job is enough to fill the waking hours of any two of our staff. To take a second one on top of that is an act of great confidence - or hubris. Again, I would have preferred it if you'd visited me personally to request additional assignments; things work much smoother around here if the left hand knows what the right is doing."
"My apologies, I shall make it a priority to keep you informed from here-on in."
"See that you do." he says in reprimand. Then, turning to regard the stone dragon sitting coiled in the corner of the grotto, he's quiet for a little while, a pensive mood settling over him as he watches the candlelight toss wavering shadows over its serpentine face. Slowly, a smile creeps up on him. "You know, I was surprised when Tigress told me of your request, and even more so to hear that she found it agreeable. I would've thought the two of you would've remained at each other's throats for a while longer - she isn't one to relinquish a grudge, and you'd don't strike me as the amiable type, either."
His smile lilts at that last part, and you just know that he can see through your lord of the manor charade as if it were made of glass. You try not to be too surprised; you'd always suspected that Shifu was too wise a cookie to be duped by some two-bit limey accent like the rest of the plebs. He knows you were a dirty little liar, and moreover, he doesn't care. Like Tigress, he had enough of a nose for bullshit to suss out your guise. Unlike Tigress, he had a big enough head on his shoulders to figure out the why of it. 
"She and I... found a way to resolve our differences. After much consultation, we concluded that we'd suit better as friends, rather than enemies." You explain, subtly missing out the part where you took her home and fucked her raw like a horny rabbit. That part, at least, you're confident Shifu is in the dark about. 
"Well I'm proud, of both you." he says, briefly swinging to Tigress to acknowledge her before turning his attentions back to you. "Your mutual understanding shows wisdom on both ends." he looks down on the staff in his hands, weighing it as if it were heavy with great meaning, although what that meaning was you couldn't surmise. The simple branch was unembellished apart from a band of gold around its neck from where it'd been snapped in half some time ago, yet Shifu handled it as if it were a priceless treasure. "Oogway would be pleased, and for that, I'm willing to allow this - on the condition that your work in the Training Hall doesn't suffer, of course."
"You've my assurance that The Hall will be operating at maximum efficiency at all times, Master Shifu. My-" fuck, what did he call it? "-Personal assistance? It won't interfere with my regular work." you bite your tongue as you finish, feeling very much like a man stumbling through a dark cavern in desperate need of illumination. Bullshitting was awfully hard when you didn't fully understand what you were bullshitting about. 
"Very good. In that case, I'll let you two get on; I'm sure you've both got full schedules." he says, returning himself to the rock on which you'd found him, balancing the staff upright and placing himself atop it as easily as one might climb a set of stairs. Tigress excuses herself with a stiff bow, and you do the same, leaving Shifu to his meditations. You hurry out of the cave as fast as your still fear-stiff legs can march you, awash with equal parts relief and confusion. 
Tigress marches beside you, every bit the stone golem the villagers thought her to be. As much as it prickles your temper, you wait until you're well out of Shifu's impressive earshot before turning on her and growling: "Okay, what the fuck was that?" 
"I told Master Shifu that you'd requested additional work, and that you'd offered your services as my personal assistant." she says, unflinching in the face of your anger. Somehow, that just managed to piss you off all the more. 
"Without telling me?!" you explode, New York accent braying with anger and making you sound like an Italian-American with a plug jammed up his nose. "Jesus, fuck! Do you even realize how bad I shit myself coming up here, thinking Shifu was gonna karate chop my dick off for plowing one of his students? Christ, I almost keeled over from a fuckin' heart attack!"
"Master Shifu has no reason to suspect any intimacy between us, we've-"
"And what the fuck is all this 'personal assistant' crap? I've GOT a job, stripes! A very hard, very TIME CONSUMING job!"
"Your work has become easier recently, I thought you'd-"
"Ooooh, you'd thought? You'd thought. Well here's a quaint little suggestion: how's about you fuckin' ask next time before you toss me up shit creek, or at least hand me a fuckin' paddle!" 
If I've upset you, I-"
"Upset? You think I'm upset? Oh, I'm..." you breathe, pressing a palm into your temple to quell the burgeoning headache you were giving yourself. The momentary quiet gives you time to organize your thoughts and bleed off some of that residue panic still swilling around in your basement after that meeting with Shifu. But Jesus, you'd thought he was gonna kick your ass...

All at once the spine falls out of your rage, and as it goes limp, so do you. Catching yourself on the hump of a boulder you gingerly seat yourself down on a stone, sagging like a dead flower. You don't realize you're sitting beneath the shade of The Heavenly Peach Tree until you lean your head backwards and thunk into its aged timber. Looking up into its branches you watch the fluttering mane of pink petals toss in the wind, wondering again if Oogway's spirit truly resided in their shade, and if so what he made of all this; the terrified alien and his tiger girlfriend must've made for some awfully fascinating visitors. 
"When'd you get so impulsive? You know how close I came to losing it back there?" you say, calmer now that you'd had a chance to cool your outrage. The anger is still there, but refined and leashed under control. You cling to it stubbornly, not yet finished with its brandishing.
Tigress looks at her feet, and her strong paws ball themselves into fists at her sides. The look on her face is one of intense and smoldering introspection. "I was under the impression that you would be pleased. To employ you as my personal aide allows us the time and opportunity to be with one another without arousing suspicion, and the pay-"
"I don't care about the money, Tigress, I can barely spend what I have! Besides, cash doesn't mean jack if someone figures out what we've got going on here." you gesture between you and her. 
Her chest swells as she begins to pursue another line of argument, and then deflates as she lets it go. Her rigid posture slumps, the cast iron of her expression melting into a guilty pout as your reasoning finally bores a hole through the thickness of her skull. "I see... I may have acted irrationally."
"Well gee, y'think?" you say, feeling like an absolute bastard when you see how she flinches at your coarse tone. There's something remarkably innocent about her guilt that stays any further lashing from your tongue - what's more, it makes you feel kinda prickish for launching into her in the first place. She looks so soft, so indefensible, that you have to remind yourself that this woman could rip a phone book in half with a flick of her fingers, and bend metal like it's taffy. 
"The thought of having a reason to keep you at my side enamored me, and I was blinded to reason. I was... Excited." she admits the last word shamefully, sinking her head lower on her square shoulders to the point where it might be considered a bow. "Forgive me. I've made a terrible mistake."
Your anger gutters away in light of her shame, despite your best efforts to keep ahold of it. Dammit, why were you feeling like an asshole? YOU'RE the one with the right to be upset! Sure, she only did it because she was pumped to have a boyfriend and wanted to keep you close, and yeah, granted, her spur of the moment plan actually sort of worked out, but...
But...
"Tsk, c'mere, you fluffy dumbass." you sigh, patting the spot beside you. Tigress comes to sit down uncertainly, and then you fold an arm around her shoulders to pull her into a hug. She jumps a little as you wrap her up in your arms before soothing into the embrace, slowly letting her paws crawl up the span of your back.
"You aren't angry?" she mutters into you ear.
"No. God knows I wanna be, but you're too cute to stay mad at." you answer, swooning as your hands map the sculpted surface of one of her triceps. There's a promise of safety in her stocky fighter's strength that puts you at ease, as if the shelter of her powerful arms could turn away all the dangers the world had to offer. You'd once likened the chiseled craftmanship of her physique to that of a sword - a tool made for the smiting of foes and the winning of battles. Truthfully, she was just as much a shield as she was a sword; Within the warm circle of her embrace, you felt nigh-on untouchable. 
"Thank you," says Tigress as the stiff mounds of her shoulders loosen under the soothing balm of your touch. "I realize my actions might have been rash, but, thank you." 
"Just count yourself lucky I'm such a nice and understanding guy." you smirk, turning her face to yours with a light brush of your fingers across her chin, and pecking her lightly on the lips. You can feel her mouth shaping into a smile beneath yours, and a rumble of laughter peals up from the depths of her throat to shake the primal roots of your desire. The way the dark thunder of her laugh fills up your mouth like a deep, rich wine prickles the nape of your neck and puts your desires on high alert. You subtly shift your hips away from her, hiding the evidence of your arousal. As hungry as she made you, there was a time and place to feed those hungers, and it wasn't here.
Once you got her into a nice, cozy bedroom, however...
"And humble, evidently." she chuckles, loosening the embrace without parting it entirely. "It seems I have chosen my lover well." 
"Oh, you've picked the best." you smile, winking. "Now, how's about you fill me in on my new job description? Is 'Personal Servant' just a flowery way of saying butler or something?" 
Tigress shrugs, your sarcasm lost on her. "In a way, yes. It's not an unusual practice; many reputable warriors across China make use of trusted servants to aid in the handling of tasks. The preparation of meals, managing of schedules and providing of general help often fall into the care of subordinate of unquestionable loyalty - someone with whom the warrior may entrust their life." she looks at you pointedly. "Most would consider it a great honor." 
"Most don't have a job as busy as mine."  
"You'll have adequate time to perform your regular duties on top of everything else," she assures you, curt and professional even as her rough paws stroke up the trail of your spine. You can tell she's desperate to hug you again. You wouldn't mind another cuddle yourself, although you'd prefer to do so after you'd gotten all of the important business out of the way. "I shall keep you busy, but you shall have time..."
"Keep me busy as in how? Am I supposed to bring you your dinner like some kinda fancy waiter, do your laundry or what? Gimmie the specifics." 
"You'll apply help where needed, and what that help is and where it is required is up to my discretion. Your tasks will include a personal involvement in my training, accompaniment on longer travels and the fulfillment of daily chores, among other things."
"... So I'm basically your maid?" you say, deflating.
"A very honored, very important maid." corrects Tigress. "Although to call you a maid would be a gross oversimplification; I do not require anyone to clean up after me. You are to be a dutiful companion, a helpful manager of tasks..." she lets her tail curl meanderingly about your calves as she closes the gap between your bodies, and you feel the feverish quiver of elation that rips through her as she brings her chest to yours. "... And a passionate lover."
Reminding yourself that you're in a public area, and that someone could come wandering around the corner at any moment to spot the two of you loving on each other, bolsters your resistance to her clumsy and inexperienced charms, but that resistance soon melts beneath the warmth of her hard body. Abs that could stop a bullet push into the concave of your belly as arms that could splinter trunks of ironwood tighten around your back, and her face closes with yours to rest the black nub of her nose against your cheek. Her mouth waits before yours, making slow, bated breaths that wash hot and feverish against your skin, and you can feel the flare of your arousal reeling its head once again. This time, you're not strong enough to deny it.
"Oh, I'll be good at that last part," you purr, brushing your lips teasingly against hers. Her balance betrays her as your teasing sets her swooning, and she leans into you for support, letting your slender whippet's body become the pillar on which she steadied herself. "Scout's honor."
"You'll be close to me all day, right by my side." says Tigress with an intoxicated huskiness, as if the very thought of having you so completely made her drunk with joy. "Mine to take, whenever I want..."
"I'll be your personal fuck-maid, like a dildo that dusts off your shelves..."
"By the heavens, Servant, shut the fuck up." she says, kissing you heavily.
The wetness of her lips moves against yours in clueless rhythms, lacking the wisdom of good kissing, but full of enough passion to do it anyways. Lightly, you slip your tongue between them, brushing the slick enamel of her fangs in your passing. Her tongue rises to meet yours in a feline purr of approval, its barbed surface pushing up into your underside in a wet, tickling caress. Her paw moves along your neck to drag you harder into the kiss, as if she were trying to drown you in the cavern of her mouth, and you let your deft fingers trickle under the hem of her vest to feel along the softly-furred length of her bare spine. 
Tigress shifts her weight to allow herself a better angle on you, thick, iron thigh inadvertently pushing into your crotch as she seeks to plumb the depths of your throat. A small gasp of surprise issues from her as she notices the growing stiffness between your legs, and she breaks the sloppy heaven of your kiss to speak. "-I didn't realize... I mean, I didn't think that I would..." she draws a calming breath, collects herself. "It wasn't my intention to excite you in such a way."
"Yeah? Well, you did..." you grin lecherously, letting your nose sink into the fine fur of her cheek so you can drink in the heady musk of female that clung between the hairs like an inebriating atmosphere. It's different than burying your face into the locks of a human woman. The smell was spicier. More primal. There was a wild and animal essence atop that innate smell of femininity which had your primal urges spitting sparks. Fuck the risks. You want her now. "... What're you gonna do about it?" 
"If you're hoping to make love to me on Master Oogway's final resting place, you'll be sorely disappointed, Servant." says Tigress, the shortness of her breath betraying her own ravenous desires.
"Final res-? Hold up, this place is a fuckin' graveyard?" you ask, putting your sexual hungers on hold to cast a wary glance around the crop of earth and stone in search of a burial mound. Nobody ever said anything about the old tortoise being fucking buried up here.
"Not in the traditional, morbid sense, but the spirit of Master Oogway lingers here still." she fixes you with an upturned eyebrow. "I doubt he would appreciate us disturbing his tranquility, especially not in the way you're thinking."
Overhead the limbs of the peach tree bounced under a hard breeze, as if nodding in agreement.
"Pfft, 'you're thinking'. C'mon, Tigress, don't act like you ain't got the exact same thing on your mind."
Her smile broadens, and her paw quests downwards to place a suggestive squeeze on your butt. "I have. But not here-"  
"-And not now, right, I get it." you sigh, rolling your eyes and reluctantly untangling yourself from Tigress. The cool wind feels all the colder in the absence of her body's warmth. "Voyeurism's kind of a turn-off for me, anyways." you add, shooting an uncertain glance up into the canopy of the tree's blossoms. Another breeze made them rustle with a sound uncomfortably close to airy snigger, and once again you wonder just how close that 'lingering spirit' spiel was to reality. 
"You didn't let me finish, Servant. I said not here, but there is a hollow in the mountain's face, just a little ways down the path." her paws snake out to fold around your hands, and she reels you back into the mighty bulwark of her chest. Her heart throbs behind the barely perceptible hump of her breasts in a way that seems to fill the spaces between your own heart's quickening staccato, and the sunset amber of her eyes burns all the hotter for their closeness. "It is a secluded place, it would be safe for us to..." she blushes, looking down. "... Be together." 
"Since when did you get so bold? Saturday you were bricking your pants over missionary in the safety of my bedroom, and now you're talkin' about doing the dirty on a public road." you smirk, combing fingers along the contours of a stripe atop her head. "Not that I mind. You're hot when you're pushy."
Blush reddening, Tigress hides her face against your neck, words murmuring against your skin in soft caresses of breath as she speaks. "I was nervous the first time, unsure of what to expect. Now..." a sigh, and she lifts her head and looks at you guiltily, releasing her words as if they were some kind of damning secret. "Ever since that first time, I've hungered for a second. Even as I rejected you, I hungered. Whenever I look at you, the thought of taking you again enters my mind." She coils her arms around your waist and hugs you to her possessively. "Now, the chance to have you again is upon me, and my patience is at it's end."
Her mouth closes on yours with ravenous appetite, fangs clacking painfully against your teeth from the force of her kiss. The warble of a predatory growl issues from her throat as she drenches you in passion overwhelming in its magnitude. Before the kiss is broken, she's already leading you back to the mountain path, pulling you by the hand to her secret cranny.  
The path she takes winds away from the mountain's side, turning through slim valleys of moss-rimmed crags until you come upon the opening of cave mouth not unlike that of The Dragon Grotto's, although the insides are far less spectacular. The charred remains of a campfire sit at the cave's center - remnants of charcoaled wood sitting on a bed of ashes long since cooled. There's some sparse wooden furniture, all rotted beyond repair, and an outcropping of stone littered with clay jugs and pots that'd been collecting dust for who knows how long. It looks like a hermit's den, although you know for sure that no hermit would be mad enough to live all the way up here.
"What is this place?" you ask, setting your horniness aside for a moment to instead satiate your curiosity. Rooting through a series of bottles balancing on an inset of stone that'd been haphazardly chipped out of the cave's wall, you pick up what looks like a bottle of rice wine, sniff the opening, and grimace at the bitter smell; the damned stuff had been here so long that it'd aged into vinegar. 
"An old refuge, for a student who used to live here." says Tigress, circling the room. She paces it slowly, skimming a paw across the surface of a moldering table.  
"I take it this student wasn't much of a social type."
"No, he wasn't." she muses. Her fingers snag up a piece of wood upon the table's surface - a carving, whittled into the the shape of a red panda. Shifu. Tigress turns the little figure over in her paw, expression unreadable. "He was quiet, enjoyed his training, and made of this Palace his entire life."
"Sounds like you had a brother." you jibe. 
Tigress doesn't laugh, instead rubbing the pads of her fingertips across the carving of Shifu, as if she might unearth an answer to the unspoken question on her mind beneath all the layered dust. "It does, doesn't it?" she replies, grimacing. Then, blinking and shaking her head like a woman freshly awoken from a nap, she tosses the figurine back onto the table. "Enough of that - this is an empty room, and nothing more." she says, swinging to you and refreshing her smile. "A room, I might add, that nobody from the Palace frequents. We shall be undisturbed here."
You grin, falling back into the mood of things. "Is that so? You're telling me I've got you all to myself, for as long as I want?" you approach her with a confident swagger, letting your eyes roam to the places you wouldn't dare look in public, from the supple curve of her powerful thighs, to the slight bumps of her hidden breasts, to that pretty ass of hers, all tight and slabbed in muscle.
She bristles under your suggestive gaze, paws wringing themselves as a blush blazons her cheeks. "Yes, it does," she says, gulping. "As... As long as you want." 
Slowly, casually, you pull the hem of your robes apart, revealing a sliver of bare chest which immediately draws her eye and ignites her hunger. Her ears lift, her nostrils widen and her lips part, readying themselves to snatch you up in a devouring kiss. It's an innately feline reaction, animalistic in its nature and yet strangely enticing in its inhumanity. She looks every bit the jungle cat she is, ready to fall upon you, devour you...
"C'mere," you beckon, letting your robe slip further down your shoulders. "Touch me a little; I wanna feel you on me."
She reaches for the fasteners of her vest as she approaches, shedding the article as you let your robes fall to your waist. Rippled obliques and shredded abs press against your skin as she comes into your arms, gasping at the intimate touch of your hands up her back like a woman stepping into a cold body of water. Her fur is thick and warm between your fingers, and the soft iron of her muscles beneath is warmer still. 
Her breath shudders as you trace the fluffy edge of her ear with your lips. Her words come sparsely, struggling to free themselves from her throat as the rising excitement rends her breathless. "I-I am still a novice in these wa-haaays!" she says, punctuating  herself with a watery hitch in her voice as you pull her waist against yours just roughly enough to make her know how badly you wanted her. "If... If my performance is inadequate-"
"Ssshh," you whisper, silencing her with a kiss against her chorded neck. "Didn't we go over this last time? Quit acting like this is a training exercise or some shit, and gimmie some goddamn loving." 
Her paws tighten on you as her confidence swells. "Oh, Servant," she mutters, mouth moving to meet yours. "Be gentle... Be sweet..."
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  Her fur prickles against your bare skin as your bodies meet in gentle reunion, and her mouth tastes just as fine as it had the first time you'd kissed her. Pushing your hands through the velveteen pelt of her unclothed midsection, you follow the carven lines of her physique, fingers trickling across the cracks between her musculature like water flooding the gaps. You want to feel everything, touch every part of her hard fighter's body and commit it to memory like the world's most dedicated cartographer.

There are scars hidden beneath the blanket of her fur, peppered liberally across her skin: the teeth marks across her shoulder, the divot of an old axe wound perpetrating the roundness of her thigh, claw marks making runnels down her back, and a dozen or so more you'd been too drunk to notice the first time round. As you search for a way to unfurl those pesky chest-wrappings covering her breasts, your fingers pass the troubled flesh of another scar, a small blotch on the surface of her back. You wouldn't have given it any notice - it's a footnote in comparison to the other, more impressive mementos of combat her body has collected over the years - but for the fact that you could feel a second, identical scar on her front, just beneath the swell of her breasts. 

  'Is that...? No. No, no way...'

"Spear wound..." murmurs Tigress between the shifting press of your lips, noticing the curious way your fingers explored the scar. 
"All... all the way through?" you ask, shocked to the point where it almost distracted you from kissing her. Almost.
"All the way through." she confirms, melting against you as your hands balm the old wound with a tender caress. An idea pops into your head and you smirk, lowering yourself down her body to press your lips against the spot of pink skin, tending to it lovingly before pulling away with a comical 'mwah'. 
Tigress looks at you, blinking cluelessly. "Servant, just what in The Heavens are you doing?" 
you let your cheek come to a rest against her abs and smile back at her, lounging upon the rock-solid washboard of her stomach as a cat might upon a particularly warm stone. "Last time I had you like this, I told you I was gonna find your scars and kiss 'em all better, don't you remember?" you drag your lips across the shallow indent of an old slash wound that leads across her rippled belly, kissing softly as you go. Tigress shudders, a high-pitched whine issuing from her mouth as you pass lingeringly across her navel and finish your circuit. "I wanna make good on my promise."   
"O-oh," she says, tongue flitting across her lips like a darting sparrow as she grasps your intent. Slowly her mouth creases into a trembling smile, skittish and fragile. But damn, she's cute when she's nervous. "I see. I-I can show you more..."

Her paw settles behind your head, fingers weaving into your hair and combing claws delicately across your scalp in a way that turned the back of your neck to gooseflesh. For a woman with such large and powerful paws, she had a gentle touch. With light tugs and pushes, she guides you back up her body, to a notch in her collarbone.
"Hmmn, what's this one?" you ask, equal parts flirty and curious. Flurious. 
"H-hand axe." breathes Tigress, voice choked to a husky whisper by her anxiety. "B-b-bandit gave it to me... Four years ago." she gasps as you push your mouth against the scar, nuzzling past the thick layer of her fur to kiss at the warm skin beneath. You look up at her expectantly as you kiss, your lidded eyes pressing her to pick another scar from her impressive repertoire.  
She gets the idea, guiding your seeking lips onto the hump of her shoulder, where a scattering of dots were patterned against the surface of the hard muscle. "And this..." A pause, a nervous swallow, a shivering breath to vent her excitement. "... This one's from a morning star." 
You work your lips delicately against her, brushing your mouth against her scars as a painter might brush meticulous detail into their masterpiece. Thews of muscle twitch into chords of brass beneath your kiss, rising up from the softness of her fur like shapely rocks beneath a warm, homely blanket. Then, with a shudder, they loosen, as if melting beneath the heat of your husky breath. 
Tigress whimpers haplessly, eagerly pushing you towards her chest. With a shimmy, the chest-wrappings come loose, spooling around her feet.

"And this one?" you ask, spotting one of the fault lines in the creamy fur of her front, leading across the slight roundness of one of her small yet firm breasts. 
"An arrow from a Golden Army deserter. J-just a grazing shot-... Nnnnhn!"
Her voice rises to a squeak as you kiss at the supple dome of her breast, letting your tongue slip out to tease at the bump of her nipple. You can feel her quickening heartbeat rumbling up to the surface of her skin like distant thunder, feel the shortness of her breath as she pants into your hair, feel the weak-kneed tremble she makes as you look up to meet her eyes and grin like a satiated bloodhound.
Another idea occurs to you, and your grin widens lecherously. 
"Got any down here?" you ask, pushing your hand under the rim of her pants and stroking along her bare, rippled thigh. 
Tigress' eyes widen as she catches your drift. "P-plenty..." she stutters.
"Well," you smirk, tilting your head playfully. "Don't you want me to take a look?"
Tigress nods, too excited for words, and pushes you in the direction of her nethers. Your keep your mouth busy as Tigress leads you towards her more private areas, using your tongue to give her well-loved nipple a flick goodbye that sent trembles up her back, and kissing from ab to perfectly toned ab as if your lips were  dancing across stepping stones.

You're so preoccupied with your worship that you nearly miss the scar above her waistline - a small, inch-wide thing half a hands-width above her hips. Ever the thorough lover, you move to lay a kiss upon it, only for Tigress to yank you back by your hair. "Not that one!" she gasps, paw making a shuddering fist around a knot of hair that pulls painfully at your scalp. Noticing she's hurting you, she loosens her grip, and lays her rough palm consolingly across your cheek. "Apologies, I didn't intend to hurt you, but... Not that one. Not today." 
"Okay," you reply, letting your hands slip away from the marble musculature of her body and showing them in a sign of compliance. You can feel the mood wilting between you like a dying plant, and from the grimace on Tigress' face, you say she can feel it too. "No touchy down there - that's cool. You, uh, got any other no-go zones, or...?"
"No, no it's just-" her jaw tenses and her mouth clacks shut, and you can tell from the resolute look in her eyes that you'll get nothing else out of her. "It's nothing you need worry about, Servant." she folds a paw around one of your hands and guides it back to her thigh. "Come, touch me as you were a moment ago, let me feel your mouth on me."
You're happy enough to comply, feeling up the firm thigh before gently pulling her black pants down to her knees. You spare the small, forbidden scar one last curious glance before turning your focus to the bright, pink panties before your nose, cotton moist with her sopping desire. The smell of primal femininity is overpowering, and soon all the thoughts you had snagged on that scar are shaken loose and drowned under the spicy tang of her musk. 
It's an agonizing trial to resist the allure of her womanhood, but you manage - all for the sake of being a tease. Swooping forwards, you go to lay your lips against the mound of her vagina, only to redirect yourself at the last moment and press your mouth into a ragged patch of skin on the inside of her leg.

Tigress makes a throaty growl of frustration that rises into a pleasured mewl as the kiss continues, your grinning lips spreading passion across the rumpled flesh. "So how'd you get this one?" you ask.
"A hot brand - w-when I was young I - hrrrk!" she makes a sound as you smear your mouth across the point where her thigh meets her pelvis, and you chuckle in a low, rumbling hum as your probing tongue meets the edge of her panties and follows it along, tracing the outline of the little article. Several times your tongue threatens to dive under the sodden cotton and taste her, and every time you pull back at the last moment, dangling heaven in front of her nose only to snatch it away goadingly. The fur rises across her back, and her tail whips behind her, baited into a frenzy. "B-by the heavens, Servant..."
You consider putting an end to the foreplay and diving into the main course - but, cruel lover that you are, you're having too much fun to quit just yet. With a deliberate laziness you drift from one thigh to the other, letting your devilish lips brush across the twitching imprint of her folds as you pass the panties. They spasm beneath your electric touch, accompanied by a squeaking whimper as you choose then, just as your lips touch her quivering pussy, to breathe, billowing her with your hot breath. 
You can feel claws extending unbidden from her fingertips, and the tremble of her body as your merciless baiting draws adrenaline into her veins. It'd be a wickedly horrid thing to draw out her torture any longer - terrible, really. 
"How's about this little one here?" you ask, finding a new scar of her second thigh and pecking at it with impish little kisses. A distinctively feline 'mrowl' comes warbling out from between her clenched teeth as her hips roll of their own volition, angling towards your face as if pulled along by a string caught in your mouth. The sound deepens into a bassy growl, and her paw, firming its grasp on the back of your head, pushes you up against the dewed fabric of her panties. 
"Enough teasing..." she rasps between breaths shorn ragged with arousal, her voice sharp with all the frustration you'd so smarmily kissed into her. "I want you to-" a falter in her tone, a brightening of the blush around her cheeks. Her free paw pulls aside the panties, as the sopping lips of her sex meet your cheek. She can't bare to look you in the eye as she continues, instead turning her face away with an angry chuff. "W-well you know what I want..."
"'Course I do," you say, letting your cheek rest against the lips of her vagina as if it were a particularly comfy pillow. You can feel the humid mists of her sex pearling against your skin as you speak, and grin. She's coming apart at the seams, the big, bad warrior persona melting into a needy lover against the heat of your temptations. "But I want you to ask-" you press a kiss delicately against her opening, and her body goes rigid, thunderstruck. "-Nicely."
Reluctantly swinging her head to meet your gaze, you can tell she'd be scowling if the excitement hadn't made her face numb. Instead, all she can manage is a pout that made her look more cute than it did fearsome. "W-w-will you... I want..." a hard swallow. "Use your tongue on me..."
"What's the magic word?"

  "Now!"

Her paw thrusts you demandingly against her pussy, hips grinding at your mouth. It's as close to a polite request as you're ever going to get, and it's enough. Wordlessly you let your lips meld against her opening, and slip your tongue into her pulsing folds with a serpentine dexterity. Tigress claps a paw to her mouth, barely managing to muffle the ecstatic shriek you drive from her.
"Ooooh, sweet mercy... Anon..." she whines as you paint the walls of her vagina with your tongue. Her taste is sharp, spiced and heady, her insides like liquid velvet against your seeking tongue. Her eyes smart with tears as you plumb her depths in slow, purposeful strokes, guiding your tongue's tip against her labia as one might trace the petals of a delicate flower. Your hands settle on the solid globes of her rump, and you pull her against you hungrily. 
"Th-th-that's... Hooooh, hnnnhnhnngh..." burbles Tigress, shuddering as if she were a freezing woman finally stepping into the warm light of a fire. "Keep going. It is... Wonderful... Wonderful..."
"Huving phun up thurr?" you ask between thirsty laps, diving progressively deeper into her as your tongue grows evermore bold in its search. Fat drops of her juices roll down your chin as you busy yourself with her pleasure, determined to drive her to completion but not so eager as to rush things; You only get head for the first time once, after all, so you want her to enjoy this. 
Her tail drapes around your neck like a living scarf, and the iron grip on the back of your head turns into a passionate caress, fingers rubbing gentle circles across your scalp. "Hnn, there! Rub me there, just like that." she moans as you lap against one of the deeper crevices of her folds. Her walls undulate as the tempest of her orgasm crests the horizon, sex flexing against your mouth with the anticipation of impending release.  
Catching her clitoris between your pursed lips, you varnish her pearl with a deft swirl of your tongue. Tigress has to catch herself against the wall behind her as her knees turn to water and her legs give out in a feverish shiver, awkwardly using your knelt form to keep herself wedged upright. Her hips start spasming in jerking little humps as you lick her, as if her mound were desperate to become one with your face. "Servant, I'm almost... Almost!"  
You hum into her depths, lavishing her clit with a barrage of flicks as she passes her point of no return. Every roll and lash of your limber tongue passes through her in an electro-shock treatment of pleasure, fur bristling and flesh quivering as you lap her over the edge into an infinity of bliss. She thrusts you against her hungry snatch as she blows, breaking the quietude of muted moans and mumbles with the yowling roar of a furious tiger. Her tail coils tighter around your shoulders, and her paws turn into fists of iron as you grind yourself against her in a series of lavish kisses and thirsty suckles, seeking to pour more pleasure into a cup that was already well overflowing. 
"M-muh-muh-mercy!" she whimpers as you renew your attack on her clitoris, seeking to drag her orgasm out into infinity. Every sweep of your tongue sends a fresh shiver up her spine, every smacking shift of your lips a heart stopping shudder. You're the kitten, and she's the ball of yarn in your paws, long since unraveled but still fun to play with. You smirk against her flexing vagina as you successfully wrangle moan after sloppy, pleasure-drunk moan from your lover. Having pushed her into the boiling pot of orgasm, you were all too happy to stir the broth a little.   
You don't stop devouring her until the final embers of her orgasm have settled and her pussy clenches in one, final, ecstatic shiver before going slack around your tongue. Unsheathing yourself from her sodden lips, you offer one, last kiss against her sex, capping it off with a comical 'mwah!' sound before looking up at Tigress and grinning.

"You okay?" you ask.
Tigress responds by drifting backwards into the wall behind her, seating herself on an alcove. Her mouth hangs slack and her eyelids flutter as she tries to blink the stars from her eyes. You wait patiently, wiping the greasy beard of her love from your chin, and finding an unspoiled bottle of spirits on one of the nearby shelves to wash the taste of tiger-pussy from your mouth - not to say it's an unpleasant taste, but you still plan on kissing her some more, and you doubt she'd appreciate you pushing the flavor of of her own genitals into her mouth.

Sitting down on the nearby table, you drum your fingers and wait for the spell of afterglow to break. 
It takes her a minute to find her voice. "By all the heavens, Servant, I don't know what to say. That was... Above incredible. Divine." she says without a hint or irony. "I've never felt something so... Intense before. I was aware your tongue was sly, but-" a shudder as the ghost of her pleasure plays afresh across her nerves. "I hadn't known the mouth could be used in such a way." 
"Heh, tell me about it; I don't like to brag, but I eat a mean pussy." you smile, full of self-satisfaction at the way Tigress swayed dizzily from side to side. You'd forgotten how empowering it felt to send a girl to the moon like this - the last time you'd given head was way back in high school, and the recent hecticness of your life had shrouded those fond memories in a fog so thick you could barely recall them. 
"The profanity isn't appreciated, Servant," she sighs, leaning her head back against the wall to look dreamily up at the stalagmited ceiling. "But yes, you certainly do. That was... Heavenly."  
"You're usually so grumpy; nice to see you enjoying yourself for a change." you chuckle, sauntering up beside her with all the bluster of a proud rooster - that 'heavenly' comment had gotten you preening. 
You expect a hard glare and a stroppy 'I'm not grumpy, you're grumpy!' in reply to your rather obvious bait, but instead she smiles to herself wistfully, as if in humor of some personal joke you didn't understand. "yes, it is nice, isn't it?" she says, shaking her head with a small laugh. "Forgive me - I'm thinking of something Viper told me the other day - it's unimportant, but..." she trails off into a mirthful bubble of laughter again.
It sounds lovely, and before you know it you're up against her again, tasting the sweet laughter off her lips and sharing in her hearty giggles. Her mouth eagerly comes against yours, and her powerful arms pull you up against the inebriating warmth of her body. Her breasts heave against your chest with every bellow, and although the laughter slowly peters out into throaty notes of passion, the zesty spirit of joy it'd carried stays there, shared between you and her with very heated kiss and hungry grope. 
Her paw fiddles the rest of your robes away, and your erection sits against her sex, throbbing as her fluids moistened cloying and hot against your shaft. Slowly her black lips find their way to your ear, caressing your lobe as they spoke in trembling notes of anticipation.

"Servant? Make love to me. Look me in the eyes, and make love to me..." 
She pulls back to look at you, amber eyes lambent with the soothing light of glowing campfires and flickering torches. Like a moth, you feel yourself drawn to that dancing flame of passion, longing to burn in its heat. She doesn't realize how beautiful she is, and how joyous a thing it is to be with someone so effortlessly and unwittingly beautiful. 
With a tender movement of your hips you push yourself inside her, savoring the small whimper she makes as you pass her entrance. Her body spasms, vagina clenching wetly at your shaft with every excited jerk of her limbs. Her eyes are wide pools of emotion, her mouth a fanged circle of silent, joyous exclamation. Her voice issues out of her in a husky breath: "Oh, Servant, I've waited for this."
"Hnnk!" you gasp as you nestle fully into her depths, some nameless, primal urge putting a tingle in your balls and a spike of adrenaline in your heart. Fuck, she felt good... THIS felt good: being with her, not just experiencing pleasure, but knowing you gave it in return. Pulling yourself out from the stiff grip of her love and then pushing yourself back in, you feel the angelic rush of carnal joy washing over you, and you see that joy reflected in Tigress' face. She looses a feline yowl as your manhood bumps against the end of her tunnel and her pussy squeezes around you, a light film of tears sheening her eyes as you tug yourself backwards and thrust again.
"Ahahh, Tigress..." you mumble through slack lips, every throb of your manhood sending wriggles up your back. Her rough paws tighten around your shoulders, claws pushing against your skin. Winding around your waist, her tail tugs at you, wanting, looking to pull you completely into her sex. You let it, sliding down to your very base and nestling your testicles against the white cloud of her around her crotch fur. You can feel her cervix nudging the tip of your cock, and the contact sparks a bolt of lighting that travels from your penis to your head and all the way to your toes.  
You want - no - you need to make this woman yours. 
"Put your arms around me, hold me tight." you say before thrusting into her again and sharing a mutual cry of satisfaction. Her walls twitch sharply against your member, and you realize how close she is to reaching her limit. Her breast hammers with the racing staccato of her heartbeat, and the tip of her tail flickers in the rising throes of her approaching orgasm. Once more you ram yourself into her, and what's left of Tigress' resistance crumbles to pieces. 
"Y-YES!" she shrieks, back arching, limbs going rigid and her grip on your shoulders turning to iron as her mind blanks white and her sex clasps around you in a murderously tight embrace. You gasp as her silken walls clutch you, her pink depths answering the feverish twitches of your member with the milking throbs and pulses of orgasm. As you go to pull out a paw claps down hard on your ass, claws pushing into your flesh as she holds your rod of iron to her furnace. "No, don't..." she begins, only to find herself cut short as a fresh tremor of her climax sets her jaw quivering and her eyes rolling up into her head. She blinks past it, staring into you with pinprick-pupils and snarling past a rictus of clenched teeth: "Keep it in. I want to feel your... Your... Your...!"
Your climax strikes you like a lightning bolt, every nerve setting itself alight with joyous fire and every fiber of your being unfurling in an ecstasy so intense that it threatens to pull you down into unconsciousness. Your manhood throbs madly as it releases your seed into her, your hips bucking against her with every heart-stopping pulse and your voice pitching into a reedy whine as you skirt the lines of fainting.

Her eyes are on yours the entire time, and as the world shrinks around the edges of your vision in a closing cone of blackness, those eyes remain, like candlelight dancing against the dark.  
Her pussy redoubles its efforts in devouring you, the sudden, hot flood of your semen against her insides having sent Tigress crashing into a second climax. For a solid minute everything goes blank and your mind floats away on cloud nine, cock still pumping away inside of her, even after expending its payload. You don't realize you've been holding your breath all this time until you notice the ache in your lungs. You breathe, and as you do so, the fitful rigidity of your limbs that'd been keeping you upright dissipates, and you sag against Tigress like a wet, wrung-out rag. 
Together you slide down the wall and slump onto the floor, still wrapped in each others arms, still connected by your genitals. Your dick hadn't stopped throbbing, and the pleasure was gradually beginning to turn into ache. It takes a summoning of all your strength to move your hips the necessary six inches to dislodge your spent manhood from her before collapsing by her side, letting your proud little soldier rest against her thigh, aching and depleted.
"F-fuck me..." you wheeze exhaustedly, rising to bring your face up to hers. Moving feels sluggish, as if pushing yourself through thick treacle. Your head swims with the afterglow so drunkenly that you nearly miss her lips when you go to kiss her - thankfully her paw finds the line of your jaw, and guides you in. 
Her mouth is too slack to contribute much to the kiss, and her tongue far too numb to do anything other than nudge against yours as you explore between her cheeks. A languid purr rumbles her chest as you settle into as comfortable an embrace as the hard stone floor would allow, your bodies laying limply together like a heap of discarded clothing. 
"So, you still okay?" you ask.
"I... *huff* ... I need a minute..." she pants, still blinking away the spots in her eyes. Every now and then she trembles as some aftershock of her climax goes flitting up her spine and sends her tail flapping erratically around both your legs. Her head tips and comes to rest against yours, immovable in her exhaustion. 
You let her have her minute, indulging in some rest yourself. It takes a while to come down off the high you're riding, and when you do, you feel like a man freshly awoken from a particularly satisfying dream. You take a deep breath of the cool mountain air, now tinged with the lurid smell of sex, and grin to yourself in that self-satisfied way you did whenever you managed to do something commendable.
You'd just fucked a Kung Fu legend's brains out.
A faint laugh comes whispering up between your exhausted gasps, and Tigress frowns. "What's so funny?" she asks, hackles raising with embarrassment at the thought that you might be laughing at her. You shake your head, smiling, and smooth the fur down the back of her neck with a tender stroke.
"C'mon, you're a badass warrior woman who's fuckin' her newly minted, space-alien man-servant, and you don't find that at least a little bit funny?"  
She glares at you from beneath a brow furrowed so hard that it could bust a rock open. For a moment you're afraid you've touched the wrong nerve, and then, abruptly, she begins to laugh, snorting and sniggering like a girl half her age.

God, she laughs so good...

"You're right, it is ridiculous!" she chuckles, wiping a tear away from her eye. "This entire situation is ridiculous. Impossibly, beautifully ridiculous. It is like something out of a dream." 
You nudge your nose against hers, relishing her closeness and the warm, fuzzy feeling of her company. Listening to her laugh, seeing her so... Happy... It lifts something up inside of you, flooding the musty and long deserted basements of your soul with feelings you'd almost forgotten you had. "Best dream I ever fuckin' had," you say, pushing your mouth against hers. "Now c'mon and kiss me some more, before either of us wake up."
---------------------------------------------------------------------------------
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Part 2, a comic-styled rendition of chapter seven:


















And finally part 3, another comic collection depicting a scene from chapter six:












Thanks for drawing, Deez. To have something I wrote inspire the creative spirit of somebody else invokes a very special, very good feeling that I wasn't expecting to have when I started writing this stupid porn story.

And, to everyone else: thanks for sticking it out and reading this far. Writing can be a real ass-pain at times, but to have your work read and enjoyed is one hell of a payoff. 






      

  











Chapter 12



    Chapter Notes

      
        See the end of the chapter for notes
      






  Your feet slap against the carven stone of the mountain steps as you work your way up to the palace, a burlap sack of parts hanging haphazardly over your shoulder and beads of sweat crowning your forehead. The sky is black and salted with stars, fading moonlight still slanting across the valley but melting away before the thin, orange strip of sunrise smudging the distant mountaintops.
Ordinarily today would be the one workday in the week where you had the luxury of waking up at nine, but this 'Personal Servant' gig had seen an end to that. Now you were supposed to be out of bed and ready to go at the same, ungodly hour as Tigress, which was a rather shitty deal considering how early she woke up - and shocking, besides; with so many of her training sessions stretching into the late hours of the night you'd have thought it reasonable for her to get up later, but no, she had to be up before the cock's caw like a good little soldier.
"Y'know if you got like, two more hours of sleep, you'd be a lot less cranky." you grumble to Tigress. She stood a dozen steps above you on the stairs, arms crossed and a sack of parts similar to yours drooping from one of her paws. She'd come to your house to ensure you weren't late for your new day, waking you from a blissful sleep by hammering her fist against your door until you could feign ignorance no longer. You'd stormed downstairs, disheveled and bleary eyed, and reported for duty in what you hope had been a sarcastic enough manner to convey your discomfort.
Naturally, she'd told you to grow a pair.
"My sleeping hours are sufficient, Servant," she says, looking at you seriously. "And I'm not cranky. I'm just annoyed that you failed to wake up when I told you to. Precious time was wasted coming down here to pull to you from your slumber, and our schedule is tight. If you are to be my aide, then know that I shall not accept sloth."
You roll your eyes at the stiff upper lip monologue. "Sloth? Pfft, ain't nothing slothful in sleeping in - it's a tactical decision, y'see."
"Really?" says Tigress with a flat skepticism, cocking a brow and drumming her fingers against her forearm, as if listening to you spout your bullshit is a test of her patience. Which, to be fair, it is.
"Shit, yeah! If I've got something big going down, you can bet your ass I'm catching all the shuteye I can get before I deal with it. That way, I'm always well rested when I need to be."
You could just go to bed earlier."
"Pssh, only dweebs go to bed before eleven."
"Servant,"
"Yeah?"
"I go to bed before eleven."
"Proving my point, there, Stripes."
Tigress pinches the bridge of her nose as you catch her up, and  begins to walk beside you at your slow, laborious pace. "Out of all the men to choose for lovers..." she mutters beneath her breath.
"You know you like it when I'm sassy. I'm your sexy, sassy little boy-toy." you effeminately rake the air between you with clawed fingers as you pass her, imitating a pawing cat in a way that displayed both your sassiness and sexiness in equal measures. Tigress looks on with weary disapproval, eyes half-lidded beneath her stiff and unmoving brow. It's a valiant attempt at a scolding glare, completely undermined by the blush flowering across her cheeks. Fuck yeah she likes your sassiness. 
"Well, suffice to say you'll withhold your... 'sassy-ness'... the moment we pass through those gates." she nods towards Jade Palace, squatting on the mountaintop above you like a grand, emerald giant. "Appreciated as your affections are, treating me as anything other than your superior in front of the Five would arouse suspicion."
"I hope your not asking me to go back to the 'how art thou!' bullshit." you say contemptuously, curling your lip at the thought; you'd gotten far too used to talking like a normal person to suffer talking that limey accent anymore.
"I'm merely asking you to restrain your displays of passion towards me when around the others."
You set the sack down by your feet and allow yourself another breather. Tigress still hadn't stopped for a rest, despite her bag being far heftier than yours. The hornier part of you took notice of how the weight of the bag gave her bicep a supple pop. Grinning through your exhaustion, you approach her and lay a feeling hand across her ample arm, snaking your palm across defined muscle in an eager caress that led up her shoulder, past the curve of her neck and against her blushing cheek.
"And when we're all alone?" you ask, grin hovering before her mouth.
Tigress shivers, tail dancing in an excited wag and the fur across the back of her neck raising to the static energy of your touch. She swallows, shifting her eyes up and down the monumental staircase in a nervous glance. "Servant! Not where someone might see..." she hisses, putting a paw on your wrist as if to push your hand away but hesitating as her gaze settles on your mouth, thoughts snagging on all the pleasures it might give her. 
"There ain't no-one else around," you say with a conspiring glance about yourself. "C'mon, just a little bit of sugar? Somethin' to wake me up a little."
Her barbed tongue flits out to wet her lips as your temptations draw her in, and it's only through a momentous flex of will that she manages to pull herself back out, pushing off you with an angry huff. "Damn you, Servant, will you listen to me? The risks we accept by pursuing this relationship are severe enough already. We needn't to tempt fate!"
"Fine! Fine, I'll keep it in my pants." You say, slightly disappointed. Rejection had been the outcome you'd expected - you'd came on to her to get a reaction, shits and giggles and whatnot - but for a moment there, you thought you'd actually get some action.

Ah well. You could wait - although only barely; it'd been a long, lonely time since you'd last had a girlfriend, and you're eager to reacquaint yourself with all the luxuries having a lover provides. Sure enough, she'd given you a few tastes of passion so far, but God damn, you're still starving.

"I'm just saying, if you get a couple minutes to spare between training sessions or whatever, and you DO wanna fuck..." you shrug, letting her interpret the rest.
Tigress groans, pinching the bridge of her nose. "Is that all you think about? Heavens forbid, It's as if your brain is a massive third testicle! It confounds me how a man like you can construct something as intuitive as the instruments of the Training Hall."
"Yeah, it's pretty fucked. The testicle comparison's pretty close to the mark, actually, only instead of jizz, my mind blows fat wads of genius."
"Ugh... You're impossible." she sighs, shaking her head and trying to scowl, even though her mouth obviously ached to break into a smile. When she speaks next, her voice is wavering with a note of repressed laughter. "Come, you horny oaf. There's things to do, and limited time to do them in, so spare your filth for once the day is finished."
"And once the day IS finished?" you ask with a snide flirtatiousness.
Tigress tosses you a glance over her shoulder, and cocks a brow. The smile she'd been trying to hide plays out beautifully across her face, and a chuckle bubbles up from her breast, pure and treacly, like a clear honey. "We'll see." she says, swooping up your bag of machine parts as she starts on up the stairs again, hips swinging with a feminine gait that hadn't been there a moment ago. It captures your attention instantly: the flex of her powerful calves, the bunching of her shapely thighs and the impeccable rhythm of her thick, stone-carven butt is... It is...

"Show off..." you mutter as you look away, face hot and heart throbbing. You swear, ever since she'd discovered your penchant for strong women she'd been flaunting her muscles in excess. After you and her had finished fucking yesterday, she'd made a point of stretching out the weightlifting portions of her training, following the shifting afternoon light around the Training Hall from rack to bench and always choosing the more flattering angles with which to face you. It'd been subtle enough to go under The Five's radar - so subtle that you doubt Tigress had even realized she'd been doing it - but it'd sent your pulse racing all the same.
You slide another glance up at Tigress' tight, shifting ass, and feel your blood pressure spike. Crazy to think you'd never realized just how much you crave a body like hers until now; all strong, athletic and shaped by discipline. It's the kind of awakening you'd expect in your early teens after seeing your first pair of tits, only you're in your twenties and instead of tits you're drooling over abs and biceps. Like... Fuck, man, just look at the way she handles those bags, she's a machine!
"Remember, Servant: act professional." she says as you come upon the palace doors. "That means stop staring at my behind."
"In a minute." you reply, grinning and pointedly licking your teeth as you stare.
 "Save your humor for once, Servant, this is serious." she says with an aloofness strong enough to drag your attentions away from her butt. She's glaring at you hard, eyes commanding you to listen. "If we are to keep ourselves a secret, then we'll need to be careful. Myself especially; you might be skilled in lying your way out of situations, but I am not so experienced."
"Pfft, skill? Skill ain't got nothin' to do with it. Look, you wanna know how to lie like a champ? You just say one thing, and do another. It's that simple. Here, let's practice - just picture I'm Shifu for a sec," you clear your throat, change your tone and take on a crude imitation of the red panda's voice: "'Tigress, have you been bouncing on that servant's awesome dick?'"
She looks at you flatly, speaking in an unamused, deadpan tone. "No."
"And look at that! You're an expert already."
"You're insufferable."
"D'aww, thanks babe."
"It wasn't a compliment - and don't call me 'babe.'" she sighs, rolling her shoulders and neck, as if she might stretch away her anxiety. "It's not too much to ask you to approach this with a measure of seriousness. Should we be discovered..." she leaves the rest unsaid, but the implications behind the silence are enough to frighten you into compliance.

Your strangeness had kept you apart from the rest of the valley as the local oddity, and despite your efforts, that chasm between you and the villagers wouldn't close. You hadn't the slightest doubt that it could widen, though, and a discovery that you'd been banging the local hero might be just the thing to do it.
Your hand drifts unconsciously to the scar on your chest, fingers tracing the line of four dots through the light silk of your robes.

No, no doubts at that. None at all...
"Alright, you win; I'll be careful." you concede.
"Thank you," replies Tigress, loosening a little. "Now, I know I spoke out against flagrant shows of affection whilst out in the open, but we'll get no chances in The Palace, so..."

She grabs a fistful of your robes and pulls you into a spontaneous kiss. Her mouth lands on yours ravenously, lips thrusting passion on to yours so unexpected and heady that it makes you swoon.

Tigress pulls away, the nameless yearnings you spark in her temporarily satiated. Your breath fogs in the cool morning air of the mountain heights, mingling with hers into a warm haze of mist that screens her face and makes her look ethereal, like something out of a dream. She smiles, brandishing a beauty she had no idea she had, and unwittingly shoving it right into your goddamn heart.

"... Better I slake my thirsts now."
"Hell, slake away." you grin. "In fact, there's a notch in the rocks someplace 'round here; whaddya say we take five and slake the ever-loving shit outta those thirsts?" you swing around in search of a worthwhile hiding place, and Tigress sighs, shaking her head.
"Your mind truly is a singular road, isn't it?"
"I ain't hearing a no." you chuckle, letting your eyes roam the feminine angles of her body and closing the gap between you in a saunter that'd put even the wiliest of cats to shame. She lightly pushes you away with a paw against your chest, unimpressed.
"Later, Servant; We've work to do. Your additional duties may have been a pretense to keep you close to me, but that doesn't mean I'll allow you to shirk them. I expect full attentiveness from you throughout today." she says matter-of-factly, stepping forward to shunt the immense gates open. They swing inward with a laborious groan, opening onto the empty courtyard.

Tigress resumes talking as she walks into the courtyard. "You are to accompany me at all times and aid in the preparation of meals, equipment and schedules pertaining to my Kung Fu practices. You shall carry my messages, acquire any desired materials, and-"
"-Bring you your morning coffee and change your diaper?"
"-Attend to my laundry. Is something about this amusing to you?" She asks with a narrowing of her eyes.
"A little," you shrug. "I'm basically your manservant, that what you're saying?"
She looks ready to correct you, but, after thinking on it, nods in agreement. "Vaguely, yes, although with vastly greater importance; like I said, my profession involves saving lives, and the better I am at my profession the more lives I save. By providing assistance with tasks and optimizing my training, the saving of those lives will be partially thanks to you." she pauses in her stride, and glances at you severely. "It's an important job, Servant. Take it seriously."
"I am taking it seriously. Just flexing my sense of humor, is all." you fire back, feeling embarrassingly juvenile in the face of her admonishment. You'd always known but never acknowledged that how well you performed your job as Equipment Manager could be the deciding factor as to whether or not some poor shmuck lived or died. That kind of responsibility made your legs go weak and your guts turn queasy, and you'd been hanging on to the hope that this handmaid gig would allow you a respite from the pressure. Not so, apparently.
"Then flex less - and straighten your back, you're slouching. Remember, you have an image to keep."
Fixing your posture and grumbling beneath your breath, you follow Tigress down the twisting road which led towards the Masters' Barracks. Fingers of early morning mist loom in the mountain's furrows, and blanket the thin trail to the barracks with a film of fog.
"So, what're we doing up at The Barracks?" You ask, nodding towards the building ahead.
"Acquiring resources."
"'Resources' meaning...?"

---
Food. Resources meant food.
Snooping around The Barracks' spacious pantry/kitchen area, you put your meager culniary skills to the test and scrounge together a collection of seven boxed meals, whilst Tigress busies herself with wolfing down a breakfast of rice, beans and a variety of other things high in both protein and calories. She sits on the edge of a counter, lazily watching you work as she neatly chopsticks food into her mouth from a bowl on her lap, its contents vast enough to give even a greedy sonuvabitch like Po a moment's pause. You watch her right back as you work, mystified as to where she stows all that rice after piles into her mouth; nobody's stomach is that big.
"I could pepper that for you, if you'd like." you say, following a particularly fat lump of bland, protein-rich rice as it went from bowl to mouth. Perplexedly you watch her chew it down, confident your jaw would've locked up by now, had you been in her position. Looking over the set of meals you'd packaged, you note that almost all of them are the same flavorless, grey mass that Tigress is currently shoveling down her mouth. It's bodybuilding food, plain and simple. Aside from the seven boxes, there's three full wineskins full of a substance that sloshed like a thick slurry and absolutely reeked of yeast.

Tigress had called it 'Kefir'. After sampling a taste, you decided that "ass-water" would've been far more accurate. It tasted awful, like tangy milk left out in the sun.
Tigress, finishing her all-substance, zero-flavour repast, sets the empty bowl aside and approaches the counter on which you work, plucking one of the wineskins from the table. Unstopping its mouth she brings the skin to her lips and quaffs the foul brew as easily as you might a light beer, emptying half the skin's contents down her throat. She catches your quizzical stare and the question it asks, and shrugs. "It becomes more palatable once you're used to it." she says, wiping her mouth with the back of her paw. "Come, we've much to do today, and our schedule doesn't permit idle chatter."
"Must be a tight fuckin' schedule..." you mumble dejectedly, packaging the boxed food into a knapsack you had strung over your shoulder and following her out into the Barracks' hallway.

The building was as close a thing to home as any of The Five had - apart from Po, who kept a room at his father's place. One might expect that to mean the place would have a cozy touch, like a couple sofas or posters or something, and they'd be wrong. The Barracks had the heart and soul of a military instillation, purely functional in its design and ascetic in decoration. There were occasional pieces of flair, like a weapon on display or a scroll of calligraphy splayed blandly across a wall, but nothing so bold that it'd lend the building some homeliness.
You spot the suit of armor you'd reconstructed with Lou the other week, just before you'd had your second argument with Tigress. This is the hallway to which The Five's bedrooms are connected, and judging from the sound of gentle snoring which emanated from behind the several closed doors, you'd guess that the morning roll call was still a ways off.
Tigress slides the door to her bedroom open and beckons you inside before heading over to a set of drawers in the corner, retrieving a heap of folded clothes and then depositing them unceremoniously into your arms. "Take these," she says. "Our work today shall be strenuous, and I'll require fresh garments."
The clothes are the same song and dance as what she's wearing already: simple black leggings and a red vest decorated with stitch-work depicting golden vines. "Hey Stripes, not saying it ain't a good look for you, but do you always wear the same shit?" you ask, stuffing the clothes into your now-bulging knapsack. "Because I've seen more variation in the servant dress-code than I have in your wardrobe. What gives?"
"A strict dress-code provides the foundations of discipline." says Tigress. "I like the pattern, also."
"Right." you reply, nodding along with her answer as you inspect the room around you. You hadn't given it a good look the last time you were here - you'd been too busy trying to patch up Tigress' feelings with a platter of cookies and milk. The furniture was as basic as the four featureless walls, with little to no flair or decoration. There's a single piece of calligraphy stapled against the door to the hallway, alone amongst the blankness like a spot of color against a field of white.

"What's that say?" you ask, nodding towards it.
"'Integrity.'"
"Yuh-uh." you say, rolling your eyes. Someone needed to get this chick a poster.
"You can't tell?"
"Tell what?"
"What the calligraphy says. It's perfectly legible." She looks you over with a concerned frown. "Do you struggle with Xingshu script?"
"A little." you shrug, analyzing the boxy shape of the characters with a look of feigned understanding, as if you were slowly yet steadily divining meaning from an unfinished game of hangman. "Yeah - y'see, the way that line here flicks out kinda threw me off." you say, pointing to a cursive wend in the calligraphy and nodding like you know what the fuck you're talking about. Tigress doesn't buy it.
"You needn't pretend to understand it, Servant; plenty of commonfolk struggle with the traditional writing methods." she says, flashing a coy smile to herself, proud to have caught you out in your deception. "I prefer the simpler Caoshu style, myself."
"Uh, yeah, cow-shoe is the fuckin' tits..."
Tigress' smile begins to fade. "Servant, you CAN read Chinese, right? Reading documents and letters is an integral part of your employment, and you've been here for over a year. You haven't simply been... blagging for this entire time... Have you?"
"Well..." you start, squirming.
"Servant!"
"Okay, I can't read your fuckin' moon-runes!" you erupt, abashedly tossing your hands in the air.
Her face slackens in a rare expression of surprise. "You mean to tell me you're completely illiterate?" she asks, voice carrying a note of suspicion; she doesn't fully believe you. A Servant of the Jade Palace being illiterate is akin to a pilot being incapable of flying. So much of your job is dependent on reading and writing that not being able to do so should've rendered you useless. 
"Yeah, pretty much." you confess, kicking at the floor as the embarrassment set in. 'Illiterate' - But damn it if that word didn't rub you the wrong way! You feel like you're admitting to a severe form of retardation. Someone in your position came with the prerequisite of being a smartass, and your inability to read strikes you as a failing in a craft you're meant to be a master at.
Tigress is taken aback, mouth hanging a little ways open and her eyes screwing into a bewildered squint. "That's... I don't know whether to be surprised or impressed. Your position is one of the highest in The Palace. Your tasks involve the handling of documents on a daily basis. It's required of even our bathroom janitors to have a basic understanding of script. How do you just... Fake something like that?"
"It's easier than you might think." You shrug. "Sometimes I pass it round to other servants, ask 'em if I'm 'reading it right'. Most of the guys around here think I'm a foreigner, so they buy into me not having the best grip on written Chinese. Other times, I just listen to what everyone else is talking about and piece shit together from there."
She pinches the bridge of her nose and grimaces, as if the stupidity of what you'd just said is enough to cause her genuine, physical pain. "How you've kept your job for this long, I'll never know. How can you be incapable of writing?"
"Hey, I can write, okay? I just struggle with anything outside the English alphabet, and can you blame me? These fuckin' hieroglyphics of yours look like a load of chicken-scratch."
"What's wrong with our writing? You speak our dialect well enough!"
"I do not - I take offense at that!" you growl, crossing your arms and turning your nose up at her. "I'm an American: I don't learn other languages, I just expect foreigners to speak mine."
"Servant, you're speaking perfectly fluent Chinese. We wouldn't be having this conversation otherwise."
"Right, right." you wave, trying not to think too hard on that. You often wonder why everyone in this furry version of China speaks English, and again and again your ponderment led to two equally unsatisfying answers; Either you were speaking Chinese and didn't know it, or this world's Chinese is your world's English. The former suggests nothing short of magic, and the latter is way, WAY too convenient to be chance. Personally, you found the best answer to be 'stop giving a shit and get on with your life,' and it'd been working out okay for you so far.
"This issue needs rectifying. Retrieve the schedule, it requires amendments." says Tigress. You rummage through your knapsack and pull out an ornate scroll. Tigress snatches it from your fingers impatiently and unfurls it upon a writing desk beside her bed, sparing the English in which you'd written the schedule a confounded glance before adding an entry to the bottom in Chinese. "From now on, you shall head to the Palace library at the end of every day, and I shall teach that which you should've known from the beginning." she rolls the scroll back into itself, and sharply jabs it back to you. "You ought to have told me this beforehand, Servant."
"I forgot to mention it - I was a little pre-occupied with getting into your pants." you snide defensively, plucking the scroll from her paw and dropping it back into your knapsack.
"Watch what you say, Servant; these walls are thin." she scolds. A nasally snore emanates from Viper's bedroom next door, as if to punctuate her point that the shoji screens dividing the rooms gave a paper-thin privacy that didn't hold up against assholes like you who were prone to running their mouths.
"Duly noted," you say, wincing. "God, how do any of you guys jerk off?"
"Very quietly." she says without a hint of irony, walking past you out into the hallway. "Come, Servant. The day awaits us."

---
Viper watched Tigress and The Servant file into the Training Hall with a great deal of fascination. It was one thing to hear that Tigress had made a friend, and another thing entirely to see that friendship in action. Tigress had always been an ode to solitude in her eyes, strong in her loneliness like a rock amongst turbulent seas that withstood all that the ocean might throw at it. Even in their direst battles she'd remained, in some ways, separate from The Five, even as she functioned as the group's beating heart, directing orders and inspiring confidence. The  warrior-parts of her personality had always been open to all, but the gooey center of her self was surrounded by a shell few managed to crack.
Well, The Servant had cracked it, and now he was swaggering at Tigress' side shooting off 'yo mama' jokes so bad they made Monkey blush.
"-And so I hit him with a 'bitch, yo mama so ugly, the strip club pays her to keep her clothes on!'" said Anon, animatedly reciting an argument he'd had once with all the pride of a soldier telling a war-story. Tigress listened exhaustedly, decisively unimpressed.
"Your wit is remarkable." she said with dry sarcasm.
"I know, right? Sometimes I'm so sly, I scare myself." replied Anon, ignoring the sarcasm and instead deciding to take the remark as genuine. Tigress groaned, and Viper chuckled, finding the bizarreness of the display nothing short of hilarious.

The Servant heard the chuckle, looked at her from across The Hall, and grinned wolfishly. Like all comedians, he took her laughter as encouragement, and redoubled his efforts upon Tigress.

"Anyways, you wouldn't believe what happens next. Y'see, Jake steps in and he's like 'Yo man, don't go talkin' about Gary's Mama like that, she's a fuckin' saint!' Cuz' Jake's always been some choir-boy motherfucker who don't like it when the rest of the guys talk dirty about each other's moms - ESPECIALLY not Gary's - and THEN my man Mikey starts squarin' up to him like 'Eyy, you pickin' sides, tough-guy?' because Mikey's always itchin' for a fight, y'know? So THEN-"
"Servant?"
"Yeah?"
"Please - please - Shut up."
"Well, since you asked so nicely."
Tigress groaned, and Anon flashed a smile Viper's way, resplendent in its smugness. The mischievous glint in his eye that told her he wasn't quite done with her yet, and the weary frown Tigress wore made it clear she knew it, too. Somewhere across the room, Monkey chuckled at her expense, only to be silenced by a sharp glare from the tiger herself. Evidently, the rest of The Five found their pairing as crazy as Viper did, for she and The Servant were the center of attention.
Tigress stopped by the stretching area and began limbering herself on the mats, heedless of the eyes upon her. Meanwhile The Servant set the knapsack he carried down on the floor, rummaged through it's contents and produced a waterskin, setting it down next to Tigress before being pulled off by Mantis to look at a training machine he was having trouble with.
As odd as it might sound, Viper was quite familiar with The Servant's daily routine; she'd been watching him over the last year, arguably more keenly than the rest of The Five. There was something about the man which grabbed her attention unfailingly, be it his alien appearance, the foreign way he carried himself or the strange things he did when he thought nobody else was looking. Just the other day she'd caught him singing the lyrics to some tune about 'shaking moneymakers', and the day before that he'd been painting some menacing eyebrows onto that training dummy of his, grinning to himself and muttering praises to the dummy beneath his breath.

Apparently it's name was 'Clubber Lang,' and Anon thought its mohawk fashioned from a hand-brush and crudely-painted angry face made it look like 'a total fuckin' hardass.'

For all his peculiarities, he was certainly entertaining to watch, and Viper always made sure to keep an eye on him so as not to miss any of his antics. As active as their training was, routine could get boring, and it paid to have a wildcard to spruce things up from time to time.
That, and he had a cute butt. Maybe that was inappropriate, but even a Master has to have some imagination.
Viper was almost done with her opening exercises by the time Tigress finished her stretching; she always took a long time with that. As Shifu had once said: 'A Master's body is a weapon of steel, and steel must bend before it breaks.' The Servant, finished with the small contraption Mantis had set him upon, stood waiting at her side, presenting her with a towel and a grin that looked too full of itself to be genuine. Muttering something to Tigress under his breath, she rolled her eyes again, snatching the towel and wiping down her face, trying to hide the smile whatever he'd said had put on her mouth.
Viper felt herself smiling with her. Truth be told, she'd given up hope on Tigress ever learning to socialize, fearing her to be too prickly in her mannerisms and blunt in her personality to ever connect with someone outside The Five. To be proven wrong was a gift.
'Now that you've finally gotten yourself a friend, all we have to do is get you laid.' thought Viper, smirking at how uncouth that sounded, even in her head. She blamed Anon; his roguish mannerisms were rubbing off on her.
Tigress headed over to the weight section, Anon still in tow, following her as if he were her own bickering shadow. What a pair those two made! Why, if she were an outsider looking upon the two of them for the first time, she'd think they were dating!
She scoffed at the thought - Tigress, dating! That'd be the day.
Above her a score of chains rattled like rain on a tin roof, and Po came plummeting down from the rafters in a tangle of chain links and wooden rings. He stopped short of the ground, dangling there in a hogtie, wrapped in the remnants of the mechanism he'd just destroyed.

"Uhh, hey Viper," he said, twisting from where he hung like a bizarre, fat-bellied ornament. "A little help here?"
"Po, we've been over this; The Talon Rings have a very strict weight limit!" she groaned, slithering over to begin the arduous task of freeing him from the jangle of chains. This wasn't the first time this had happened, and unless someone convinced Po to stop trying - a fool's errand - it wouldn't be the last.
"But they look so cool!"
"Only when Monkey's using them," explained Viper as she began fiddling at the knots surrounding him with the dexterous tip of her tail. "He's the only one of us besides Tigress who can really use these things."
"Really? I mean, what's stopping you from trying?"
"They're rings, Po. That you swing from? A pair of hands is kind of a requirement."
"Oh, heheh, right. Sorry."
"Just stay still a moment - swinging from these things without hands might be hard, but try undoing a knot without fingers is next to-"
Anon's hand reached past her head, and with a flicker of its dexterous fingers, the knot came loose and Po went plummeting to the floor. Viper swung around to face The Servant who'd came up behind her, and smiled.
"-Impossible. Thanks, Anon." she finished.
"No problem." he said in that sluggish drawl of his, turning his attentions to Po. "You okay there, big guy?"
"I'm good, thanks buddy." said Po, picking himself off the floor and flashing Anon a thumbs up. Anon replied by extending his thumb and pinkie and wiggling his hand - something he'd explained was a gesture for 'hang loose', whatever that meant.
"Y'know, you wouldn't have ended up eatin' dust off the floor if you'd stayed away from The Talon Rings - they aren't designed to handle a guy with your-" he bit his tongue at the last moment and cleared his throat. "-Generousness..."
"You mean I'm fat, right?" smirked Po, giving his belly a hearty slap.
"Hey man, you said it, not me."
"Yeah I did," said Po, smiling in a surge of confidence. "I'm a big, fat panda and I'm proud of it!" The paw he held on his belly gave his rounded gut an exhibitory shake.
"As you goddamn should be," smirked Anon, playfully rapping a knuckle against the Panda's stomach. "And don't sweat it over The Talon Rings, Big Guy; I'm working on a improvements that'll fix the load bearing."
"Ho-hoh, nice! You mean I'll finally get to swing like Monkey?"
"Just like Monkey - just don't start doin' any of those weird noises of his, you know the ones."
"Heh, ooh-ooh, aah-aah!" started Po, rocking himself from side to side and mimicking the action of apishly scratching under his armpits. Across the room, Monkey blushed. He came up to Po as the panda walked away, bickering something about how he sounded nothing like that, that Po's tone was completely off, and that it was more of an 'ook-ook' than a 'ooh-ohh'.
Viper shook her head, once again confounded and charmed by The Dragon Warrior's childishness. Po had a knack for sneaking into people's hearts like that. She swung around to return to her training, but stopped when she realized Anon was still there, fussing over the mess Po had made of The Talon Rings. Usually, whenever someone broke something, she could get a sense of the man's frustration bubbling up from behind that classy act of his - it was no secret that Anon cared deeply for The Training Hall, and that seeing his beloved creations smashed and scattered across the floor wounded him deeply.

Today, she couldn't sense that frustration; He hummed to himself as he squatted over the broken chains, picking a coil off the floor to examine it more closely. He reminded her more of a man enjoying a difficult puzzle, rather than one stressing over fresh work.
"You're looking awfully happy." said Viper, coming up beside him. "Something good happen, or are you just glad to be cleaning that up." she nodded towards the heaped chains.
"The first one." said Anon, smirking, not looking away from the chains. "I got a promotion."
"Did you, now? I wasn't aware of any positions above Training hall Manager."
"There aren't. They had to make a new one aaaall for me, cuz I'm just that fuckin' good."
"Ah."
Anon finally looked her way, smirk splitting into a white, wolfish grin that gleamed with smarmy confidence and delinquent pleasure. "Tigress took me on as a Personal Servant. Her and me are gonna be buddy-buddy from now on, and I'm gonna be swimming in money, Scrooge McDuck style."
Viper cocked her head sideways, trying to concentrate on his words rather than that distracting, savage smile of his - it was a smile more befitting a bandit than a servant, and made the scales along her back shudder in the way a servant's smile really shouldn't. "Personal Servants... I'm kind of familiar with the term. That's like a handmaid, right?" she avoided asking questions about the 'Scrooge McDuck' thing; it sounded like something that'd send him on an explanatory tangent, and she was more interested in this promotion of his.
"Pfft, well, I wouldn't say handmaid. More like an assistant? Sidekick? I dunno, somethin' that don't make you think of a cleaning lady in a frilly dress." he said, grimacing and shaking his head. "Look, I help her out with her shit on top of my regular work from now on, capiche?"
"I 'capiche', I just didn't realize we were allowed to take servants on in such a way." she said, looking over at Tigress. She was benching a barbell heavy enough to put Po to shame three times over, and easily at that. It was hard to believe that a woman like her needed an assistant for anything.

It didn't occur to her that Tigress took him on for other reasons until Viper saw the glance she shot Anon. Anon noticed it too, and gave her a thumbs up in return, nodding and grinning as if the sheer amount of weight she was pushing impressed him - which it should've, to be honest; Tigress' strength bordered on the unnatural.
Tigress looked away, the slight smile playing across her muzzle striking Viper like a lightning bolt.

She didn't need an assistant, she just wanted the pleasure of her new friend's company.
'Well I'll be damned, she's finally opening up.' marveled Viper as she began to grin, filled with a happiness for Tigress as rich as it was sudden. Seeing her actually connect with something outside of her small world of punching things was a rare treat made all the sweeter by the purity of its innocence.

Tigress wanted to hang out with her new friend. Just saying it in her head made her want to go 'd'aaaaaaww'.
"Two seconds, I think she might need a spotter over there." said Anon. She obviously didn't - despite the enormous weight on the bar, she hoisted it with ease - but that didn't stop Anon from rushing over and holding his hands under the barbell for the final rep, tensing as if it were him bearing the weight, rather than her. Setting the bar down she glared up at him irately, crossing her arms over her chest and awaiting an explanation.
"Phew, good set there, champ. Needed me to bail you out at the end, but you did alright." he said, wiping mock sweat from his brow and leaning against the rack as if he'd just saved the day. Crane and monkey watched from across the room with a dreaded anticipation, waiting for Tigress to lay the smackdown on the Servant who'd dared to make a joke at her expense.
Tigress rolled her eyes, and chuffed a single note of laughter.
Crane's beak fell to his chest, and Monkey was so distracted that he took a wooden fist to the face from that daft, mohawked training dummy. If Viper had feet, they probably would've stumbled. Tigress smiling was peculiar enough on its own, but laughing? She'd known her for most of her life, and could count the amount of times she'd heard her laugh on her metaphorical fingers.
She looked again at The Servant who was following Tigress over to the exercise mat with a strut so proud it'd put a rooster to shame. Just who was this guy? He'd came out of nowhere, gave the Training Hall all this fancy new equipment, and then found his way into the heart of a woman whom most wrongly assumed was heartless.
Whoever he was, Viper could've kissed him. He'd finally done what she'd been trying to do for years: give Tigress a bit of a life.
He muttered a jeer to Tigress, eliciting a groan and hake of the tiger's head, and grinned like a jackal. Viper, watching, felt a spark of excitement leap across her heart.

'Speaking of kissing...' her mind muttered to itself.

"Oh, be quiet." she hushed it.

---
"So does this count as training, or are you just taking a break?" you ask, watching as Tigress spreads herself across the floor in a way you swear should've popped her hips out of their joints. Her legs are stretched out either side of her in a split that'd make Van Damme blush, and she sways her torso from one degree to another, laying her head beside her left knee before doing the same with the right.
"Flexibility is an important trait in the performance of any martial art, Servant, and it must be trained and cultivated, just like strength and skill." she explains, bored tone belying the impossible shapes she twists herself into. She sits up straight and cranes her back until her forehead touches the floor, spine arching like rubber where yours would've snapped like a dry reed. "Example: A high-kick requires one to be able to raise their foot to meet an opponent's chin in a single, smooth movement..." she comes out of the stretch and effortlessly moves into another, moving like liquid. "It must be effortless, quick, and accurate - to strain might fumble the blow, or worse, lead to you pulling a muscle. In a life or death situation, such things can easily kill you."
"So can a broken neck. Seriously, how has nothing cracked yet?" you ask, tipping your head sideways to follow her contortions. "It's like watching a cat squeeze under a doorway."
"I am a cat, Servant."
"Yeah, well that explains it - hey, can you, like, fit your head into a drinking glass, or is that just a housecat thing?"
"Why would I ever..? Never mind." she says, shaking her head. "Come sit beside me, I want you to join in."
"What? Fuck no, I can't split my legs like that - not unless I wanna give up on ever having kids." you reply, joints aching at the mere prospect of bending the way hers did. "Besides, since when did Personal Servant mean 'gym buddy?' I didn't sign up for that shit."
"You're right, Personal Servant doesn't mean 'gym buddy'. It means 'do whatever I say', and I say come join in." she says pointedly, stern expression offset by the smile hinting at the corner of her mouth. You swear she's getting wilier; you must be rubbing off on her.
Rolling your eyes, you drag your feet over to her side. "Fine, you got me." you grumble, sitting down. "Although I don't get why I'M the one who has to do this. You're the Kung Fu warrior."
"A healthy body is indispensable in all walks of life, Servant," said Tigress. "And yours desperately needs some improvement."
"What? I'm the picture of health!"
"You're skinny enough to pick the gaps in my teeth, frail as a sheet of paper and so stiff that it's a wonder you can move at all." she lists casually, eyeing you in that same, critical manner Shifu eyes a flagging student. "The lack of strength can be addressed once we get you onto a worthwhile diet and put some meat on your bones, but the inflexibility we can begin fixing now. Touch your toes."
Still grumbling, you straighten your legs and reach for a foot. "'Needs some improvement.' Didn't hear any complaints yesterday." you mutter beneath your breath.
"My attraction to you is based chiefly on your personality," she replies, also in a whisper. "Your body, although enjoyable to touch, requires attention of a different sort."
Your back strains and your hand stops just past your knee, leagues away from your foot, and you start to see her point. Back in the regular world you'd been that guy who was always thinking about going to the gym but never actually went. You'd been chubby, slow, and more than a little flimsy - which was a polite way of saying 'weak.'

Your meagre diet during your life in ancient China had cut down your weight, but that just made you a skinny pansy instead of a fat one. The hard reality is that you desperately need to hit the barbells, and now that you work in what's essentially a massive gym, you didn't have an excuse.
"So is gonna be a thing from now on?" you wheeze, diaphragm compacting as you force yourself the rest of the way and (barely) touch the tip of your shoe with your index finger. Your tendon feels as if it should've snapped already, and you can almost hear your knee creaking as it struggles to maintain a straight leg. "It aint - ack - enough for me to carry your shit, prep your meals and fix the hall? Now- unf! Sonuvabitch... Now you gotta torture me, too?"
"For your own good, Servant." she says, flexing her arms over her head in a way you swear should've popped her elbows. She slides a look your way and grins suddenly, flashing the whites of her fangs. "Hold that pose for two minutes, and then do the other leg."
"You gotta be fuckin' kidding..."

---
Tigress watched The Servant wring the tightness from his body under her direction, starting with basic stretches before graduating on to more intricate forms of torture; right now she had him pulling what was called a 'downward dog', a technical term for putting your hands on the floor and sticking your rear in the air.

She watched him struggle to lift that finely toned ass of his up past his head, shuddering like a newborn fawn, and felt her heart rise with it. She looked away sharply before she embarrassed herself with a blush, sighing and shaking her head as if she were disappointed by his performance, rather than excited by it.
'Excited why? Heavens above, the man looks ridiculous!' she berated herself in her head. It was true: he looked like an arthritic clown attempting a poorly-planned performance. Somewhere off to her left Monkey sniggered at the sight of him, and Anon answered with a brash "Yeah, yeah, laugh it up ya fuckin' comedian..." And of course, Monkey did.
Sparing another glance at him in that ridiculous pose, her eyes were immediately drawn to the peak of his finely-rounded butt, and her thoughts leapt upon it insatiably.

'Remember how smooth it felt? How his body jerked when you grabbed at it? How his excitement perked against you when you squeezed?' said the voice on her head. She imagined it spoke with slavering lips and a dangling tongue, like a hound lusting over choice meats.

'Yes, I do!' she shot back at herself. 'It's a fine ass and I'll enjoy it plentifully when I next get the chance, but until then I've training to complete.'

'You could always call him away on a sudden assignment. Whisk him off to one of the dozens of quiet corners in The Palace and-'
She was going to go do some deadlifts. Heavy, demanding deadlifts that'd take all her concentration and leave no room in her head for nasty, wayward thoughts.
Loading up the bar with a small, starter weight of five hundred pounds, she began to lift. She'd already given Anon a thorough stretching routine that'd keep him occupied for the rest of the session, so there was no worry of him coming over and distracting her - and at the moment, the sight of him would distract her.

She'd likened her desires and their obsession with Anon to a proud sportsman working towards a trophy - once the trophy was upon the shelf, they'd be contented. She'd been wrong. Her desires weren't a sportsman, they were a whiny child who wanted a toy, and now that they finally had it, all they wanted to do was play with it.
She glanced his way, even as she told herself not to. He was trying and failing to pull his legs apart, much to the entertainment of the others. Mantis hopped up onto his shoulder and began muttering encouragements into his ear, laughing as he did so. Her eyes flickered to the bulge of his crotch pressing into pants stretched tight and she blushed, slipping a few more plates on the bar and hoisting the weight before her mind had the chance to wander any further.
Discipline before pleasure. Strength before softness.
'Yes, but why not have both?' suggested her head.

'You're not helping.' Tigress scolded herself.
Away in the corner, Anon's legs stretched further. From the look on his face you'd guess he was perilously close to snapping something, even though the range of movement was relatively small. He was trying, though, which she supposed was worth something. His mouth was set in a determined snarl, his deeply-set eyes wild with the effort.
Tigress more weight on, and tried to tell herself this hot flush was just the workout getting her temperature up.
Monkey decided to step in and push Anon the rest of the way, pressing on his shoulders to get him flat with the floor. Finally, his legs reached a full split, and he said in a breathless wheeze a dozen octaves too high: "Ey, I got it!"

Laughter from Mantis, clapping from Monkey and victorious whooping from Po and Crane. Viper hid a chuckle behind her tail, giving Anon a secretive, half-lidded look and a whimsical shake of her head.
The bar strained under the weight as she lifted it. There was enough on either side to make a rhino blush, but her mind was too busy to register the burn in her muscles. She flicked another glance at Anon, and this time he glanced back. His look passed up her body like the lasciviously slow brush of a lapping tongue, savoring the shape of her legs and the definition of her arms, before meeting her eyes and winking.
The barbell hit the ground with a thump loud enough to silence the laughing Five. Eyes gathered to her as she crossed the room, picked the Servant up by his collar and glared at him sternly.

"I'm disappointed, Servant." she growled.
Anon blinked, shook his head and stared. "What?" he said, befuddled.
Tigress pointed a finger towards bag he'd taken to the hall with them. "You've forgotten my spare set of clothes." she said, narrowing her eyes.
"No I-" he saw something in her face, and smiled so imperceptibly that none but her could've seen it. "Well shit, now that you mention it..."
She made a big act of sighing and crossing her arms, playing the part of the disappointed master. "And on your first day. I expected more from you."
Po decided to interject. "Hey, Stripes, take it easy on him. He didn't-"
"No, no," said Anon, silencing Po and taking up a noble stance. "Lemmie own this, Big Guy: I fucked up, and I'm sorry." he cleared his throat, bowed his head and gave her a look of deference that was so genuine she would've thought it real, had she not known for a fact that it was fake. "If you could show me where to find those spare clothes of yours, I'd be happy to bring 'em back."
"I suppose there's nothing for it. Come, Servant - and don't expect to get out of your exercise routine so easily. You'll be completing those stretches once we get back."
Anon faltered upon hearing that, almost dropping his knapsack as he scooped it off the floor. "Fuck..." he muttered beneath his breath as he slung the knapsack over his shoulder, the bag weighed down by the multitude of things it carried, one of which being the spare set of clothes he'd supposedly 'forgotten'.
She walked them out of The Training Hall and across the packed courtyard, into the Jade Palace. Everywhere were servants and visitors from the valley below, and her being who she was, she attracted the eyes of all of them. So many prying eyes... But there were places to hide from them. The Palace was large, and few knew its halls better than her. She ducked through a doorway and then threaded through another, climbed a set of stairs and-
"Hey, you mind telling me where the fuck we're going?" said The Servant, breathless from his earlier stretching and the quick pace he had to make to keep up with her. She threw a cursory glance around them, grabbed him by his robes, and dragged him through another door.
"Yo, what's the big idea-" he began, before she flung him against the wall, and then pinned him to it with her mouth. She could feel his body jerk with surprise as her lips fell upon his, taste the shock in his gasp and see it glistening in those round, beautiful eyes he'd been ogling her with all day.
She flattened her body against his, trapping him between the wall and the equally solid brickwork of her abs, pinning him in place so that she could better feel the curves of his slender back, grope the firmness of his rump and-
He grunted as her paw squeezed between his legs, grasping him hard, with none of the tentativeness she'd treated him with the other times they'd mated. She'd been an amateur in the ways of love back then, clueless in how to feed the desires he stirred in her. Although still no aficionado in the ways of sex, she understood the basics well enough now that she knew what she wanted, and how to get it.
And by the Heavens, how she wanted...
"This another 'slake your thirsts' thing?" said the Servant as the kiss broke, strands of her saliva clinging to his cocky grin. "Because I can get down with that." His smile was sardonic, nefarious and sensual - mocking her even as it aroused her. Somehow, that only made her want him more.
She dove back in for another kiss, and this time he was prepared for her. His tongue wrestled playfully with hers, his thigh pushed into the crevice of her legs and his hands played up her back with all the elegance of a harpist's, effortlessly plucking on the strings of her arousal. With the element of surprise gone her dominance over him waned, and she quickly fell apart under the expertise of his deft hands and skillful mouth.

As wonderful as it felt to be toyed with by him, she had wanted their roles to be reversed. Twice now he'd shown her the wonders of lovemaking, and both times he'd been the one who'd led that intimate dance. Her pride didn't want a third. This time, she wanted the lead.
"Servant-" she said between sloppy mouthfuls of his tongue. "Servant, let me..."
"Mmph?" he hummed, too busy to pay her words any real attention. His hands slid across the surface of her arms, fingers fluidly caressing the contours of her muscle like lines of silk being draped across her fur. By all that was good and worthy, the things he could do with those fingers!
Already her want of dominance was getting drowned beneath the pleasures he poured upon her. It felt as if she were treading the surface of a warm lake, struggling to keep her head above the water as lethargic comfort attempted to drag her down.

She felt him chuckle as he kissed her, so sure that he had her cowed. His little kitten...
No!
She gripped him by the wrists, and thrust both of those lovely hands up against the wall. Another gasp from him, followed by a confused grunt as she pushed into the kiss, planting his head gently - but firmly - against the wall, between his hands. The kiss broke, their eyes met, and whatever Anon saw in hers was enough to make him swallow whatever cocky comment he'd had on the tip of his tongue.
She was Tigress, Defender of the Valley, and she played kitten for no-one.
"We'll do things differently this time, Servant." she said, confidence swelling. "This time, I'm in charge. This time you're the prize, and I'm the conqueror."
Slowly, the grin reappeared on his face, just as belittling and devilish as it was before. This time, though, there was a challenge there. The gauntlet had been thrown down, and he was all too eager to pick it up. "So, the pussy-cat wants to play tiger..."
"I AM a tiger, you foolish ass." she said, rolling her eyes.
His face closed with hers until their foreheads met, the heat of his breath blowing hot across her whiskers. His smile widened, and playful light spirited through his eyes as he said: "Then how's about you prove it, and show me some wildcat."





  
    Chapter End Notes

    Sorry about taking so long - trouble with moving houses and stuff. Next chapter is sex, so hopefully that makes up for it.


  


      

  











Chapter 13 (explicit)








  Tigress rocks her hips, trying to straddle you in a more comfortable position and eventually settling when her groin rests heavily against yours. Her thighs cling to either side of your waist for the sake of stability, and you get the uncomfortable impression that you're caught like a bug in a pair of tweezers, easily crushed should your holder exert just a little too much pressure.
You slip a hand out from under her paw and rest it on one of the firm thighs that pinched you so tightly, feeling out the furry slabs of muscle beneath the black silk of her pants. For legs like these, 'too much pressure' would be no hard task.

Looking up into her flushed face, you fuss your fingers through the white trim of her cheeks and lock eyes. She looks back, smiling shyly, and caresses a paw through your hair. The callouses on her palm scratch your scalp, and yet somehow the act feels soft. Feminine.
"I've been waiting for this all day..." she says, claws trailing down the back of your neck as she tugs you into her. Her chest is warm against your cheek, and rumbling with the thunder of her quickening heartbeat. "These damned desires have been clouding my thoughts since daybreak. Thinking clearly has been a nightmare." as she thrusts a paw into the hem of your robes and feels at the bareness of your skin, a playful smile lifts the corners of her mouth. "I require relief, Servant."
"You don't say." you reply, letting your hands do some exploring of their own. You begin at her thickly corded arms, paying close attention to the V-shaped divot of her triceps before climbing the slopes of her shoulders and falling down her back. Muscles twitch beneath your hands, as if your fingers carry an electric current which animates whatever they touch. With a deliberate slowness you explore an entwined network of powerful thews and fleshy iron, fondling around her oblique-belted waist to settle your hands against her abs. Daringly you unbutton part of her vest and push your fingers into the warm and downy white fur of her belly, fondling the crevasses that separated the muscles and licking your lips in a shameless display of lust.
"Nnhh... You truly find this attractive?" asks Tigress through heavy breaths, nodding towards her exposed six-pack. "Liking a figure like mine is-" a pause as your fingers thread the curve of her navel, and she bites back an excited sound. "-Very strange. This isn't the sort of body men are supposed to covet."
"Pssh, then most men don't know what they're missing." you smirk, lowering your face into her belly and smearing your lips across her abs. Her legs flex as you kiss her, thighs as solid as two oak shafts against your waist, and she draws a sharp breath through clenched teeth before scooping the back of your head in a powerful paw and crushing you into her.
"I see. You are an outlier, then?" she says, boldly pulling your robes down past your shoulders to expose your upper half. Her paws roam with a confidence they hadn't possessed in your earlier sexual escapades, sliding across your shoulders, down your back, on your ass, gripping, feeling, squeezing... You wonder if it was being on top that gave her the validation, or if she simply grew more comfortable with intimacy from experience.
"Uuhuh, a real weirdo. An absolute, fetishizing rascal." you say. Your hands settle against her legs, feeling at the heavy bands of muscle that clasp around you in a grip so sure, not even the heftiest of crowbars could pry her free. Her arms entwine around your back like a pair of mating anacondas, pulling your face into the soft pillows of her wrapped breasts.

"Gawd, you're so fuckin' strong..." you say, words dribbling from your mouth in a giddy mumble as her thighs begin to tighten, squeezing the perked tent of your arousal into the hot crevasse of her crotch.
Tigress raises her brows at you, evidently surprised at your sudden and sharp excitement, and then slowly, impishly, begins to smile. "I knew you enjoyed a disciplined physique, Servant, but I had no idea you were so..." her arms inch tighter around you, to the point where the embrace became almost painful.  "Enthusiastic."
A whine slips unbidden from your lips as your manhood stiffens against her, a hot flush warming your cheeks and making your head go woozy. With hands frantic with anticipation, you undo the last of her vest's buttons and tug the garment down her shoulders. She takes over, shimmying the article down her arms and then tossing it into a corner before kicking off her pants. You hurry through discarding your robes, restless to dive back into the powerful vise of her hold.
Your eyes wander the chiseled curves of her figure laid bare in nakedness: legs thick with calves and thighs slabbed in muscle, a midsection rippling with stark definition, shoulders built for hard work and toil, and yet somehow still feminine in their slant - it was all feminine, in a wild, Amazonian sort of way. Your mind reaches back to childhood memories of flipping through comics of Red Sonja and She-Hulk and drooling over the brawn-laden women portrayed there, as if the dime-store paperbacks were that week's latest edition of Playboy magazine complete with a real mindblower of a centerfold.

Deep down, your dream girl had always been the sort of chick that could peel the armor off a tank. And now, finally, luck had dropped you into her sturdy arms.
"What is it? You're staring." says Tigress, answering your admirations of her body with a look of mild confusion.
"Just admiring the view." you shoot back, drinking in the spectacle of her perfect physique with a hedonistic grin.
"I see," says Tigress, undoing the wraps around her chest and letting her perky breasts hang free. Her nipples stand hard with arousal, and the crevice of her bosom calls to you with an irresistible sexual magnetism. "And is the view pleasing?"

Wordlessly you toss yourself against her, plunging your nose into her fur and drinking deep of her womanly smell. Her breasts flatten against your chest and her abs rub the bumps of your ribs as she returns the embrace, purring a soft chuckle. "I'll take that as a yes..." she smirks, mouth wandering onto yours.
Your passion throbs against her as the kiss deepens, grinding against the thin cotton of those stupid pink panties of hers and beading sweat as the heat of her womanhood brought your erection to a simmer. She reaches down and takes you in a leathery paw, calluses rough against the sensitive organ as she gives it a testing squeeze. "You wish to be inside of me, Servant?"
"Ffffffuck yeah." you say, taking a firm buttocks in your hand. Your fingers find the base of her tail, and with a curiosity you stroke its wagging length. A purr rumbles in the depths of her throat as you caress the curious limb, and a moment later you feel the warm touch of her tail snaking its way up your leg and fastening on your thigh.
You can feel her lips pulling into a grin as she smears them across your cheek. "I thought so." she says, paw stroking your length into an achingly hard erection. She tugs her panties down past her knees and guides you up against her opening, moist air of her loins condensing against your manhood like the breath of a sauna.
With all the feline grace of one of her Kung Fu maneuvers, she takes you off your feet in a single, dizzying movement. All of a sudden you're on you're back  on your back and she's atop you, wedging your length between the hot folds of her vagina.
"Jesus!" you exclaim at the speed an fluidity of her movements. "You got any more ninja warrior shit in store for me? Because I might just like that."
"Plenty," affirms Tigress, feeling her way up your torso. A brassy purr warbles at the back of her throat as her fingers trickle across the bumps of your ribs, and her breath hitches as you reach up and weigh one of her breasts in your palm, fondling a hardened nipple with your thumb. "I'm beginning to understand that the art of lovemaking and combat aren't entirely different."
"Really, and just how're they the same?"
"Matters of strength and endurance are pertinent to both of them, the technicalities of locking limbs are important in either, and..." her paws push cravingly up your body, past your shoulders and up onto your wrists. In an effortless display of power she pins your arms to the floor and lowers herself against you, face touching face, body draping yours n a blanket of hard-packed muscle. "... Both encourage the exploitation of your opponent's weaknesses." her lips brush yours, and you feel them pulling into a smile. "I know yours, Servant."
As if on cue the warm iron of her athlete's body pushes against you, abs smothering against your belly and firm breasts crushing against your chest. Her mouth comes against yours hard and hungry, passionate in its kissing and yet forceful with that passion. Effortlessly she overpowers you, and reaps her pleasure with abandon.

  'God, she's so fucking strong...'

Your cock throbs feverishly between your legs, smoldering like a rod of hot iron between the walls of your mashing bellies. Excitement spurs you with a giddy shudder, heart quickening as she straddles her thighs about your waist and squeezes.

"Fuck..." you squeak, breathless.
"You admire my strength, don't you? You find the prospect of a strong woman attractive." she says.
You manage the best shrug you can beneath her pinning weight. "What gave it away? Me licking your abs just now or the way I'm always groping this sexy motherfucker?" you ask, slipping a hand out from her constricting paw to cherish the mound of her bicep. Your finger draws lazy circles on the surface of her muscle, tracing its hard angles through the soft coating of her fur. "I like sporty girls, and you're the leanest piece of ass I've ever had. What're you into, skinny guys who can't shut up?"
A chuff of laughter. "Your prattling has its charms, and this slender frame of yours has its pleasures-" she feels along your chest admiringly. "-but, if you must know, my favorite part of you is your eyes."

She brushes a paw across your brow to wipe away a lock of hair obscuring your eyes. "They're expressionate, they're lively, and..."
"And?"
She blushes. "It is foolish, but, I feel as if they see me like no other does. There's a... clarity to your stare. Whenever you look at me, I'm convinced you know exactly what I'm feeling, like you can gaze into the contents of my heart. They're piercing eyes. The eyes of a man who always knows more than he should."
"You're not wrong; I know plenty of stuff I ain't supposed to."
"Like?"
"I know you were hitting the weights hard today 'cuz you wanted to impress me. I know you get jealous when Viper so much as looks at me sideways, and that my smile makes your knees go weak," You grin as her brows raise with surprise - She hadn't expected you to know about the Viper thing. "And, I know you're so fuckin' horny that if you don't nail me right now, you might just go crazy."
Tigress recovers from her surprise with a smile of her own, rolling her hips to grind up the length of your cock and position herself over its tip, her tight passage yawning against your eager head. "That last one was no secret, Servant." she says, dropping herself onto you.
Your teeth grit as her vagina swallows you down to your base, her insides grasping your length with the same wicked strength she had on the outside. Tigress growls in animal satisfaction when she takes you, back shuddering and pupils shrinking as the adrenaline spiked her. Claws extend unbidden from her fingertips, biting into your shoulders, and with a feline yowl she screws her eyes shut against a wave of pleasure that threatens to drown her.

"Y-yes..." she gasps raggedly, another round of shivers wracking her body. Her words are sloppy, melted under the heat of passion. "It feels... Nnnng Servant!"
Her shaking hips rise from your lap, inch by inch dragging your manhood free from the iron grip of her walls. The squeeze of her tunnel was tight enough to make you wonder if she could crack walnuts in that thing. Tigress pauses at the height of her rise, sucking deep a breath of anticipation and holding it as she looks to you. The amber of her eyes dances with the fire of passion.
"Oh, Tigress." you mutter, a sudden flutter of your heart making the words sound softer than you'd intended. She smiles as you, and when the light from the window catches her face, you swear for a moment you're looking at an angel.
Her hips slam down.
"Unf!" you grunt, doubling over as the shock of being thrown so deeply into her sex overwhelms you. Her paws find purchase on your chest and flatten you back against the floor as she tosses her head back, growling. She stiffens, calcified by the lightning bolt of pleasure that'd struck the both of you, growl trailing off into a feline purr at the back of her throat.
Her hips rise, and fall again.
"Jesus!" you gasp, clapping one hand against the working muscles of her thigh and swinging the other into the small of her back for purchase; you have no illusions that this would be anything close to gentle. A moment later you're proven right as she jerks herself back up and powers onto you again, spasming as she takes you.
"Speak to me," says Tigress through gritted fangs, her bouncing falling into a violent rhythm. "I want to hear your voice. Say... Nnnhhnng! Say something sweet..."
Your brain reaches through the haze of pleasure to fumble for words of love, but nothing you come up with can match the way you feel about her. There's a sunburst of feeling in your chest when you look up into her face, but you're a craftsman, not a poet; pretty words are above your pay-grade.

"You're, uh,  hot as fuck." you say, and you can tell from the disappointed slant of her brows that she'd been expecting something more than your usual crudities. Maybe a sonnet? Fucked if you you know - you've never claimed to understand women.

"What, you expect me to shoot you some Shakespeare whilst you're screwing my brains out?" you ask defensively, seeing some ridicule behind the sexual excitement in her eyes.
"Forget it, just keep... Ah..." she squeaks, voice rising in crescendo as her orgasm nears. She drops forward and lets her full weight down upon you. Her chest flattens on yours, your foreheads come to rest together and her arms squeeze you tight to the point of near suffocation. Her eyes fill yours, and you can feel something more - a connection, like tethers connecting your souls. Words come.
"You're the girl I've always dreamed of having." you say, caressing the back of her neck. "You're brave, you're selfless, you're a sexy fuckin' superhero with a heart of gold, and I don't deserve you. Sometimes I think heaven just decided to gimmie a break, and sent you my way to make life bearable."
The last part sounds insufferably corny when you say it out loud, but it's the truth, and you can see how it catches her eyes alight. With a pleasured whine she takes your shaft to the hilt and crushes her lips on to yours with a passion hot enough to scald, and you close your eyes and lose yourself to the sensations of her fierce love.
You can feel her body jump with the shock as her climax bites. Her limbs tighten about you in a hug that threatens to suffocate as she screams her pleasure into your mouth, fur raising beneath your hands and muscles turning stiff as her body goes rigid.

Her walls squeeze you tightly enough to bruise. Claws prick your back, her tail tightens around your leg, and as the height of her orgasm strikes her and her back arches into the air, she roars.
The sound is pantherish, predatory. In another context it would've terrified you. For a moment the woman that is Tigress steps into the background, and the tiger takes precedence, incensed at the height of its rutting. Fright prickles your neck in reflex as you look up at her and feel every part the mouse caught between the cat's paws, even as lust guides your hands down the ripples of her back.
When her gaze finds you next, it's ablaze with beastly want. Animal hunger. Had this been the wild, and Tigress her baser, animal counterpart, now would be the moment she devoured you. Instead, she raises her hips, and slams down on you yet again.
"F-fuck!" you yelp with shock, having expected a resting period - or at least a minute's cuddle-break - after her release. Taking your length is a trial with her pussy still flexing in the aftershocks, and when hilted, pulling you free from her stubborn grasp proves an equal task, but Tigress is determined.
Your head lolls back, and Tigress grabs it on either side, cupping your cheeks in her rough paws. Leering at you through the drunk haze of your lovemaking, her pace picks up, racing you towards a climax.
"Push yourself into me when you... Uhnn!" her words are stolen as a rough thrust of her hips takes you deep, lancing her spine rigid with pleasure. Her paws squeeze harder around your cheeks as her breath dapples hot on your forehead. Forcing herself through the rictus of overstimulation, she continues: "Spill your seed deep. I want to feel it inside me..."
Her hips crush down on you, and you feel your end approaching. A whine squeezes from your throat as your member tenses between Tigress' impossibly tight walls, the sudden lightning of an orgasm flushing through your veins. "Nnngh Servant, kiss me!" she moans, descending upon you in a predatory kiss that pins you to the floor.
You plunge your fingers deep into the warmth of her fur and hold on for dear life as she rides you past your point of no return. In bouts of shared moans you unload yourself into her, whines of satisfaction squeaking past her mashing lips and diving tongue. By reflex your hips push back against the already mighty pressure she thrust down on you with in an effort to slip another inch into her depths, and your spurting tip meets her tunnel's end. A tiger's roar rips from her throat as your seed gushes into her, and her tunnel knots around your member as a second orgasm floods her system.
Through a haze of nirvana the two of you smolder in the afterglow, content in the embrace of each other's body. Fuzzy satisfaction envelops you and begins to pull you off to sleep but you shake it away, remembering that the rest of The Five still waited on your return. There's a frustrated groan from Tigress as she peels away from you, granting one last heavenly kiss before untangling herself from your arms.

"Heavens forbid, that was perfect." she sighs, legs shaky as she returns to her feet. "If I had my way we'd remain here until life returned to that sword of yours-" she nods to the spent shape of your drained penis laying against your belly. "-then we'd go again, and again, and again."
"Now you're talkin' my language." you grin, taking the paw she offers you and letting her pull you to your feet. "Whatta we got, another five, ten minutes? I can get it up before then; just shake that ass and watch the lil' guy rise."

You're lying, of course: you'd spent yourself wholesale, and just the thought of popping another boner made your cock ache with protest. For a first-time top, Tigress had ridden you thoroughly.
"An enticing offer... And a brazen lie." she swoops forwards into your chest, letting your foreheads touch. "I could feel you gushing to your last dregs, you're dry as a bone." Her fingers stroke down your limp manhood and scrape a claw lightly, teasingly, across your balls.
"Ach, hey! those are still sensitive." you complain, biting down as a cramping sensation made the hairs rise on your arms.
"Sorry." she says, paw slipping away to settle instead on the lower half of her belly. "I would've thought them numb, having given so much." her fingers draw circles in the fur, around where the womb was. "I can still feel it tingling within..." she adds in a breath, as if to herself.
You swap glances between the paw on her belly and the satisfied cast of her face. "So, you're into that, huh?"
Her eyes regain their focus. "Into what?"
"Y'know," you shrug. "Getting creamed?"
"Getting cream-...? Eugh, Servant! Must you make EVERYTHING sound dirty?" she turns her back to you in stiff-shouldered anger.
"If you find a clean way of saying 'blow a load up in your pussy' then by all means let me know." you shrug, resting your chin on her shoulder and hugging her from behind. Your hands rest on her, one idly fondling a breast whilst the other comes up beside her circling paw and follows it around her belly. "So, you like it, right?"
The icy glare she fires at you melts as it comes into contact with your grin. "I do. It lends a completeness to the act, feels wonderful and... Ugh, by the heavens, why am I telling you this?"
"Because I'm too irresistible for you to say no." you chuckle, nibbling at her ear. She laughs at the way your lips tickle against the white tuft of fur, and purrs as she turns to meet your mouth in another kiss.
"This, I definitely like." she says between the soft smacks and suckles.
"I could tell. Say, is there a chance, without us using protection or anything..." you let the rest of the awkward question hang, for some reason a little embarrassed to bring up the issue of pregnancy. Tigress picks up on it, and the warmth in her eyes dims a little as she looks back to her belly.
"Unlikely. Interspecies pairings can bear children, but it is rare, and..."

Her circling paw comes to a rest on the scar you'd noticed last time the two of you had made love. The one she hadn't wanted you to touch.

"And after all, you are of a different world. It'd be ludicrous to think the two of us are compatible!" she says, chuffing.
"Yeah, well I am a ludicrous thinker." you laugh back, following along with the forced comedy and ignoring the strain in her voice or the way her fingers clench around the scar tissue. There's a sad, sad story to be told about that scar, and she had no inclination to tell it. You're determined not to ask; Tigress had a head harder than bedrock, and you'd sooner spill blood from a stone than get something she didn't want to give. She'd tell you in her own time, or not at all.
Besides you guys were having fun here, and why ruin a good moment?
You spend a few more precious seconds in one another's arms before going about the business of re-dressing yourselves. The robes felt cool against your skin, still flushed as it was from the heat of passion. Tigress restores her orderly appearance much quicker than you do, and stands by the door impatiently cross-armed whilst you ready yourself to head back into public.

"Hurry yourself Servant, The excuse I gave the Five only justifies a brief absence."
"Alright, alright, I'm coming." you say, fixing you hair before hurrying out into the palace with her. "So, where are we going now? Post-workout meditation?"
Tigress throws you an evil smirk. "Don't think you'll be getting out of work that easily, Servant. We're going back to the Training Hall. You've still got half your stretches left, remember?"
"Well," you say casually as you follow her back to the Training Hall and all the pain and suffering it offers. "Fuck me."






      

  











Chapter 14








  The ring of hammered metal and smell of hot iron are the only things keeping you awake, like two tenuous strings holding you over the yawning chasm of sleep. Sheng hunches over his forge in squinty eyed concentration, working on a piece of glowing steel. With his short stature, scraggly beard and severe ugliness, the goat looks impish in the red light of the forge’s embers, like Satan's little helper.
You really can't explain why you like him so much.
"You look fucked." says Sheng conversationally. "What's wrong, that new lass of yours been riding your spear too much?"
"Nah, it ain't that." you say, waving away the goat's bluntness. It’s a boldfaced lie; the past two months in Tigress' service had been a constant press of exercise, work and, in no small amount, sex. She’d been taking every opportunity to pull you into a dark corner and hump your brains out, and you'd done everything to encourage her.
"Yes, it is, look at you." says Sheng, waving his hammer at you without taking his eyes from the loop of steel he'd been busying himself over. "You're dryer than a reed come the summertime. The life's been spunked out of you."
"It's not JUST that." you say, squirming as Sheng dug the truth out of you; for all his degenerate affectations, he had a surprisingly keen eye for people. "I mean, there's other stuff. I've been doin' way more than I used to, y'know. I'm a busy guy."
"Aye, busy. Busy draining your nuts 'tween that woman's legs. Don't try to deny it, you shan't fool me; I spent half me life as an auxiliary for the Emperor's Golden Army, and I've seen many a soldier walk through the doors of a brothel and come out t'other side, drained of his jizzum." he waggles a hoof in front of your nose. "I know the look of a man who's blown one too many a load."
"Jesus, Sheng!" you exclaim.
The goat pulls a snaggle-toothed grin at your discomfort, yellow and misaligned teeth flashing in the forge's fire as he sings in a broken tune:

  

  "Shootin' yer cum,
  

  Shootin' yer cum,
  

  Up inside the tiger's bum,
  

  ploughing her slit must be awful fun,
  

  For tight-arsed Anon to be shootin' his cum!"

For once you find yourself wincing at Sheng's crassness, the comfort it otherwise brought gone with the mention of you and Tigress going at it. "Hey, would you put a fuckin' sock in it? Somebody overhears you saying shit like that, it's my ass." you scold.
"Worried the townsfolk might get jealous, are we? Heaven knows I am." He cackles. "No need to get shirty, boy; these walls are thick, and ain't nobody in town botherin' to listen in on old Sheng; Y’see, I'm a pariah." he states as if it's a point of pride.
"You're a blacksmith with trade coming out his ass, you're the absolute OPPOSITE a pariah."
"A social pariah, you lanky effing nitwit! Everybody wants me to fix this or build that, but nobody wants to stick around and chew the cud. Nobody wants to talk, an' that means nobody's gonna hear me gabbing about how you greased your girlie's gears."
You want to call him out on his faulty logic, but you're not sure if you can; you can't think anyone who'd subject themselves to his expletive ranting apart from you. "Just... Don't cry it from the rooftops, alright?"
"Aye, naturally." says Sheng, returning his focus to his work. His hammer made a few precise blows on the glowing brand of iron, effortlessly shaping a curve. "I like the accent, by the way - better than that fancy prattle you were tryin' to pass off as noble-talk. What is it? Quinghai, Shanxi?"
"Let's just say it's foreign."
"Foreign...” he tongues the gaps in his teeth as he thinks. “Is it Cuman? Fucked a Cuman once; she had a voice like a strangled parrot, sounded bloody awful when she screamed."
"Just Foreign, Sheng."
Sheng paused at his work to pass you an inquisitive glance, tugging on his beard and humming to himself. "Latin." he says, and then nods his head in certainty of his answer. "One a' them Latin fellers from out West, I reckon. Got the same lilt in your words an' everything."
"Yeah, sure." you say dismissively, in a tone that drove home he wasn't so much correct as you were just tired of the subject.
Sheng grinned victoriously. "I knew it. Well, Latin-man, your part's finished." he says as he takes the piece of metal and plunges it hissing into a barrel of quenching oil. He pulls it out a moment later, turning it in front of his nose with a snaggle-toothed grin. Thrusting his tongs towards you, he drops the still-warm hunk of steel into your lap. You scoop it out from between your legs and flip it in your hand, inspecting Sheng's handiwork.
"Good work as always - for a crotchety old hermit." you admire, tucking the piece into your pocket and then producing from it another one of your schematics. You smooth the crumpled sheaves of paper out on a nearby table and beckon Sheng over. "So, how do you feel about making something extra? Personal commission, this time."
Sheng's brow creased with interest. "Sex toys?"
"Of course, that’s your first answer, you mangy old fuckin’ creep. No, just take a look.”
"You'd be surprised how common it is." shrugged Sheng, walking over. "Ain't no shortage of lonely farmers around here, an' they must get their kicks somehow, be it from a silk-lined hole or a fat iron-" he stops as his eyes fall upon the diagrams laid out on the table. "Oh. Well now." his mouth bent into a smile so tender that it almost (but not quite) managed to avoid being ugly. "Now there's something pretty… There's something very, very pretty..."
"It'll be a ball-ache making all the finer parts - the gears especially; everything has to line up perfectly."
"Aye." Sheng nodded, too taken with the plans to listen. Picking them up between his hooves he holds them beside the forge's light to get a finer view. The look on his face says it all: these were the sort of jobs he lives for. "I'll make it. On two conditions."
"What's that?"
"First: after you put the parts together, I wanna 'ave a gander at it. In motion, gears turning an' all. Then you can hand it off to your lady friend – don’t try and deny it’s for her, y’don’t make pretty pieces like this unless you’re planning on wooing a woman - Second:" he waves the schematics about in his hoof. "I get to keep these, an' make one for myself."
You scratch your chin. "If I let you keep the diagrams, do I get the parts for free?"
"Like hell you tight bastard, you're rich! What need's a man o' the Jade Palace got for penny-pinching? Lemmie keep the designs or I'll... I'll introduce ye to my sister!"
"You mean 'and' you'll introduce me to your sister, right? It's supposed to be a bargain."
"You clearly ain't never met my sister." He says, shrugging.
Picturing what a female version of the gnarled old goat might look like, you repress a shudder. "Hey man, no need to go making threats - here, full payment, just like you asked." you say, reaching into the purse at your belt, producing a fistful of coins and dropping them onto the table without bothering to count them out; it was far more than enough to cover Sheng's expenses.
Sheng didn't reply, instead wandering over to a nearby rack and selecting a choice ingot of steel. He worked with one hoof, the other clamped tight around the diagrams and holding them up to his nose, where he scanned them greedily. "This here's gonna be a delicate job - like jeweller-work. You ought to bring me more shite like this; Old Sheng loves himself a challenge." he says, grinning rotten teeth and snickering.
---
You leave the smithy with high spirits, pleased with Sheng's enthusiasm towards your personal request and happier still that you were going to be meeting Tigress down at the market this afternoon; she and some of The Five had been off beyond the Valley for the last three days, hunting down a band of thieves who'd robbed a village blind.
She'd returned only yesterday at the end of your shift, and there'd been neither the time nor the privacy for a proper reunion. So, you'd asked her to come out shopping on your day off.
It felt oddly nostalgic waiting by a crossroads for her to turn up, reminiscent of all those times you'd waited in a parking lot for an online lover or friend of a friend to turn up so you could give her the arbitrary first date before taking her home, fucking her and then never calling her again. The classic big-city romance.
Most of the time it'd felt like busywork; two to three hours of chatting before a night of unfulfilling sex and awkward pillow talk, followed by the inevitable "I'm just not that into you, let's just be friends" spiel a couple days down the line. With Tigress it was different: spending time with her wasn't just a prelude to sex, it was fun in its own right. So much so that you actually look forward to a wander through the market with her.
You remember how she'd looked yesterday coming up the steps of the Jade Palace with the rest of The Five, weathered by multiple days of hard journeying and vigorous combat but proud with her held head high, every bit the warrior coming home with news of victory. The other servants had celebrated her return with whoops and cheers, knowing that she returned successful just as she always did. She'd taken their praise with a small and meditative smile, even as Po began handing out high-fives. When she finally had you alone, she'd held your hands and kissed you sweetly - like a prim lady out of one of those old-timey movies.
"It's good to see you again." she'd said. Basic, but sweet coming from a woman who'd never learned to speak bullshit. The warmth of her calm smile had been radiant, the feeling of her rough paws against your hands like the comfort of a familiar blanket. You'd made fervent talk, distinctly aware of how little time your schedules allowed the two of you to stay hidden from the public eye and eager to squeeze as much as you could from it. This get-together in the market had been an act of desperation on your part; you simply had to see her again.
A voice shakes you from your daydreaming. "So, a 'Personal Servant', is it? Suppose they'll let anyone join the ranks, nowadays."
You put on the foulest and most irritating grin you can, even as you cringe internally, as you turn to meet Zan. The fat pig stands before you weighed down by a bag overflowing with groceries. Remembering how much Zan hates people commenting on his size, you shoot the bulging bag a questioning look. 'You really need all that, porky?' say your eyes.
Zan reddens, sliding the bag behind his back before committing to his assault on you. "So, what's your secret, bribe one of those dolts in the servant management offices? Kissed enough of the right feet?"
"No, I'm really just that good." you shrug, reaching behind him to pluck an apple from the lip of his shopping bag. You toss it in the air, catch it and take a bite, much to Zen's aggravation. "In fact, I'm so fuckin' good that I aught'a be called a prodigy or somethin'. No surprise Tigress wanted me all to herself."
You're leaning on the New York accent more than usual, because nothing pisses off people like Zan more than a lack of proper decorum - the higher ups in the Jade Palace's servant hierarchy loved their manners, and being the former Equipment Manager, Zan had been close to the top. The ol' wiseguy act would get under his skin deliciously.
Zan makes a point of restraining his disgust at your feigned hubris and overplayed accent, clever enough to realise you were trying to piss him off. He wasn't quite able to keep the colour from rising to his chubby cheeks, however. "Big words, coming from the man who STILL hasn't learned how to adjust the delay-time on the Thousand Tongues of Fire."
Your smile drops a fraction before you're able to stop it, and Zan, sensing the crack in your defences, throws his weight into the attack. "Oh yes, I might not be on the best terms with the Palace, but I've got my sources. What's wrong? The tuning system too complicated for a genius like yourself?"
The 'tuning system' on the Training Hall's one pyrotechnic machine was indeed very complicated. It HAD to be; the Thousand Tongues of Fire was a carpet of over a hundred open-ended pipes which spat flame based on weight distribution of the user - adjusting something with that many moving parts was a guaranteed ass-pain.
That wasn't the main issue. 'Complicated' didn't scare you. You could strip a V8 down to the nuts and bolts and reassemble it with your eyes closed. The word 'Complicated' wasn't in your dictionary.
The problem is that each one of those myriad cranks and levers used to adjust the damn thing are labelled in fucking CHINESE!
That really shouldn't have stopped you. You have an intuition when it comes to machinery, an ability to look at something and say, 'that pipe goes there and this gear sits here, so this button does such and such.' A peek under The Thousand Tongues of Fire's casing should've been enough for you to have a deep and meaningful understanding of how it works.
Thing is, this intuition of yours relies on the machine being built according to logic, and The Thousand Tongues of Fire was the most ill-planned, poorly conceived scramble of haphazard pumps and zig-zagging pipework you'd ever laid eyes on. There was so much excess crap stuffing the machine's insides that you could never get a handle on what did what - so much of it was simply redundant.
"It ain't my fault you built the thing like a fuckin' amateur!" you snap, cool facade slipping for a moment before you put it back on with a reserved slicking of your hair, sighing deeply through your nose.
"Amateur?" parrots Zan, cheeks colouring as you let fly the forbidden word; a more grievous insult to a professional engineer than any swear or curse. "I'll have you know that equipment's a one-of-a-kind construction! You'll not find a more complicated work of machinery in all of China - in ASIA - you... You imbecile!"
"It's NEEDLESSLY complicated: You've put twice the length of pipework in than necessary, there's over a dozen gear clusters that could be removed through simple workarounds, and the pressure-point system is so fussy with plus-sizes like Po that I have to get under it and recalibrate the damn thing every time he steps on it."
"It was a WORK in PROGRESS!"
"Well then maybe you should'a finished it before you left. In fact, there's an idea; how's about I just fix it myself?"
Zan blanches. "You wouldn't dare."
He's right, you wouldn't; fiddling around with a machine you didn't fully understand left you just as likely to break it as it did improve it - but Zan didn't know that.
"Eyy, lighten up, I ain't talkin' about gutting the damn thing! Just removing some of the excess, re-routing some of the pipework, simplifying the controls, the simple stuff."
"You so much as adjust one spring and I'll... I'll..."
"You'll what? You ain't king of shit 'round here, porky." you sneer, taking a step closer and squaring yourself up threateningly with the far shorter, more rotund Zan. The pig stands his ground with equal malice, making a fist of sorts with his trotters and locking his burning eyes with yours.
You glare your mutual hatred into each other, impotent rage rolling off the two of you in waves. Several passersby made a point of giving the two of you a wide berth, perhaps in the fear the two of you might start fighting - not that it'd be much of a fight; you were a hungry skeleton, and he was a wad of cookie dough.
The realisation of just how much of a joke you'd make of yourselves hits you and Zan simultaneously, and you back off not a moment too soon.
"Anon!"
A familiar voice catches your attention, and whatever pretence of a fight there'd been falls apart as Tigress appears, waving at you from a little way down the street. Her stern way of handling herself made the gesture like a salute than anything. Viper slithers eagerly at her side, giving hearty "good mornings!" to every sheep and bunny who happened to pass her way. Hers had been the voice that called you, its chipper ring cutting through the market's babble like a bell.
Zan folds into a bow with an effortlessness that belies his sizeable belly, religious in his reverence of The Five. "Finest greetings upon you, good masters." he says with an eloquence you've never heard him use before. His eyes dart your way in a flicker, demanding you follow his lead. 'What're you waiting for?' said his eyes. 'Bow, you amateur.'
"Hey Stripes, Scales! How you doin'?" you grin as they come over, drinking up Zan's horrified expression as if it were a rich wine. Viper chuckles as you address her with the nickname, whist Tigress fixes you with a weary frown.
"Servant, it frustrates me enough that Po keeps calling me that. You needn't do so, too." she growls.
"Speak for yourself, I don't mind Scales; it's snappy." says Viper, rolling her upper body in a snake's equivalent of a shrug before addressing you with a sheepish smile. "Surprised to see me?"
"A little, yeah - since when do you come into town? Last I checked you were almost as unsociable as Tigress."
The strangled noise of Zan's breath catching in his throat as you casually insult not one, but two of the Furious Five is music to your ears. You can't see his look of horror from his bowed position, but you're sure it's exquisite.
"Very funny." Viper rolls her eyes. "Actually, that's kind of why I'm here; I saw Tigress heading into town, and when she told me she was going out to the market it got me thinking: just when did I last go shopping?" her tail raises, a purse fat with coin hanging from the appendage. "So, I thought I'd do some today."
"Cool, cool." you nod, looking at Tigress. Her face maintains an impassive purity, but you're familiar enough with her to know she isn't happy with this; she'd been starved for your company when you'd met her last, and today she was meant to have you all to herself. Now she had to share.
"I'm not intruding on anything, am I?" asks Viper, swinging her gaze between you and tigress as if sniffing out the bond between you. Tigress is quick to cover it:
"Not at all, I'm glad to have you along. I've never truly been shopping before - I was hoping your experience would offer a greater insight." Tigress says. There are some mellow notes of frustration in her voice, but the sincerity is there.
“Great, so let’s go; there’s this guy who does spring rolls down on the corner who I’ve just got to show you – they’re the fuckin’ tits.” You say.
“Language,” Tigress scolds, turning her punitive glare to Viper as the snake began to laugh. “And you, don’t encourage him!”
“D’aww, lighten up, Stripes.” You pat her on the chorded hump of a shoulder. “I’ll buy you one, just like a real gentleman.”
“Didn’t you tell me once that you disliked Chinese food?”
You shrug, setting off in the direction of the market. “What can I say? It’s growing on me.”
Viper, noticing Zan’s still-bowed figure for the first time, waves at him with the tip of her tail and flashes the nubs of her fangs in a smile. “Morning!” she chimes before trailing off after you. The pig rises from his bow and follows you in a stare that can’t decide whether it’s angry or confused.
Over the constant mumble of the streets, you can barely make out his voice echoing the standard “Good morning, Master” used by the servants of the Palace, so sad and melancholic that you spared him a backwards glance.
Behind a veil of the thickening crowd between you, you can see Zan still bent in his bow, face turned to follow the backs of Viper and Tigress.
Maybe it’s a trick of the light, but you swear you can see the glisten of tears in his eyes…
“Didn’t expect you to bring company.” You whisper to Tigress, mindful of Viper steadily slithering up behind you, nearly in earshot.
“She ambushed me on the stairs down and practically begged to come along. I couldn’t deny her out of risk of raising suspicions, and…” she shoots a look at Viper. Catching the look, Viper beams back, tail-end wiggling happily.
“And she was so excited to go, you just couldn’t say no.” You finish for her, grinning. “Y’know for a hard-ass warrior woman, you’re a real softie sometimes.”
She blushes, ducking her head. “Oh, shut up, Servant.”

Once, before she’d heard of the Jade Palace and The Five, before she felt the call of Kung Fu in her bones, Viper had been little more than a simple bumpkin in a simple bumpkin’s village. ‘Little more’ being the keywords; Her father had been a Kung Fu master and her mother a rich seamstress. Calling herself a peasant would be a touch too modest – but that’s hardly the point of the story.
The point is that back in her bumpkin village she’d met one boy who’d fascinated her above all the others. His name had been Li, and he’d been a wolf.
There was a stigma around wolves, just as there was around tigers; the fangs and the claws were awfully disconcerting to the average rice farmer, and the bandits who assailed the village from time to time had no shortage of wolves within its ranks. So it was that poor Li had no friends.
But he did have a sister. A blind sister.
On the eve of every third day, just before dusk, he would lead her through the markets by the paw and describe to her the contents of every stall in achingly accurate detail, pressing the wonders he found into her palm so that she could feel their shape. Without fail Li bought her one gift at the end of every outing, and his sister would accept it bashfully, the true gift being his company.
Watching Anon pull Tigress through the marketplace like an excited boy, Viper thought of Li and his sister, and smiled.
He dragged Tigress over to a stall littered with beads, picked a necklace from the bunch and hung it around her neck before backing off and observing her, scratching at his chin and humming thoughtfully.
“Waddya think brings out her eyes more, blue or green?” he asked the shopkeeper. Tigress shot him an exhausted look, but the cheerful wag of her tail betrayed it as an act; she was enjoying being teased – the Tigress, enjoying it. Viper would’ve thought it fiction if she hadn’t seen it for herself.
Anon swapped the beads out for a set of black ones and paid the merchant, gesturing towards Tigress’ surly frown and saying that the bauble complimented her “radiant smile”.
The frown deepened, her tail wagged harder, and Viper chuckled affably.
Hearing her chuckle, Anon doubled down on his jesting, buying a matching set of beads and looping them round his wrist. “See? Now everyone can tell we’re on the same side.” He said, wriggling his wrist before Tigress’ nose.
“The robes are an adequate enough way to determine your rank, Servant.” Said Tigress pointedly, scrutinizing the beads drabbing her shoulders with such a virulent distaste that Viper thought she might rip them from her neck.
“The robes? Pssh. The robes say I’m a servant, but they don’t say I’m your servant. I mean, if I got issued some new threads with that fancy flower-pattern you got going on there…” he gestured to the golden stitchwork decorating Tigress’ red vest suggestively.
“If you expect me to requisition you new clothing, then you’re sorely mistaken.”
“C’mon, you’re one of the Furious Five; you’re The Jade Palace royalty. If you asked the right people, I’m sure you could get some free shit flowing my way.” He pinched the shoulder of her crimson vest and worried it pointedly. “You don’t mean to tell me you bought these clothes, right?”
“We pay for our clothes – and most of our personal stuff, for that matter.” said Viper, deciding now would be a good time to break into the conversation. She gave the purse hanging from her tail a wiggle for emphasis, coins jingling within. “Shifu gives us a small allowance every month. It’s meager, but when you aren’t paying for food or housing…” she shrugged her coils.
Anon’s mouth fell open and he swung to Tigress in revelation. “You get wages?”
“Of course I do.” Said Tigress, patting the small purse hanging from her hip. Then, incredulously: “Where else did you assume I got my money from?”
“I dunno, I thought that maybe after you got done beating the crap out of bandits, you’d rummage around in their pockets or somethin'.”
Tigress grimaced, and her tail zipped an angry dance as she turned upon Anon in ire. “You thought we mugged people?”
“Only the bad ones! I mean, they’re bandits, so it’s stolen money, right? Better in your hands than theirs.” He reasoned, giving her a placating pat on the arm. Tigress, who Viper knew from experience didn’t like to be touched when angry, calmed when the servant put his fingers to her fur, as if his touch were a soothing balm.
“Better still to be returned to the hands they stole it from.” Sniffed Tigress, crossing her arms across her chest and jutting her chin in a way that would’ve been sanctimonious had anyone other than the wrought-iron tiger tried it. “Our money comes strictly from either donations made by the villagers, or payments from the ruling Chinese dynasty. We don't rummage the pockets of the defeated like common robbers.”
Anon’s hand still rested on her arm, and, Viper noticed, she made no move to shake it off. She would’ve thought on that more, but the conversation was getting away from her, and long talks with the tight-lipped tiger were enough of a rarity that she didn’t want to miss out.
“It’s not much; most of the money we get goes into paying the servants, filling the pantries… maintaining the equipment-“ she followed that last one with a knowing smile at Anon. “-but, when everything else is accounted for, Shifu throws some pennies our way.”
Anon slid a look towards her purse. “So, by ‘pennies’ do you mean a lot, or just pocket change?”
She flashed a coy smile. “Enough to afford the odd trinket.” She said, gesturing with her eyes to the pair of lotus clips decorating her head.
He smirked in that wolfish way of his, chuckling laughter that would’ve sounded demeaning without the comely edge his funny accent gave it. “So that’s where those things came from. You buy makeup, too?”
“Some thickeners for my eyelashes and powder for my cheeks. I like to look pretty when I swoop in and save the day.”
His laughter heightened, sharp like a hyena’s yip. “Kicking ass in style, I like it! You’ve got that classy, femme fatale thing goin’ on.”
She wasn’t sure what a ‘femme fatale’ was, but it sounded good, and the way he said it – like the sly imparting of a secret – made it sound particularly thrilling.
Tigress shifted uncomfortably. “What about me?” she asked, voice dipping towards jealousy. She noticed it, cleared her throat roughly and rephrased: “I mean, what are your thoughts on my garb, Servant? Is it… adequate?”
“I wanted some matching robes, didn’t I?” said Anon, consoling her with another pat on the shoulder. Again, his hand lingered against her powerful muscles. Tigress barely even seemed to notice, which was weird, because in Viper's experience she was not a touch-feely kind of girl.

A book salesman caught Tigress’ attention, and she shot through the crowds, fastening a paw around Anon’s wrist and pulling him along beside her. “Come, our writing classes progress quicker than expected, and you require more reading material.”
Viper watched her flit away to the book stand with an air contrary to her stoic demeanor. For one she was genuinely smiling; a rare sight outside of Kung Fu practice. What’s more was her tail, beating the air behind her in a jolly wag more suited to a puppy than a tiger.
And what was all this about ‘writing classes?’
She tore her attention from the two of them, curiosity struck down by a queer sense of guilt that felt bizarrely voyeuristic, as if watching Tigress at business with her friend was no different than watching her in the privacy of a lover’s bed. A silly notion, given that she’d never thought of Tigress as someone who’d share passions with another, but one that stuck with her all the same.
She shot a glance at her paw, still clasped tight around the servant’s hand, and noted that it didn’t seem half as silly as it did before he came into the picture.
The Servant had barely finished introducing himself to the book salesman before Tigress had a hefty stack of tomes gathered under her arm, and Viper eyed their spines bewilderedly; a collection of children’s fairy tales and a picture book meant to teach the basics of calligraphy to toddlers were two among an array of books, none of which were intended for someone over the age of twelve.
“Tigress, don’t take this the wrong way, but aren’t you a little old for that kind of stuff?” she asked, cocking her head as the tiger scooped another book from the stall – another picture book intended to teach children numbers – and added it to her hoard. “I know you’re not the most avid reader, but-“
“These aren’t for me, they’re for him.” She said, too invested in her scouring of the merchant’s wares to offer any further explanation past a gesture towards Anon.
Viper pitched her gaze towards him, and he winced as if it burned him. “I, uh, don’t read Chinese too good. It’s a foreigner thing.”
“He’s completely illiterate.” Said Tigress.
“Stripes, what the fuck!” Anon snarled under his breath before snapping his attention back to Viper, a flush of embarrassment playing crimson across his cheeks. “She- she means that, like, figuratively-
“No I don’t.”
He stabbed a bulging a glare at Tigress. “Well, if Tigress isn't gonna bother hiding it… Then no, I can’t read Chinese.” He glowered; strange accent suffused with an uncharacteristic primness that bespoke his anger. “Where I come from written language uses a phonetic alphabet. The, ah, symbols you guys use are too confusing.”
“Oh.” Said Viper, nodding her understanding; although Chinese was thoroughly understood by most of the surrounding countries, she’d heard of travelers from the more distant corners of the world struggling with the common texts. Then: “Wait, what? You manage the Training Hall! Half your job is sending WRITTEN commissions to blacksmiths. Your orders come through in writing. I saw you glowering over a scroll yesterday. How can’t you read?!”
He held up one finger. “One, I get the other guys to write the commissions.” A second finger. “Two, usually some guy reads out shit to be done in the Servant’s Breakroom and I go with the flow.” A third. “And three, I was fakin’ it.”
“That… that’s…” she tossed her bedazzled gaze upon Tigress for support, and the tiger nodded with an air of understanding which told of her reaction having been much the same as hers.
“He’s one of the craftiest, most intelligent morons I’ve ever met.” Tigress sighed, shaking her head and grinning at the lunacy of a studied inventor being unable to read. Viper found herself smiling as well, a snort issuing from her slitted nostrils as she folded over her own coils in laughter.
“Can’t read!” she guffawed. “He’s one of the highest-ranking servants in the palace and he can’t read!”
Tigress joined her in a quiet chuckle, laughing more at Anon’s embarrassment than his insane lack of literacy. He crossed his arms defensively and spun his head between the two women, cheeks reddening. “It ain’t that rare. I bet half these farmhands can’t read for shit.” he gestured at the milling crowds of peasants about the square.
“Their work isn't as academic as yours.” Tigress said. “And even then they know the rudimentary basics. I've yet to meet a rice farmer who can't spell his own name.”
The notes of laughter made Tigress' voice surprisingly musical, and Viper didn't miss how it softened the otherwise hard edges of Anon's scowl. “Pfft, yeah, well laugh it up. You’re lucky you’re a dame. I’d have beat the shit out of a man who’d spilled my beans like that.” He struck up a mock fighting pose and tossed some punches into the air.
His form would’ve got him laughed out of a junior fighting class, but Viper played along with the façade all the same, ducking away from him as if she were in danger of getting hit.
Tigress opted instead to catch his wrist as it flew past her face. She pulled his arm to full extension and then peered down its length critically, crooking a brow at his non-existent footwork. “Servant? Once I’m done teaching you how to read, remind me to teach you how to fight. This is embarrassing.”
They caroused the marketplace well into the afternoon, emptying their purses to the persuasive tunes of the merchants’ calls. Viper herself had let the jewelry vendor seduce her into buying an assortment of rings to wear around her tail – far more than she’d ever reasonably wear, but then she’d always had a weakness for shiny things. Tigress meanwhile had purchased several more books, most on the cultivation of health and proper fighting form, but some more aimed towards children – more reading material for Anon, she suspected.
Anon stood before a baker’s stall, a conical sun hat sitting jaunty across his brow and a collection of necklaces dangling from his neck. His pockets were stuffed with peculiar knick-knacks, and the basket he was holding had been filled with a variety of fruits and baubles. Emptying a generous handful of coins into the baker’s paw he helped himself to a box of ginger cookies, stacking them on top of his heaped basket.
The bizarreness of his appearance struck all the harder when he was among the village folk. He towered above the sheep, swine and geese villagers like a giant, and an odd, alien sort of knowledge burned behind the surly planes of his flat face. She got the impression that he knew things - strange things that nobody else knew – a hunch that would’ve been unfounded if not for all the mechanical wonders he made. Her gaze swung to his hands, analyzing the long, thin fingers and the elegant way they moved. How unlike a paw they were, how different from the burly fists of a gorilla or ape. The hands of a maker. His middle was long where others were short, his head held straight where any simian would hunch. His ears were small and refined, his nose sharp and his brow refined and intelligent. He was so… alien.
The other villagers saw it too; a circle of empty space formed around him wherever he went, as if his weirdness produced a repulsing shield of sorts. In the tightly-packed market, everyone rubbed shoulders with everyone - except for him. An air of wariness fell upon whoever he neared, and the curious eyes followed him everywhere.
It would be easy to accuse the villagers of lacking acceptance, but then again it wasn't every day you came face to face with someone so unrelentingly alien. These were small people with simple lives of shared community and familiar faces, most of whom had never set foot outside village of their birth. Anon was the strangest thing they'd ever see in their lives, and the fact that they didn't react with outright panic was a testament to their tolerance. They even allowed him a place to live - and a nice one, at that. Where most hamlets would have chased him away the moment he came ambling down the road, The Valley had made room for him, and Viper was proud of it for doing so. 
Still, as she watched him meander across the square towards her, she couldn’t help but feel a pinch of sympathy for him. ‘He must be so lonely’. she thought to herself, watching the crowds shuffle out of his way as if he were a leper. He acted as if he didn’t notice it, although Viper knew that wasn’t the case. He acted too happy not to be at least a little bit sad under all that foul-mouthed mirth.
Again, she thought back to Li. Poor, friendless Li who’d laughed plentifully for his sister and not at all on his own. She’d shared in the village’s apprehension of him for the longest time, only losing it after she’d mustered up the courage to speak to him, finding him to be nothing but a nervous boy, shy and lonely.
‘And cute’. She reminded herself tersely, recalling the way he’d stumbled over his words as he’d asked her out on a date.
Her eyes went back to Anon’s face, with its surly charm and trickster’s glee. He was more alike to poor Li than she’d first realised.
Reaching into the box of cookies he fished one out and held it before her nose as he came up to her. “Want one?” he asked. “They’re ginger snaps or somethin’, good shit.”
She plucked it from his hand with her tail and sunk her fangs into it, rich flavors of ginger and sugar dancing the length of her forked tongue. “’Good shit’ indeed.” She said conversationally. “We should’ve brought Monkey along; he loves his cookies.”
“Tell you what, if he promises to stow it with the knock-knock bullshit, I’ll take him along next time.”
“Aww, but he loves those jokes – and he’s so convinced you like them too! You can’t break his heart like that.”
“If he’s a sensitive soul then he should stay the fuck away from stand-up comedy; I took a chick to see a stand-up guy once back in New York, and he sucked so bad the audience pelted him offstage with their snacks. One chick even tossed a dog shit at him, wherever the hell she got that she got it from.”
Viper stopped herself short of taking a second bite of her cookie, appetite suddenly absent, but interest also piqued. “New-York...” she said, weighing the strange name on her tongue. It sounded decidedly foreign.
He blanched, realizing he’d said something he shouldn’t have. She’d expected the reaction; he’d waved away her probing before with humor, pretending his illusiveness on his past was a playful attempt at being coy, but she knew a defensive man when she saw one. This weird, fey foreigner kept plenty of secrets, and her curiosity demanded that she shake at least one from him. “Is that your home, New-York?” she pressed.
“Yep. Kind of a shithole, you wouldn’t like it.” He said dismissively. “Whereabouts are you from, you said you were a country bumpkin, right? Your dad a farmer or somethin’?”
“Decorated Kung Fu Master, actually – he was very well respected. The province I came from was close to the Mongolian border, and every and now and then the raiders would hop The Great Wall and take to plundering the countryside. Add the local banditry into the mix and you’ve got a good reason for a farmer’s village to keep a warrior around. “
He looked at her skeptically. “Just hopped The Great Wall of China?”
“Well, yeah." she shrugged. "It's thousands of miles long. An impressive sight, sure, but there aren’t enough soldiers in all of Aisa to man the whole thing. It’s more there to slow invaders down, rather than stop them outright. It's enough of a roadblock to discourage all but the really determined bad-guys, and those have to deal with the logistical nightmare of getting all their soldiers and supplies from one side of the wall to the other. It's enough to foul up any invasion plan." 
Anon nodded his understanding. Having lived so close to the wall, Viper had become adept at describing its function to the curious tourists who came wandering in to her home village. She was glad to see she hadn't lost her touch despite moving away.
“You ever had to deal with that? An invasion, I mean.”
“Once.” She said casually, stuffing the last of the cookie into her mouth to drown out the echo of blood on her tongue. Memories came filtering through her mind in razor sharp clarity: a river running so red that its spray was a pink froth against the downstream rocks, the sob of a dying boy against the din of clashing swords and voices raised in war cries that promised the vilest things. Sad memories that she'd sooner forget, had they not been carved into her head like scars. "There was a place called Weeping River, and a bridge, and an army, but..." She grinned. “But you’re deflecting. You were going to tell me about New-York. So c'mon, stop being so mysterious and cough up some details!”
“Alright, alright. Quit with the pouty-face.” he said. “First off, it’s big. Cities from where I come from don’t fuck around when it comes to size – in fact, everything’s bigger in my country, especially the portion sizes. We eat the greasiest, gnarliest shit you can imagine, and we do it in bulk: Deep fried hot-dogs, tortilla chips drowned in melted cheese, coffee so loaded with cream and sugar it turns to sludge, the works. You name a food, you can bet your ass that someone, somewhere in New York does it in jumbo size, smothered in cheese and swimming in gravy. Practically everyone's fat, and you can't see the ones who aren't because they're hidden behind all the fatties, and sometimes when we all get real hungry we put on a big event called a Superbowl and get together in a massive stadium to eat like there's no tomorrow while some dinguses kick a ball around or somethin'."
“I see,” she nodded. “What else? Flying pigs, rivers of hot chocolate and trees that sprout honeycakes?”
He chuffed a dry note of laughter. “No flying pigs, but we’ve got plenty of big, metal birds that ferry people from one place to another, and hundreds of places called ‘Starbucks’ that can give you any sort of hot drink you can imagine at the push of a button. Not exactly a river, but hey, good as.”
“Of course, because a river would be ridiculous. Can tell me something that isn’t made up – just one little thing and I’ll be satisfied. Please?”
He leveled a look at her and snorted, grinning widely and shaking his head, pleased with a joke whose punchline only he knew. “Alright, alright: I wasn’t lying about it being big. It’s huge; there’s brick and glass everywhere, and there’s more people in the streets than there are in this whole province.” He said, gesturing around him. “It’s a coastal city with a huge set a’ docks, and there’s an island just off the shore with this big statue of a lady holdin’ a torch in one hand, and a book in the other.” he briefly pantomimed a pose, holding one arm as if he were cradling something to his breast and jutting the other into the air. “She’s wearing a crown with seven spikes – which means somethin’ - I forget what it was – and she’s facin’ out over the waves, torch high like a beacon, like she’s guiding the sailors home.”
His eyes glossed over in fond remembrance, and his mouth pulled a small, sad smile as his hands fell to his side. “My old man used to take me down to the shore and point her out to me sometimes. He’d say, ‘Y’see that woman standing over there? That’s Lady Liberty, and that torch she’s holdin' means freedom.’ Then he’d ramble about rights and constitution – you know how grouchy dads get about puttin’ the world to rights – then he’d buy us a couple hotdogs, and we’d sit down on the pier and watch the ships come in.” The distant look in his eyes sparkled wetly, and he swallowed back a lump in his throat. “And those… those were really good days.”
His look grew hooded, and he fell into a long and contemplative silence. Viper resisted asking another question; she realized he'd just dusted off a fond memory, and she didn’t have the heart to interrupt its recalling. There was, however, so much more to ask: if there was a New York, where was the old one? Who in their right mind would name someone Liberty, and why would they make a statue of them? What, pray tell, was a ‘hot-dog’?
She never got the chance to find out. Tigress came over with her stack of books pinned under a muscular arm, darting her gaze from Viper to Anon as if she suspected them of sharing a conspiracy. “You are finished making purchases?” she asked, something of an accusation in her voice.
“hmm? Oh, yeah. Done and dusted, Stripes. You?”
“I’m satisfied.” Another suspicious glance. “What were you talking about?”
“Eeh, somethin’ about my time back home, I’ll tell you later.” Dismissed Anon with a cursory wave of his hand before pointing at the books she held. “Looking to start a library?”
“I’m looking to teach a full-grown illiterate his basic calligraphy.” She said sharply. “Some appreciation wouldn’t go amiss, Servant.”
"Who says I don't appreciate it? I appreciate you plenty." he said, throwing an arm over her shoulders with a mocking camaraderie. "Buyin' up all these books, makin' the time to read them all to me, well it's really something. Y'lnow most guys can't brag that they got the toughest Kung Fu warrior in all of China giving 'em bedtime stories." 
“Don’t call them bedtime stories. And I don’t recall promising to read anything to you.”
“How else is this poor ‘full-grown illiterate’ supposed to learn? And where else in your schedule are you gonna make time for this besides the night?” he smirked, dropping his voice. “They’re bedtime stories, Stripes.” He snickered. “You’re reading me bedtime stories.”
Tigress groaned, pinching her nose in a way that hid the burgeoning edges of her smile. “That our lessons are scheduled late at night does not classify them as bedtime stories.”
“Sure thing – just don’t forget to tuck me in and gimmie a kiss goodnight.” He said in a way that sounded dangerously close to flirting. Viper glanced at Tigress to gauge her reaction, and was shocked to find her…
Was she blushing?
“Heavens above, you’re an idiot.” She said with a rare giggle. It gave her low and booming voice an uncharacteristically girly lilt and caught Viper off guard, but it was the look Tigress gave the Servant that truly awoke her suspicions: her gaze roamed from his top to his bottom, slow and lascivious like the licking of a delectable lollipop. Her eyes grew dreamy, and her fingers worked anxiously around the stack of books she held, as if they longed to grope something far softer than the stacked tomes.
But of course, Tigress of all people didn’t long for that sort of thing, because Tigress was Tigress; the only time she got up close and personal with a man was when she was breaking their nose. Her love of Kung Fu was such an all-eclipsing passion that it left no room in her heart for soft and squishy things like romance. Friendship, sure, and love definitely – few loved The Valley and its people as deeply as Tigress did – but romance was soft. It was time consuming. It was wasteful and meandering. It was all the things Tigress wasn’t.
And yet, Viper knew. She saw the smile, the blush, the shy way she sought out his eyes and then bashfully looked away when their gazes met. She knew, without a shadow of a doubt, that somewhere in Tigress’ heart burned a flame for Anon.
A bold claim to make, but one didn’t grow up with a clutch of horny sisters without learning a thing or two about attraction. Tigress might’ve been strong enough to fold steel in her paws and crack boulders with her kicks, but she was still a woman, and women had signs. Although far more subtle than the clumsy displays of men, one could spot them if they knew where to look.
It was easier to put aside her surprise than she’d expected. Tigress being attracted to someone was a shocker, but that someone being Anon lessened the blow. Viper was coming to learn that Anon had a way of providing surprises, so much so that she begun to expect them. So, instead of recoiling in shock or slithering away to nurse her surprise in private, Viper laid the situation out before her and thought on it as a tactician might.
Tigress had feelings for her manservant. An immense pill to swallow but swallow it she could. It did, however, beg a question whose answer might turn a simple unrequited love into a pack of fireworks sitting far too close to a flame:
Did her manservant have feelings for her?
She watched Anon as he went about Tigress, beleaguering her with his poor taste in humor, setting his basket in her already-encumbered paws on account of his arms being tired (they weren’t) and then putting that stupid hat of his over her head, claiming it suited her better than it did him (it didn’t).
Prod, prod. Poke, poke. His teasing was relentless, but not overtly cruel. She’d been much the same way around Li, once she’d found out how caring a soul he was. A toying remark here, a harmless quip there. Prod, prod, prod.
That’d come to a head when she dared him into dancing with her at a fireworks celebration. She’d spun circles around the shy wolf, flitting her dancing-ribbon through the air like a thing made of aether. Too slow, can’t keep up. Tsk, tsk, tsk. Then, when the dancing was done, she’d pulled him away to the seclusion of her room and danced a very different jig –one he’d been rather good at.
If Anon was anything like her – which she was beginning to suspect he was – he was nothing less than head over heels for Tigress. Which begged yet another question. A big, fat doosie:
Were they… dancing?
Most would’ve waived the thought by reflex; Tigress, as seen by most, was antithetical to the very idea of sex. Viper, though, had known the tiger long enough to see beneath the armor of her stoicism, and understood there was more to her than just punching things. Contrary to popular belief she had feelings, and if she had feelings…
But what was she thinking? Tigress and a Servant? Distasteful wouldn’t even begin to describe it. It was below an honorable master to take advantage of those in their employment in such a way -which wasn’t to say it didn’t happen - just that Tigress wasn’t the sort to do it. Honor was Tigress’ lifeblood, and lovemaking with the hired help on training hours was exactly the kind of stunt she wouldn’t pull.
Ridiculous, scandalous, impossible. Likely, it was all a figment of her overly speculative imagination; she’d never outgrown the lust for scandalous drama that’d haunted her teenage years, and now her mind made entertainment where there was none to be had. How embarrassing for a master of her caliber to entertain the thoughts of an immature gossip!
The snap of fingers pulled her from her thoughts. Anon stood before her, waving his hand across her face. “Eyy, anybody home? You’re spacin’ out like some kinda retard.”
“I’m fine, just thinking on whether these beads look nice on my tail.” She said, shaking the appendage to brandish the new beads. The little glass orbs tinkled sonorously. 
“’Course they do, you look like a hundred bucks. There ain’t no prettier snake in all the valley.”
“There are no other snakes in the valley. I’m the only one who lives here.”
“See? It’s true.”
She made an exaggerated ‘ugh’ and rolled her eyes theatrically. “If you’re angling for a kiss, you’ll have to try harder than that.” She said, keeping her peripheral vision on Tigress to take note of how she bristled. The tiger's black lips pressed together in a thin line, and her nostrils flared like the bellows of a furnace. 
“Are we finished?” said Tigress assertively, drawing up to Anon’s side. “I’ve purchased everything I wish to.”
“Yep, all done.” Said Viper with a note of placation in her voice. “To tell the truth, I just wanted to get out of the Palace for a while. Speaking of…” she looked to Tigress and nodded towards the mountain perch of the Palace. “You coming with? I’ve got training to catch up on and I’d hate to suffer it alone.”
“I’ll be back later. There are things I would discuss with the Servant-”
“She wants to talk me into letting her keep that hat.” Said Anon, gesturing to the straw hat hanging from one of Tigress’ ears. She gave him a peeved look and flicked the ear, casting the hat to the floor.
“- Like the shutting of his mouth.” She finished sharply. “He still yet requires some practice in that department.”
“Someone’s gotta do the talkin’ round here, and last I checked you don’t chitter-chatter for shit, Stripes.” Grinned the Servant. “I’m just pickin’ up your slack and mouthing off for the both of us.”
Tigress exhaled through her nose the way a bull might before its charge, lowering her head as if she were bearing horns. Someone who knew her less would’ve thought she were winding up for an attack, but Viper had seen the look often enough to know she was just getting angry, and, by the telltale flick of her tail, a little excited.
“You know, in other provinces it’s customary to beat Servants who speak out of line to their masters.” She said.
Anon shrugged, taking a threat from one of the deadliest Kung Fu masters in China as well as one might receive news of the weather. “You’d never risk breaking this pretty mug of mine; you like it too much.”
“If it closes your mouth, it’s a sacrifice I’m willing to make.” She replied, swinging to Viper. “I will see you later at The Palace.”
“Catch you later.” Said Viper absently, mind falling back into speculation as she watched the couple recede into the packed streets – and they did indeed look like a couple. There was a familiarity in how they walked together, talked together, that bespoke an intimacy that went beyond the boundaries of master and servant. It was surprising she hadn’t seen it earlier, or that the villagers around them didn’t see it now. But then, who in their right mind would look for it? In the eyes of the public, Tigress was a stalwart defender and weapon of justice. She didn’t do boyfriends.
And maybe she didn’t. Maybe this was all a figment of Viper’s imagination. It wouldn’t have been the first time she saw an exciting ‘maybe’ where none existed, although they were rarely so deliciously scandalous.
Heaven forbid, she’d fallen in love with the idea, hadn’t she? The cream of the Jade Palace’s crop falling for a foul-mouthed commoner of a Servant? It was a gossiper’s wet dream. A gold mine of controversy. It made her chatty bitch of an inner teenager giddy just thinking about it.
‘And now they’re sneaking off to some dark, secluded corner to share in their forbidden love, like a pair of star-crossed lovers plucked from a tragic play.’ She harped to herself, indulging in the swooning romanticism of it all. It was romantic, even if it was all wishful thinking on her part. More than likely, they were just checking over work schedules and planning next week’s training regimen, but the fantasy was so appealing that Viper let herself run wild with it.
‘”Alas, look not upon my nakedness, dear Servant, for I am wrought mannish and ugly with scars and muscle.” “Nay, my sweet Tigress, your ruggedness has all the beauty of the noble mountains, your strength the awesomeness of an ocean riled in tempest.” “Oh, heavenly words! Kiss me, ruffian!” smoochie, smoochie, smoochie.’
Oh, for it to be true. There was no way of knowing for sure; Tigress wouldn’t admit to it in a thousand years, and Anon was the sort to lie so easily that she could never be sure of the answer he gave. She’d just have to subside on maybes to slake her curiosity, although maybes were scant fare for a woman starving for the truth.
Maybe if she just… turned around. Went for a wander. Slithered around town a little to blow off some steam – she did that, sometimes, on her off days. And, if her nonchalant wanderings were to take her to the outskirts of the village, where a certain servant’s house lay, and if she just so accidentally happened to see something through a window…
Accidentally, of course. It wouldn’t be like she was spying or anything. Just looking. Secretly. Like spying, without all the sticky, nasty moral implications that came bundled with it.
‘Heaven’s sake, woman. If you’re going to stuff your snout into other people’s business, at least be up front with it.’ She chastised herself.
‘Ah, but I’m not, you see. I’m just going for a slither. A nice, harmless afternoon slither.’ She justified, turning from the path to the Palace to follow a more obscure road – one that would coincidentally lead her past Anon’s house.
‘Just an everyday slither.’ She thought to herself. ‘Not like I’m being a nosy bitch or anything, no siree. Just a snake out on a slither.’






      

  











Chapter 15 (Explicit)








  Her stride is steady, her stature is calm, and there’s barely a shred of emotion visible on the striped planes of her face, but all the same Tigress emits an air of anticipation so intense that it’s a wonder the villagers don’t feel it too.

It’d been three long days since she’d felt your touch, and Tigress was proving to be an exceedingly hungry lover. The night before she left on her mission, she’d come to your door and threw herself upon you, and the two of you had shared a night of passion so intense that you still felt the aches of lovemaking today. You’d thought that would’ve been enough to quench her thirsts, but here you are half a week later with a tiger who couldn’t stop sneaking fuck me glances towards you in a street brimming with people.
If it were anyone else, it would’ve exhausted you. It did exhaust you, yet with Tigress, that was somehow okay. The throes of passion were liberating, the Immense heights of orgasm reached peaks you’d never dreamt of reaching, and the dreamish warmth of the post-sex cuddles made your heart lift in your chest in a way it’d never done before. Something about Tigress made things richer in the bedroom than it’d been with any other girl from your past, as if every feeling, physical and emotional, had been multiplied by some inexplicable power that presided over your relationship. When you listened to her pillow-talk in the afterglow of lovemaking, you weren’t just waiting out the refractory period so you could dive between her legs for round two. You wanted to listen.

You’d… never had that with a girl before.
Thinking about it there were tons of things Tigress offered that were beyond your usual experience: A relationship with chemistry that popped rather than fizzled, a body chiselled to the limits of perfection and a personality both stern enough to beggar even the surliest of drill sergeants and tender in ways most hearts were too hard to grasp. Throughout your checkered dating history, you’d never met someone who felt so right.
“You seemed very well acquainted with Viper.” Says Tigress, tonelessly.
“We’ve talked once or twice, she’s easy to get on with.” You say, shrugging. “What’s up, you jealous?”
“Just making an observation.”
“Yeah, you’re jealous.”
An agitated look passes across her face as she swallows the bait, shooting an angry look your way and preparing a sharp tongue-lashing to upbraid you with. Then she stops, thinks.

“Perhaps. She can take her fill of your company and leave, whilst I’m stuck with you all day.” She gives you a sideways glance and smiles snidely. “That’s reason enough for jealousy in my books.”
You swear, she’s getting quicker on her feet with the comebacks. You’ll have to step up your game. “Pine on, Stripes, but you’re stuck with me twenty-four seven. Comes with the whole ‘butler’ gig.”
“Servant. You’re not fancy enough to be a butler.” she corrects, her smile blossoming into an exponentially rare her grin. It’s like seeing the stone beauty of a statue’s face flush to life in a starburst of colorful emotion, and some warm, unknown thing in your soul flourishes and grows in its light.

It’s what you like to call a bitch-flick feeling; the sort of feelings characters mope about having in rom-coms and romances – y’know, bitch-flicks.

Used to be that you didn’t believe in bitch-flicks, or at least, not in their misleading portrayals of love. The whole true love angle was a crock of shit, and you’d been burned enough times to know that for fact. But now, after experiencing all the cliches firsthand, you were being forced to the concession that, maybe, there were a few kernels of truth in the turd.

Like, sometimes, in the privacy of your tender moments, the things she did just… caught you. Maybe it was the way she held your hand, kissed you, smiled at one of your dumbass jokes – some little moment like that would touch something inside of you, and from then on, you’d be seized by her, chained to the lines of her face and holding on for dear life to the cadence of her words. The world would tune out into background static and for the next few minutes your attention would anchor on the way the sunlight glossed against her fur, how soothing the confident timbre of her voice was, how good the callused leather of her paw felt holding your hand.
“Servant, you’re staring.”
“Hmm?” you blink, feeling suddenly awoken from a pleasant daydream. “Sorry, spaced out for a second; probably all these long hours you’re making me work – fuckin’ slave driver.”
“Rich words coming from one of the most well-paid men in The Valley.” She said, rolling her eyes. “And for your information, I’m exceedingly lenient with you. There are Masters out there who’d work you twice as hard – and serve you a lashing for that ‘slave driver’ comment, besides.”
“What, like tie me to a post and gimmie a taste of the cat of nine tails?” you chuff incredulously.
“You laugh, but that isn’t as far from the truth as you’d think. The Jade Palace is lauded for its tolerance of unruly servants; Shifu considers physical punishment of staff dishonorable, but there are many schools of mastery out there who wouldn’t think twice about whipping you bloody in exchange for petty insults. Some even consider it a punishable offence to speak before spoken to, or to look upon a Master without their permission.”
“Is any of this true, or are you just trying to scare me into being a good boy?”
“It’s true.” She says stolidly, casting you a hooded look. “Insubordination is no laughing matter among the Warrior’s caste. Should you ever meet a Master of a different school, I’d urge you to keep that in mind.”
“Alright, I’ll be sure to be on my best behavior if I run into any Kung-Fu’ies not from round here.” You shrug. “Not like I needed the heads up; I’ve dealt with visitors to The Jade Palace before, you know.”
“You’ve become more…” she appraises you witheringly. “… Outspoken since then. Masters of high renown don’t abide impudence.”
“You don’t seem to mind it.”
A twitch at the corner of her mouth. “Believe me, I do. I simply endure it because you’re cute.”
You perk at the compliment, both shocked and pleased to hear her flirting so openly. Scouring about yourselves with a cursory glance and assuring yourself that nobody was there, you lean in close. “I’m even cuter with my clothes off.” You mutter, gesturing towards your house as you closed in on its front door. “Come on in and I’ll show ya.”
“I’ve seen it before, Servant,” she says, smile widening and pink tongue flicking across her fangs as if to taste the anticipation misting the air between you. “Although, I’d appreciate it if you could refresh my memory.”
You smirk. As if her memory needed refreshing. She’d jumped your bones barely three days ago, and the day before that in the Training Hall’s storage area, right after her practice. Sex was an art she was swiftly becoming accustomed to, and her hunger for it was nearly as ravenous as your own. Last week she’d fucked you thrice in a single day – a veritable gauntlet of rutting that’d been an exercise in endurance as much as it had been in pleasure – and then twice the day after. Lacking her physical prowess, It wore on you heavily, and yet here you were, snapping it up wherever it was offered like a dog over butcher’s scraps.
Your attention lingers on her mouth, noticing the way the light glistens on the wetness of her black lips. Urges stoke within you, sweat breaking on your forehead, fingers twitching restlessly, yearning to grope, to feel.
You open your front door for her, more to distract your hands than to be a gentleman, breathing deeply of her air as she passes. She smells of lacquered wood and iron, machine oil and dust. The smells of the Training Hall ground deep into the thick recesses of her fur. Above it all floated a scent that could only be described as her, akin to the soft smell of a woman’s hair.
She pauses in the doorway, passing you an amorous glance that hinted she knew of your raging arousal. Her eyes lid themselves, her ears perk, and she swaggers the rest of the way inside with a roll to her hips that sets your lust on fire. “Close the door, Servant.” She says, putting the heap of books she held down on a nearby table. “Lock it.”
Fishing the key from your pocket and locking the door proves a challenge to do blind; you can’t take your eyes off her. She’s leant up against the table, legs crossed and the pillars of her arms supporting her. Her tail wanders the floor languidly, drawing circles about her feet. Her lips are parted by her husky breath, her teeth flashing white and her tongue rolling pink and inviting as she speaks words soggy with desire. “Now, come to me.”
She beckons with a finger, and you close the distance between you, falling on the soft marble of her body with a sigh of elation. Your arms wrap around the span of her back, hands meandering over the cables of muscle and delighting in the excited way they twitched at your touch. You close your mouth on those dark, succulent lips and drink deeply of her moans with a thirst you’d been aching to slake.
“I’ve been looking forward to this, Servant.” She breathes, feeling her rough paws up your spine. “These past nights away from The Valley have been hard to bear, without your touch to sweeten them.”
“I’m here now, and If you want sweet, I got plenty of sugar.” You reply. Tigress barely has time to groan over your cheese before you push another kiss onto her.
“That was terrible. Just terrible.” she mutters between your hungry lip-locking. One of her paws locks on the back of your neck to pin you in place whilst she tongues into the cavern of your mouth, diving between your tonsils with such intensity you nearly gag. Her roughly textured tongue grinds the insides of your throat, mopping up your taste with ravenous abandon.
You reciprocate her affections with gusto, fastening your hands on her firm buttocks and pulling her into you, feeling the heat between her legs burn against your erection through your clothes, like a forge lusting your iron. Tigress burbles an impassioned moan, tightening her fingers around your hair so tightly it began to hurt. Her body quakes with the anticipation, and her breath simmers hot from her nostrils. Dislodging her tongue from the depths of your mouth, she pulls back to admire you in all your unimpressive glory.

“I’ve missed you.” She says quietly, as if to herself, stroking the curve of your jaw.
You go to make a joke, see the warmth of her eyes, and stop yourself. “Yeah, I missed you too.” You admit, pulling her into a hug; being encircled by her strong arms felt like your bed after a long day, a close and personal comfort meant only for you. Pushing your nose into the white fur of her neck you drink from the well of her scent, taking in her woody smell that soothed your nerves even as it stoked your arousal.
“Come, let us continue this in your bed.” She says, pulling you towards the stairs. “There are things I want to try with you that require… adequate cushioning.”
---
Viper slithered the outer roads leisurely, pausing here and there to admire the way the sun lay on the waters of a rice paddy or smell the fragrance of a comely flower. Sometimes she’d stop and chew the cud with the passing villagers, asking about their day and trying to hold a regular conversation, which was hard work when most of The Valley treated her with a reverence bordering on worship. They spoke of work, of rumors, and of the rich gossip that was the lifeblood of bored villagers. Regular things.
She was, after all, taking a regular afternoon stroll. Nothing untoward, nothing morally questionable. Just stretching her tail and enjoying a fair day. The view of the bamboo forests was particularly lovely from the village’s outskirts – especially from a certain point, near a certain house, that belonged to a certain someone who may or may not be romancing a certain tiger.

Which was pure circumstance. She just wanted to admire the bamboo forests at sunset. Her, a nosy bitch? Perish the thought. She was just being… recreational.
‘A recreational pervert.’ Glowered her conscience, whom she pretended not to hear.
Viper had learned early on in life how to reason herself into delinquent situations; village life could get boring, and a girl needed her distractions, but her father, ever the soft touch behind closed doors, couldn’t bear to see his beloved daughters looking for trouble. For the sake of her father, Viper hadn’t.
She’d just… Put herself into situations where trouble found her.

  ‘Stealing cakes? No, no, I was merely taking a closer look. Spreading rumors? You shouldn’t blame me; I was sure it was true! flirting with another girl’s man? I was merely complementing his eyes, no reason to be so upset.’

And so on. And it wasn’t as if she’d ever lied. She had been taking a closer look at the cakes – and if she happened to cough on one by accident, well it’d be rude, not to mention unhygienic to leave it there for someone else to eat. She had believed the rumors – that they were about her bully was beside the point. She was just complimenting the boyfriend’s eyes – it wasn’t her fault she was so irresistible.
She banked around a curve in the road and saw Anon’s house off in the distance. It looked lonely, out in the outskirts as it was, separate from any of the other houses like an outcast. The workshop was a large, shed-like structure that swallowed any space that might’ve been used for a garden, and the house itself was cheerlessly decorated, with an empty front yard and bare, whitewashed walls. It appeared more like a temporary lodging than it did a home.
Viper noticed the shine of candles in the windows. Looked like someone was in. Her eyes went to the small hill next to the house, the one that commanded the wonderful view of the bamboo forests she’d been after – and, as chance would have it, a view through the house’s upper windows.
‘Now would be the time to back out’. Her conscience spoke, duly ignored; Viper had already begun climbing the hill. It took her barely any time to reach the top, and just like she expected, the view of the forest was phenomenal. The sunset poured across the verdant green canopies in a light the glistening color of a split orange, and the branches swayed in a pattern akin to ocean waves as the wind swept them into motion.
She tilted a glance towards the house, searching the windows. There, on the top floor, she caught a flicker of movement, a flash of black stripes and…
Nothing. The angle was bad, and the distance was so great that even if she had a straight line of sight, she wouldn’t be able to make much out anyways.
Her gaze went to a tree standing beside Anon’s house, its limbs aligned in such a way that gave any potential climber a perfect view of the bedroom windows.
She turned back to the forest view, chewed the inside of her cheek thoughtfully. If she remembered correctly, there was a scenic river on the other side of the forest, one that she’d be able to see if she got only that little bit higher.
She looked at the tree, contemplating. Well, she’d come all this way… And the view really was meant to be splendorous…

  ‘Oh, just admit you’re being a pervert, this is getting embarrassing.’

---


You’re barely done opening the door before Tigress shoves you into the bedroom, darting in after you with her tail swishing impatiently and her eyes gleaming with unrestrained lust. Her paws latch around your shoulders, and the kiss she presses onto your mouth burns with a thirst that had gone too long unslaked. A paw reaches between your legs, finds the tent of your arousal and squeezes, rough fingers kneading you through the thin layers of your garments.
“I have dreamed of you in my time away, Servant.” She says, easing her grip into a gentle caress that puts fire in your belly. “Dreamed of the warmth of your body beneath my palms.” Her nose buries into your neck, and inhales deeply of your scent. “Oh, but the reality is so much sweeter…”
“I missed this fine ass.” You reply, taking a generous handful of her rear.
“Ever the sentimentalist.” She Says, rolling her eyes before plunging forward, driving you backwards onto the bed. The frame groans beneath your combined weight, still weak from the battering you’d given it last time. Tigress pulls open your robes and thrusts her face against your bare chest, feeling with the sensitive whiskers of her muzzle what the deadened nerves of her paws could not.
“I missed the touch of your skin. You are soft, Servant, so soft…” she purrs, feeling down your exposed belly.
You stroke a hand across her head, smoothing the fur and scratching at the underside of one of her ears. A purr warbles in her throat, and her tail flaps happily from side to side as she nuzzles into your hand.
You missed this. The closeness, the company, the sensation of being desired. She was unlike any woman you’d ever had, in body and in soul, and you desired her so strongly that you were willing to risk your job just to be with her. Part of you wonders if it’s your loneliness making these rare bouts of companionship all the sweeter in contrast, just as water tastes finer to the man in the desert, but you suspect not - although you certainly won’t deny it made the sex good.
“Mmmph, keep rubbing me, Servant. Behind the ear, just like that.” She says, travelling down the length of your body. Your stomach flips as her whiskers tickle past your navel, hot breath moist against your skin as moves lower. She rids you of your pants with a single, firm yank, and your erection springs forth to rest against the soft fur of her neck. She chuffs, smiles, and noses at your mast, wet lips trailing lightly up your shaft and brushing, ever so gently, across your eager head. “Just like that…”
“Fuck…” you whisper under your breath, surprised by the pace your heart was racing. You thought you’d left your jitters behind in your teens, but here you were, trying to stop your knees from shaking. “I didn’t know you’d… I mean, I didn’t think you’d be into somethin’ like this.”
“No?” She grins, and you feel the wetness of her fangs as she drags her smile across your tip. “I may not be experienced in the ways of pleasure, but I have heard talk of… certain methods women use to satisfy men.” Her paw squeezes your thigh. “You seem to be enjoying this one.”
“Holy shit, yeah…” you breathe, fidgeting at the sight of Tigress poised over your mast, teeth gleaming white against the blackness of her supple lips. She tastes you with a slow, mopping lick that makes the hairs of your neck stand on edge; her rough cat’s tongue drags against your skin, although not so much to be painful. Your mind gropes for a comparison – a soft, warm sponge, a particularly fine-bristled toothbrush, a wet, living Velcro that didn’t scratch – you don’t know, but it feels heavenly. You caress her cheek in appreciation, still scratching at the sensitive spot behind her ears.
Her tongue glides down your length once more, oiling you with saliva, before surging back up in a powerful lick, dragging hard against your shaft to pull you, twitching and eager, into the steamy chamber of her mouth.
Your tip grinds the ridges of her palate, the soft insides of her cheeks squeeze around your shaft, and for the first time in years, you remember just how fucking great it feels to have your cock sucked.
“Hoohohoh, my God,” You exclaim, letting your head fall back against the pillows like a stone and grinning up at the ceiling. “I can’t even begin to tell you how good that feels.”
“Hmmmh…” hums Tigress, lips tightening around your manhood as she clumsily begins to work you. In uneven motions she begins to dip her head, taking another inch of your shaft before pulling back, pausing, and pushing forward again.
“Nnnh, yeah, that’s… Oh, fuck, that’s awesome.” You swallow, sigh, release a breath you swear you’ve been holding for the last two years. Appreciatively you caress your hands through her thick fur, feeling at the bunched muscles of her shoulders and cords in her neck that flexed as she took you into her. She takes one of your hands and laces her fingers with yours, squeezing affectionately as she began to pick up pace.
“Rrrmmn…”
The vibrations of her moans travel the length of your erection into the tightening undercarriage of your balls, and you tighten your hand around her leather-palmed paw. Jesus, she was great – not exactly skilled, but passionate, and-
You gasp as she probingly takes your tip into the passage of her throat, tongue pressing firmly into your underside to wedge your shaft against the roof of her mouth. Goddamn, and willing!
“Ooohoh, dear God, who the fuck did you learn this from?” You ask breathlessly.
Tigress pops your manhood out of her mouth, gulping gratefully at the air before nuzzling against the throbbing pole of your erection. “I am inexperienced, Servant, not clueless. I’ve heard enough talk of lovemaking to know the essentials – be it from chatty villagers or some of Monkey’s more… cruder jokes.”
“You learned about suckin’ dick from one of Monkey’s goofs?” you ask incredulously. A picture flits through your mind: Monkey at the dinner table, cracking jokes about a hooker who sucked a bunch of dicks, pantomiming with a carrot whilst the rest of The Five laughed – all except for Tigress, who watched with the arrested interest of a woman experiencing a revelation. ‘Eureka! The dick can go in the mouth, too!’
The giggles swell up from the pit of your stomach like a swarm of butterflies. Oh, good lord, you can picture it: Tigress watching Monkey slide a corncob into his gob to show ‘em all how Sally-Suckemoff earned her way into her teacher’s good-books, and a tiny light bulb just pops into existence over her head. Ding!
Tigress glares at you flatly, and you have a sneaking suspicion that she might be reading your thoughts. “Make one of your jokes and I’ll stop.” She warns, drifting her lips across your head – they slid across it with tantalizing ease, glistening slick with moisture. “we’ve several new books downstairs, and I’d gladly dedicate the next hour to teaching you your words instead of… this.” her eyes lid over, and the pink tip of her tongue darts out to trace the throbbing trail of a vein up your shaft.
Whatever urge you had to make a joke is drowned out by a wave of tingles so powerful it makes your teeth chatter. Tigress returns to her glare, awaiting an answer, only now there’s a glint in her eye and a sly smile tweaking at the corner of her mouth. The poker face had slipped, and she held all the aces.
“Lady, my lips are sealed tighter than a crab’s asshole.”
“Good. Now…” she smirks as she takes you back into her, diving past your tip and down your length, impressively close to your base. Her pace is a slow crawl, but you like that; it gives you time to appreciate all the little details that would’ve gone unnoticed in one of those wild, ‘brushing my teeth as fast as I can, ma’ blowjobs you see in the pornos; the glide of her lips, the crawl of her rough tongue down your length, the way her breath burned hot against your skin.
You burble wet sounds of pleasure, tightening your hand around her paw. Her free paw roams wide, feeling up the hollow of your belly and spreading fingers across your chest, dragging claws on its way back down to scrape not so hard as to leave a mark, but just hard enough to awaken your excitement.
You shiver and feel the tingling rise in your loins. “I ain’t gonna last much longer…” you warn her. She takes it as encouragement, clamping her paw around your ass to pull you in deeper. The twitching head of your manhood sinks into her throat, her tonsils clench you as she swallows, and-
As if she’d pulled a trigger, your hips buck forward in an automatic reaction, pushing yourself to the hilt. Tigress’ eyes widen, she spasms, and then lurches backwards, gagging wretchedly as she drags your cock free of her throat.
“Shit, are you okay?”
Tigress hacks a long series of coughs before spluttering: “Of course I’m not, you just rammed yourself down my esophagus!”
“Aay, I’m sorry, I swear to God I didn’t mean to, I just… Shit, I dunno, twitched. “
“’Twitched’? You did more than twitch; you thrusted.”
“Meet you halfway and call it a spasm?”
She glowers acidly at you, tasting the medicine of your humor and finding it particularly bitter. Finally, after massaging her neck as one might a sore muscle, she relents. “Definitely a thrust.” She mutters hoarsely.
“Okay, I thrusted, I’m sorry. I do that sometimes when I get excited.”
“That you do.” Nods Tigress, clearing her throat. “Don’t think that means I’ve forgiven you, though. You owe me…” She thinks, and an idea dawns on her face like a lecherous sunrise. “Recompense.”
“Recompense?” you ask dubiously, watching as she shimmies out of her pants. Her naked legs are an arresting sight, but you tear your attention away long enough to focus on the conversation at hand. “What do you mean by that?”
She smiles. “Lay back, Servant, and let me show you.”
You play along and rest yourself back against a pillow, and Tigress turns herself round in a liquid cat-motion to straddle your waist. She shimmies up from there, onto your chest, the curling snake of her tail sliding across your face in caress as her finely shaped buttocks eclipse your vision.
“Huh. Black lace this time.” You say, hooking a finger into the corner of her underwear, pulling it back and letting it twang back into place with a snap. “What made you ditch the pink?”
“Nothing. I do own multiple pairs of underwear, Anon.” Tigress says, eye-rolling with her voice.
“I prefer you without ‘em.” you reply, pulling the article down her thighs to expose the glistening folds of her vagina.
She shifts herself, finds a comfortable position in the nest of pillows, and with a smarmy chuff, lowers herself onto your face. “Very well, then have me without them.”
You manage to make one syllable of surprise before her vagina muffles the rest of it, the weight of her body pushing you down into the nest of pillows. You fasten your hands around her hips, dealing with her weight easily; her hard acrobat’s body is light, trimmed of fat by long hours of practice. The surprise passes quickly, and you answer her lust with your own, slipping your tongue between the velvet lips of her pussy and tasting deeply of her womanhood.
Tigress utters a sharp gasp and you feel her powerful glutes tighten as you delve into her depths, a reedy cry of pleasure coming undone on her lips when a shudder breaks her voice:

“S-su-suh-sweet Servant, oh!”
You smile around your now-busy tongue, delighting in the feverish way her folds twitch at your lapping; this wouldn’t take long.
---
 
Viper watched the bamboo forests with a smoldering intent, determined to hold off on the inevitable glance towards the window until she’d convinced herself well and truly that she’d climbed up this tree for the sake of a view, instead of catching her friend in bed with the hired help. It was a silly and redundant notion – she doubted anyone would buy the excuse if she was caught up here – but it made her feel a bit better about herself, so there was that.
Not that she was worried about getting caught; her scales blended perfectly with the plentiful leaves adorning the branch she’d chosen as a seat, and she’d woven her body around the limb in such a way that made her seem part of it. A peeping Tom couldn’t wish for a finer hiding place.
‘You mean a view admirer couldn’t wish for a better chair. From which to admire the view. Which is why you’re here.’ she reminded herself. Well, whatever made her feel better.
Deciding that she’d spent long enough gazing off into the horizon pretending to watch stuff, she turned her attention to the real reason she was up here. The window allowed a perfect view of the bedroom’s door, tables, closet – basically everything except for the bed. It didn’t bother her overly; she had a very keen sense of hearing and could tell from the lack of noise that the bedroom was empty.
Relief, and a strange sense of disappointment, washed over her. The scandal she’d hoped to uncover didn’t exist. That was good, wasn’t it? Tigress hadn’t involved herself in a potentially disastrous relationship and, more to the point, she’d just avoided the shame of spying on her friends in their intimate moments. Tigress wasn’t in trouble, and she wasn’t a pervert, everyone wins!
‘Except for the part of me that wanted to see.’ She admitted to herself in blushing embarrassment. Alas, part of her had been curious as to what a strange pairing like Tigress and the Servant might look like. One was a slab of toned muscle with all the cold of the winter in her manner, whilst the other was a willowy bag of bones with a dashing charisma and, Viper suspected, an insatiable appetite for the carnal. It was a pairing of fire and ice, and she’d be lying if she said she wasn’t a little bit curious on how it all worked.
Well, now she had her answer: it wasn’t working at all – or maybe it was, just nowhere in reach of her prying eyes. Either way, she’d made this climb for nothing.
‘Not true: you came up here for the view, remember?’ she thought scathingly to herself, casting her gaze over the rolling hills of bamboo. She regarded it with scathing disinterest, sighing wistfully through the slits of her nostrils before making to descend the tree.
She stopped halfway down, alerted by a movement in the corner of her eye. Freezing, she flicked her gaze to the window.
The bedroom door hung open.
Slowly she ascended tree once more, moving now with a stealth she usually reserved for missions. There, on the lip of the windowsill! A flash of something orange and stripey, slipping in then out of vision. Damn it, she had to get higher. She lassoed her tail onto a branch above her and hauled herself up into the dense leaves, her eyes never leaving the window, so arrested they were by what they saw there.
“No way…”
The words slipped out unbidden, thankfully muttered beneath her breath. There she was, and there he was, cuddled up on the bed all tangled together in an embrace, muttering what she assumed to be sweet nothings she was too far away to hear. Anon’s hand crept up Tigress’ back and settled behind her ear, rubbing affectionately, and Tigress lowered herself down his body. The Servant was naked from the waist up, his ribs sharply defined against his pale skin.
Viper blinked hard, shook her head and bit the inside of her cheek. It stung as her fang pressed into it, and so she tried the other one. Nope, she wasn’t dreaming.
‘This is insane.’ She thought, her once-snide inner voice shocked into a monotone. ‘I know I crept up here to spy, but I never expected… I never thought-‘
With a sharp gasp she tore her gaze from the two lovers and buried her face into the foliage, recoiling from the flood of emotions that set a blush sizzling across her cheeks.
She was a pervert; an actual pervert, now – not the cheeky, romanticized sort she’d been fantasizing on her way here, who bandied in gossip and knew all about the hottest sexcapades, but the kind who hung around outside windows and watched lovers couple in their intimate moments like a depraved sex-fiend. Self-disgust welled up from her stomach, pooling in her throat like a foul bile.
‘By all the Heavens, forgive me, Tigress.’ She thought before moving to retreat down the tree.
She stopped as her eye caught the window again, held by the sight of the two lovers. Anon lay slumped against the pillows in a dreamy state of bliss, whilst Tigress-
“Holy fuh…” just where in the hell did prim, proper Tigress learn to do that?
Her revulsion in herself forgotten, Viper watched as Tigress - stone-faced, iron-willed Tigress who’d held the line against hordes of barbarians at the Battle of Weeping River and faced down the fearsome Tai Lung on a rickety rope bridge overhanging a chasm of roiling mist and death – took her servant’s manhood into her mouth with the head-bobbing enthusiasm of a well-paid prostitute.
A bad comparison, she cringed even as she thought it. Besides being needlessly insulting, comparing Tigress to a prostitute was also wildly inaccurate: only a true lover sucked dick with that sort of passion.
Viper was something of an expert on blowjobs; when you lacked limbs, you were forced to get creative in the sack – and she knew damn well the difference between ‘sucking dick because he asked you to’ and ‘sucking dick because you want to’. What Tigress was doing was the latter.
She watched the servant’s face go dreamy with satisfaction, saw him mouth words of love, saw Tigress double down on swallowing his shaft. By all the heavens, look at her go… Although, if she wasn’t careful, she’d-
Anon’s hips thrust forwards as Tigress tripped the nerve, cramming his penis into Tigress’ gullet as if he were thrusting a sword back into its sheath. Unsurprisingly, Tigress lurched away, coughing and spluttering. Viper smirked, despite herself – a rookie mistake.
‘Now would be a very good time to leave.’ Spoke her conscience. Viper agreed, although…
Tigress and Anon exchanged some quick words, doubtlessly an apology on Anon’s side. Then, dropping her scowl for an aroused and smoky look that fit the hard and humorless planes of her face better than Viper ever would have expected, Tigress began to stalk her way up Anon’s body in a sauntering crawl.
‘I said, now would be a good time to-‘ Right, right. Leaving. Now. In second. Just… Give her a minute.
Tigress arranged herself atop Anon in such a way that her hips sat inches above his face, her tail coiled around his head in languid, caressing motions and the mast of his erection twitching in front of her.
Speaking of: Heavens above, the servant was packing. That thing must’ve been, what, seven inches long? Most primates didn’t have half that. Either Anon was a freak of nature, or whatever wacko caste of naked chimp he belonged to came very well endowed.
She was so fixated on the penis that she nearly missed the moment Tigress dropped her weight onto Anon’s face, burying him between her legs. His hands came up to settle on her thighs, and a moment later Tigress spasmed in a muscle-clenching jerk of ecstasy that left little mystery to what the servant was doing under there.
There was an element of uncanniness to the sight of Tigess in pleasure – most considered her to be the antithesis of fun, and she was so utilitarian and military in her regular day-to-day that one could easily forget that she was a woman as well as a warrior. Viper was familiar enough with the tiger to know she had a tender heart that leaned more towards kindness than most realized, but even she’d doubted Tigress’ ability to feel something as mature as arousal.
Tigress lurched forwards, clinging desperately to Anon’s waist as if she feared she might lose balance. Her tensing grip turned into a caress, sliding a paw down his belly to grasp his pulsing length. The humid look she gave it dispelled any doubts that remained in Viper’s mind concerning her ability to feel lust.
As her hips started to rock, her paw began to move.
---


The heat of her is oppressive, like a jungle’s damp musk. The smell and taste of her are all-encompassing and intoxicating, and the husky sounds of pleasure that reach you through her squeezing thighs entice the feral hunger groaning in the pit of your stomach. Moan for me, it says. Cum for me.
“Servant, I’m... It f-feels-” a swallow, a shuddering breath. Her paw rubbing your length squeezes. “I’m not going to last...”
You reply with a hard stroke of your tongue, lapping deep into her boiling depths. Something in her voice breaks as she cries out, and her legs clench around your head as you take the bead of her clitoris between your lips and suckle.
Her paw picks up speed around your shaft, and the pulse of your heart quickens. As gentle as she tries to be with you, the rough texture of her palm pulls at your skin, making a demanding tug out of what should’ve been a soft caress. The change isn’t as unpleasant as it sounds; you can feel the tingle of a climax building in the depths of your loins.
Her hips push back into your face and the slit of her womanhood twitches with the need of release as it becomes one with your mouth. All it would take is a flick of your tongue in the right place…
“My Servant… My sweet…” you hear her breathe between the breathless gasps of a woman at her edge. She tightens her fist around you as your shaft begins to throb, the fire of a climax burning at its root.
You sink your hands into the pliant muscle of her thighs and feel them clench taut as you bring her to orgasm with a single, lascivious drag of your tongue.
“UUuuuhhNNnn!” comes her aching cry, and you’re thrust deep into your crater of bedding by a sudden, spasming thrust of her hips. The weight of her body seems to double under her desperate thrusting, pushing you past the pillows and into the mattress, mercilessly lathering your face with the swollen lips of her sex.
The fire at your root spreads into your testicles, and you shudder as your balls tighten. Tigress senses your closeness, picks up her pace, caresses the inside of your thigh with her free paw. “Nnng, Servant, cry out for me, let me hear your moans!”
You wouldn’t have been able to resist even I you’d bitten your tongue. The heat of climax spreads up your shaft as Tigress rubs you to your point of no return, and a groan of animal satisfaction spills from your mouth into her womanhood as you blow. The rich thunderbolt of orgasm strikes you once, twice, three times and on, each shock closer to the last, before they join together in a white noise of pleasure so great it makes your eyes water.
For a second that felt like it could’ve lasted hours, you were lost in the pitch-black nirvana. Sound muffled by her thighs and sight robbed by her thick glutes, you floated through the darkness on a wave of pure sensation…
Then, with a stiffness uncharacteristic of Tigress, she toppled from your face to spill onto the mattress at your side, exhausted.
“God damn…” you manage after a minute of recuperation. “I mean, God, damn.”
“Mmhmmn…” murmurs Tigress in agreement, sighing up at the ceiling. Her tail snakes around your calf and stays there, as if it were her only anchor to consciousness. “I feel as if a weight’s been lifted… The feeling is… Palpable…” she rasps between heavy breaths.
You stroke her shoulder, running your fingers down the cervices of her defined muscles. “You just needed your fix of me, is all.”
“Maybe,” she shrugs. “It’s been a while.”
“It hasn’t even been a week.”
“A long while.” She says, twisting round to envelop you in a hug. Her embrace, familiar to you now, holds a unique comfort to it. It’s something like the feeling of home or collapsing into your special ‘comfy chair’ after a long day’s work. It threatens to lull you to sleep, and you’re all too ready to let it take you there.
Tigress combs a paw through your hair, cups your chin, and turns your face to hers. “Servant… Anon, I feel like I’m…” a pause, a crease in the softness of her brow, a note of accusation in her voice: “Why are you smiling like that?”
“N-no reason.” You chuff, biting back a bark of laughter as you get a full view of her face. You bite your lip as if to chew away your smile, but you’re unable to stop yourself from breaking out into a grin.
Tigress squints. “What is it? Is there something on my face?”
“A little somethin’, yeah.”
‘little’ wasn’t the word for it; the arc of semen you’d left across your chest had been lacking, and you’d wondered where the rest of it had went. Well… You had your answer.
“What is it?” asked Tigress, rubbing uselessly at her cheeks - a fat rope of your seed had landed across her forehead, running down across the bridge of her nose. She goes cross-eyed looking at the white strand, and you just about kill yourself with laughter.
“Thuh-thuh-there’s a mirror in the bathroom,” you manage between your cackling, pointing towards a door in the hall. Tigress spilled from bed, sparing you a distrustful glance before disappearing into the toilet.
Her cry of disgust came barely a second later, and you just about kill yourself again.
She came out of the bathroom a moment later, fur freshly wet from washing your jizz from her face. Indignantly, she yanks one of the pillows out from under you and whaps you across the head with it.
“Ayy, chill!”
“Chill? That geyser between your legs nearly blinded me!”
“You were the one holdin’ it, not my fault you went and shot yourself.”
She fights the smile trying to capsize her frown and loses. With a shake of her head, she burbles laughter, falling upon the mattress beside you and wrapping her hard body around yours. “You, Servant, are an ass.” She says, pinching your chin between thumb and forefinger and pulling you into her lips, kissing you softly. “A lovable one, but an ass all the same.”
“Every New Yorker’s an ass. I just make it sexy.” You reply, resting your head onto the pillow, next to hers. Her eyes glisten like molten honey as they catch the light of the sunset from the window, and her smile is simple, honest and rich in a way that so many others aren’t. She’s too good for you, and yet here she is, hugging you close and looking starstruck into your eyes like a muscular Juliet to your foulmouthed Romeo.
“Stay over tonight?” you ask.
Regret dampens her gaze. “You know I can’t.”
“The Five, Shifu, secrecy and stuff, right…” You sigh deeply, swinging your eyes up into the rafters. “You know they’re gonna have to find out someday.”
“Of course I know,” she says, nuzzling against your shoulder. Her breath is a warm vapor on your neck, her whiskers a playful tickle beneath your chin. “It’s only… What would I even say? I discovered our resident engineer is a creature from another world, and now I am having sex with him. There’s no good way to tell that to someone.”
“You couldn’t just tell Shifu you got a boyfriend and go from there?”
“From there I would have to explain to him that my boyfriend was a member of the staff, and what’s more, a mere craftsman – we’re of completely different social classes, you know – and yes, eventually, I would have to tell him that you are an alien. It isn’t as simple as you’d like it to be, Servant.”
“No, it’s not. But someday, someone’s gonna find out, and when they do, we’re both gonna wish we said something when we had the chance.”
“Not for a while yet. We’ve been cautious, and the rest of The Five don’t suspect. I simply… need time to think on it. Now come, hold me for a while, I’ve missed the way you touch me…”
And so, you held her, banishing the worries of tomorrow from your mind and focusing entirely on the pleasures of the present. Somehow, some way, you’d make this work out. How, you had no fucking idea, but you had time to think on that one. Like Tigress said, The Five were none the wiser, and neither was Shifu. You had time to strategise, time to plan, to gradually ease those around you into the idea of a relationship between A Kung Fu master and… Well, you. That was Tigress’s idea from the start, right? Start with the small things, then introduce them to the bigger ones? You could make it work. You had to.
---
 
For all the Heavens, why had she stayed and watched the rest of it?
Viper felt revolting. She was revolting; she’d just… Just perved on a woman screwing her man! And not just any woman, but Tigress – THE Tigress, her friend Tigress. Just what sort of friend spies on another whilst they… they…
She needed a bath. A cold, cold bath, followed by a hot shower.
Slithering into an alleyway, she left the house and its two lovers to their violated privacy, sick to her stomach and yet, shamefully, excited: Tigress and Anon! The master and her servant! The Valley’s hardiest warrior and it’s weirdest resident! Her inner teenager was still screaming her delight throughout her head: ‘It’s true, it’s true, Master Tigress and the Palace engineer, IT’S ACTUALLY TRUE!’
She felt lightheaded, and her scales prickled from tail to nose with an exhilaration not unlike combat’s adrenaline high. As far as gossip went this was revolutionary. It was talk of the year, of the decade, even.
But no. No, no, she couldn’t speak a word of this to anyone. Ever. If word was to ever get out about a tryst between a warrior with as much renown as Tigress and an outcast commoner like Anon, that would… She couldn’t even imagine. What would the villagers say, or Shifu?
Sweet, merciful heavens, SHIFU!
If he found out, he’d… Hell, she didn’t even know what he’d do; Tigress was the closest thing he’d ever had to a daughter. How does any father react when they find out their little girl’s been seeing a man behind his back? Hers had raged for days after he’d found out about her dalliance with Li, and she doubted Shifu would be any more receptive towards Tigress. Would he? The strict, wise, and often explosive red panda had dealt with much in his long life, but nothing like this.
Oh, if only she’d kept her nose out of it! Now here she was, sitting on the biggest secret in all The Valley, and she couldn’t share it with a soul. The realization was enough to silence the rejoices of her younger self in an instant: The finest cut of gossip to have ever fallen into her coils, and she couldn’t speak a word of it. Like a tantalizing fruit forever beyond reach, she could only stare, and wonder at its sweetness.
‘Not a soul,’ she repeated to herself in mantra, as if it were a prayer. ‘You can’t tell a soul.’
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  Please drop by the Archive and comment to let the creator know if you enjoyed their work!
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