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A King's Ransom


 


“Our next item up for bids is this beautiful, red furred
specimen. Such a lovely kitsune, with such fine features and womanly
physique you can find nowhere in these parts. She is young, eager to please,
and is proven to do whatever you desire. Let the bids begin at 2,000 Lucre.”


“2,000!”


“2,500!”


“3,000!”


She sat there, her hands crossed in front of her on the
platform, listening to the bids as they rose from the crowd. She shivered, for
she wore naught but the chains that kept her on the platform. Her tail whipped
behind her in anxious agony. For the ninth time in as many years, she was at
Auction again. She restlessly waited for purchase by the highest bidder. This
was her life now, far from home, far from family, ten years away and no chance
of ever returning. She bore the scars of former masters, some more belligerent
than others did. Her last master had burned a brand into her hindquarters because
she could not see the clump of rug protruding in the floor and thus spilled hot
tea on him and his guest. It still pained her. So there she sat, watching, as
the bids climbed higher and higher.


“20,000!”


“25,000!”


When did they reach the tens of thousands? She asked
herself, they couldn’t be serious in asking for more than 20,000 Lucre for
me, can they? Nevertheless, indeed they did, and higher still. As she
quaked from exposure to the winters chill, she watched as the number of bidders
dwindled to three. There was the merchant, from Kettelston, who had
unsuccessfully bid on her five times thus far, sitting in the front row. There
was the sea captain, wearing his finest sailor’s tunic and trousers, a
captain’s cap set firmly in the graying expanse of matted hair. Then there was
the shoddy looking character away back, several teeth missing in his humorless
grin.


She saw the symbol on his vest, a red raven with white
eyes, and she knew immediately that he was the famed highway brigand, Thesband.
She heard a former master warn his troops about the rogue, which fortunately,
they never ran into. Was he here with another nobleman’s trove of Lucre to buy
a slave? Yes, she certainly thought he might be. Oh, what a horrid life she
led. Even as she fought the frost on the manacles at her wrist, she wanted to
remember the spring of her home continent, warm, breezy, and filled with life.
She was free and young, with any number of suitors willing to ask for her hand.


Now, she was merely chattel, bought and sold at a whim, no
name, just property. Woe is me! She thought. Now the numbers were
reaching within 50,000 Lucre. Was she really worth that much? For all the
trouble she had given previous masters, she thought not. She squirmed, as the
bandit king gave her a mirthless smirk, filled to bursting with malice.


“I have 40,000 Lucre going once… Going Twice…”


“I bid 50,000 Lucre for the Kitsune!”


Oh no, she thought, the concubine collector! No,
not him! Please, Kitsune-somo, anyone else but him!


“I have 50, 000. Do I here 52,000?”


“52,000!”


She was now wallowing in despair. The brigand and the
collector were now in the midst of a bidding war. Each wanted her for their own
maleficent purposes. Either one or the other was going to claim her, and she
felt that she once again be subject to the desires and whimsical fantasies of
yet another degenerate master. As she was contemplating her fate and the
chances of committing suicide before the auction ended, she witnessed the
Auction House door open and saw someone new enter. The sight of this new
potential bidder brought out new hope in the slave girl, but it was a slim
hope.


This new participant looked the part of a warrior, tall,
dark skinned, with a chiseled face that spoke as if he seen and fought in every
corner of the world. His midnight hair was long and instead of being shaved or
worn in a tail, it hung loose at the sides of his head, carving the shape of
his face. His eyes were concealed behind a pair of dark spectacles that wrapped
around his temples. He gave an aura of authority. He was tall, too, at least
two and a quarter meters tall. He did not look very strong but as he made his
way through the crowd, he seemed imbibed by power physical or power mental, she
did not know which. Strapped to his back via a bandoleer was a pair of swords
and motley looking carbine rifle. Strapped to his hip was yet another sword,
but this one was so long, it scraped the floor as he walked. His stride was
stringent and measured, almost as if he suspected everyone in the room. This
was especially so when he caught the eye of Thesband. The robber baron smiled
nervously when he passed by, and clutched at the collar of his tunic as he did
so. As the concubine collector and rogue traded ludicrous bids one after
another, the tall warrior sifted his way to the front of the assembled crowd.


“73,500!”


“75,000!”


“I hear 75,000. Do I hear more? 75,000 Lucre is going once…
Going twice…”


“10,000,000 Lucre.”


The whole of the Auction House fell silent in stunned
wonder of the bid they just heard. 10,000,000 Lucre was more than most people
made in a decade. Who was this that had spoken of it like it was pocket change?
To the slave’s surprise, the young warrior stood, right hand lifted in the air,
with not one, but ten one million Lucre chits in his hand. The Auctioneer was
gaping, for he never seen so much money in one place. She imagined The
Auctioneer was getting a very sizable commission from this sale.


“T-ten million Lucre is going once… G-going twice… SOLD, to
the young warrior in the front row!”


She could hardly believe it all. She estimated she was
worth no more than 15,000 Lucre. The bidding was peaking at 75,000. Then this
warrior arrives and… She couldn’t imagine what he saw in her, she could not.
Hefted by her arms from the platform, she watched as the warrior gazed at her.
There is no expression on his face seemingly, but his body language suggested
curiosity. She had little time to register this when the Quartermaster of the
Auction House lead her away from the sales floor to the Livery House.











Business as (Un)usual


 


She shivered even more violently now, as the Livery House
was an open-air affair. There were no walls, only posts kept the roof from
falling on them all. The Warrior was waiting by the boundary fence, rubbing his
hands together to keep them warm.


“Well, well, rascally vixen, you have new master again.”
growled the Quartermaster, “Here’s to hoping you don’t upset this one, too!”


She was lead by the chain attached to her collar to the
Warrior. The Auctioneer and he were speaking the terms of his purchase, as she
was lead to him. The Auctioneer finished telling the Warrior about the
no-return policy of the Auction House, and the Warrior brushed this off, saying
he felt there would be no need to return his “prize.” She bristled at this, as
she had done every master that possessed her prior. She hated being someone’s
property.


The Warrior looked her over carefully, touching her
shoulders and inspecting her body with a clinical detachment she found
repulsive. In spite of the shivering she did currently, she began to quake
fearfully now as well.


“Auctioneer, I have but one question before I depart. The
question is thus: Are these wounds an indication of her treatment here, or
elsewhere?”


“I can assure you, Master Moexatl,” the Auctioneer said,
his salesperson voice in full bloom, “she was in this condition when she was
put up on auction. This Auction House treats all goods in its possession with
the utmost care!”


“If this is true, why does she need a chain to her collar?
She looks docile enough to me.”


“As always, the customer is right. QUARTERMASTER! Remove
the chain, if you please.”


“And the manacles and leg irons, Godspeed. She and I have
many kilometers to travel and I fear those bindings might produce a gash or
rash that could prove gangrenous, especially in this weather.”


“Auctioneer?” The Quartermaster asked hesitantly.


“Go ahead, Quartermaster. The customer is always right.”


Quartermaster did as he was bidden, breaking the binding on
her feet, hands and neck. As a Dwarfen, a giant dwarf, he had an array of
magically enchanted hammers that found use in binding and unbinding the “items”
ready to be purchased. Her bindings were off in a thrice and the gate to the
boundary fence was opened to allow her passage outside the Livery House.


“Hmm,” the Warrior Moexatl mused, “So charmingly beautiful
and yet, so egregiously wounded… This needs be corrected, post haste.”


“Y-yes, Master.” She spoke feebly.


“Auctioneer, where can one find accommodations for the
night in this hamlet? I trust not these lands at night.”


“Well,” the Auctioneer mused, “There is the Stable Pony,
along this avenue. They have good rates and clean sheets.”


“Hmm, I was thinking something less- pedestrian. Would you
know of any such place?”


“Ah, you seek refinement!” The Auctioneer said, “You shall
find no grander refinement than The Gilded Lily! Even the fixtures there are
made in fine brass!”


“That sounds like my kind of place. Where would this
establishment reside?”


“If you take the avenue to the end, you’ll see a small lane
leading away from town. There, after a quarter kilometer, is a drive. Follow it
to its end and there you shall find the Gilded Lily.”


“I thank thee, Auctioneer! May your commission be enough to
retire on, good sir.”


The Auctioneer bowed lowly towards Master Moexatl and exited
in the same manner. She noticed that, when dealing with the Auctioneer, Master
Moexatl’s voice held a tinge of sternness within it. She did not know if this
was her heightened senses playing with her mind or not, but she heard it
clearly; Master Moexatl clearly disliked the Auctioneer.


She followed her new master, gingerly as her feet were
unclad in any footwear. His pace was brisk, but measured, as if he was cautious
or wary of the town. Given the directions of the Auctioneer, Master Moexatl and
she arrived in the late evening at the Gilded Lily. The Concierge there greeted
them warmly, but in a business manner.


 “Good evening, and welcome to The Gilded Lily! We have the
finest accommodations your Lucre can buy! How may I help you this evening?”


“I seek a room, with two beds, preferably, the finest you
have.”


“Well, let me see what is available.”


The Concierge tapped onto a small data-pad and at once, a
holostage sprang to life. On it were the floor plans and topographical display
of several rooms. Some were marked in red, which she understood to be occupied
rooms. Others were in violet, indicting a room reserved for a client. Soon,
several rooms outlined in blue showed up in the holostages display, with brief
descriptions of the individual room’s dimensions and amenities.


“Ah, here we are! Two beds, a bath and kitchen, well
stocked pantry, and a holostage, for a mere 250 Lucre.”


“That sounds fine, but I was hoping for something more-
luxuriant.”


“Oh, but sir, I’m afraid even at the lowest level, you may
not afford one of our Premier suites…”


It was then that Master Moexatl produced a one million
Lucre chit to the Concierge. The man looked at it, a slight drool protruding
from his lips as he stared at the monetary unit, then quickly swiped it from
Master Moexatl’s hand and scanned it into the Bancshares receptacle. When the
receptacle announced the chit was valid, the Concierge’s tone changed from
disapproval to friendly. He presently began to tap onto his data-pad again,
furiously searching for the sort of room a million Lucre could afford.


The holostage spun a dozen or more new rooms, each now
outlined in blue, each one larger and more resplendent than the last. Finally,
a new room, one not even listed by the main computers data registry, appeared.
It looked cavernous, with not one, but two exquisite bathrooms, walk-in
closets, fully stocked kitchen and dining room, a hot spring fed central bath
and even a large foyer replete with overstuffed chairs in fine Desondmen
leather.


“This is out Palatial Suite. Only the loftiest of Nobleman
stay in this suite. And because of its high profile, it is defended by the
latest in battle golems and secured against any intrusion. It doesn’t even
appear on our standard floor plan by design! It is yours for a measly 250,000 Lucre
a night!”


“Excellent, I’ll take it!”


“Splendid, sir, splendid! Moreover, what shall we do of
your slave? Where shall we put her up?”


“She shall be with me. I fear her being accosted by
unsavory sorts should she be separated from my side.”


“A wise decision, sir! But, in the interest of the Inn, I
must ask that your slave be clothed for the duration of your stay.”


“I see no reason not to do so. Is there a tailor and a
seamstress in residence?”


“Why, yes, of course, there is! I shall have them called to
your suite immediately.”


“See that you do. Now, my slave and I shall retire for the
evening.”


“Very well, sir, if it pleases you. Let me acquire the
key-card you will need to access your private elevator and open your suite.
Excuse me…”


The concierge disappeared behind his counter, and there was
the sound of digital buttons depressed. Soon, there was the hiss of hydraulic
pistons unlocking, and the Concierge reappeared a moment later with a platinum
card in his hands. He passes this through the security station console, and a
black strip arose from the metal of the card as if by magic. It was purely
nanotechnology, and she knew this, but it no less fascinated her.


“Here is your secure pass. It will unlock your suite and
call down your exclusive elevator. Without this card, you will not be able to
enter your suite or use the elevator, as the card is needed to call it into
position and operate it once within it.”


“Very secure and precise; I will take care to remember this
at all times.”


Several armored men and a gleaming battle golem wielding a
plasma sword escorted Master Moexatl and herself to the elevator shaft. When
they arrived at the lift, the guards departed, but the golem positioned itself
in full view of the elevator doors. Master Moexatl slid the secure pass card
along the scanner plate. A ding was heard when the elevator reached the ground
floor. They entered inside, Master Moexatl holding tightly to the secure pass,
and then the lift doors closed.


He proceeded to slot the secure pass into the floor select
panel, and the holobuttons on the panel lit up. A blinking button indicated
where they were heading and awaited confirmation to proceed. Master Moexatl
tapped that button, and the lift began a silent and steady ascent towards the
Palatial Suite. She was still quivering where she stood, unsure if she should
run or hide. She gained no sense if this master was a man of violence or of
peace, but his weapons and armor seem to tell various stories of war and
combat. At last, the elevator halted, the doors slid open, and the Palatial
Suite stood before them.


“We’re here. Come, slave.” He said calmly.


“Y-yes, Master.”


After slotting the secure pass card into the door of the
suite, a small sliver of green emitted from the lock panel, telling her the
door was now unlocked.


“We will get acquainted with each other while we stay here.
Is that fine with you, slave?”


Never asked for her opinion before, she knew not how to
answer her new master. After several seconds of thought, she nodded her head.
She felt if she tried to speak, her voice might betray her fear and hesitance
in this ordeal. She was still shaking, now more out of terror than cold. He
seemed to have sensed this, and grasping her chin lightly with his right hand,
looking deeply into her eyes.


“Whatever am I to do with you, My Pretty Little Vixen?”


She now was taken aback. None of her masters previous had
addressed her in such kindly tones. Neither had they discussed their own
opinion of her comeliness, though they seemed to approve of it, even without
saying so. She blushed as much as a Kitsune could and tried not to return his
gaze.


“Hmm…” He mused, “I guess when you feel more at ease you
will feel compelled to speak. I have no worries about this. I am a patient
wolf.”


The phrase, “I am a patient wolf.” struck her funny.
She did not totally understand what he meant by that. For the now, it didn’t
matter. She needed to concentrate so she could best serve her new master. She
diligently followed Master Moexatl into the suite. No sooner had she cleared
the threshold did several young maidens sweep her from her feet and carry her
to the central bath.


“MASTER!” She called out.


“Eh?”


He then noticed the house-maidens depositing his slave into
the warm water of the bath. She sank neck deep into the heated pool and he understood
that she was unprepared for this sort of action.


“A bath already prepared? Hmm, I think I like this inn
already.”


He considered having a bath later. But his slave, for lack
of better verbiage, was assaulting the house-maidens while they attempted to
wash her body. He abandoned that idea and went forth to disrobe. His armor,
clothing, and weapons divested from his body in seconds. A second set of
house-maidens arrived from nowhere, promptly depositing him into the bath with
his slave. The warm water did wonders for his winter-chapped skin and as he
approached his new companion, he realized she never received treatment like
this before. Thus, she was less than understanding when others tried to pamper
her.


“Easy, Pretty Vixen, easy, they’re only trying to bathe
you.”


She stopped thrashing about at his words. He sounded so
kind and earnest, and while she was still rather pensive about trusting him,
she felt he was one filled with kindness. She stilled her movements completely
when he touched her shoulder. His hands, vein-covered and filled with strength,
had a delicate touch. Despite his evident spryness, she noticed, he made no
intimation that he intended to violate her. Indeed, he caressed her shoulder
until she sank back into the bath, allowing the house-maidens to once again
work shampoo and body wash over her. He followed suite, setting himself nearby
her, and moaning as his body became immersed in soapy warm.


Some of her previous masters enjoyed bathing with her, but
often times, a simple bath delved into a vicious bacchanal episodes. Those
moments left her sore and feeling broken, tainted. Her new master, it seemed,
was not interesting in doing so, at least not yet. She needed to keep watch
over him, to see if he ever turned that page into debauchery.


“Isn’t this nice, My Pretty Vixen?” He spoke at length,
while a house-maiden lathered his dark hair into voluminous foam, “Luxury,
service, and beautiful environs, such is the life of the wealthy.”


She spoke trembling, “Y-y-yes master, this is pure refinement.”


After their baths were finished, a sumptuous nine-course
meal presented itself out for the two of them, courtesy of the inn. She never
was asked to dine with her master or her master’s family. This was the very
first time she was treated to sit at mealtime with her master. The dinner
prepared was delicious. She devoured everything given to her in mere minutes.
Master Moexatl, however, supped slowly, savoring every morsel as it hit his
tongue. He didn’t touch his wine, which she thought had a fine bouquet and
tasted sweet. She waited patiently as he ate, wanting to see what else he might
do. With his stomach sated, Master Moexatl stated he was going to bed. To
punctuate this, he let out a large, jaw-popping yawn. He wiped at his lips and
face with a napkin delicately and then swept promptly to his chambers. She
followed suit, not knowing what he was about to do.


Once inside his quarters, he disrobed and then stepped into
a fine satin pajamas set tucked away in his travel pack. She watched him as he
slipped into the four-post bed, turned the covers over himself, and lay his
head on the pillow. She noticed he didn’t ask her into his bed, so she stayed
seated in a corner nearest him. The robe she wore after the bath was
comfortable, but it did nothing to stave off the cold. After a few minutes of
shivering in the corner she approached the bed on all fours and whimpered in
her new master’s direction.


“Hmm?” He wondered, turning to the sound of the noise, “Oh,
My Pretty Vixen. What are you doing on the floor?”


“M-master,” she said tentatively, “it is my understanding
that the master of the house doesn’t sleep until his servant lies in bed with
him. S-s-s-so, if it pleases you, Master, may I join you in bed? Please?”


“Oh, My Pretty Little Vixen, whatever am I going to do with
you?”


When she first heard this phrase, “Pretty Little Vixen”
it sounded endearing, but repeated utterances of it made her less than pleased
with the each time he spoke it. She was uncertain if this phrase was meant to
be patronizing or loving. In either case, it was getting on her nerves. She did
not show this, though, as she hoped to keep on her new master’s good side for
as long as possible.


“Yes, my slave, you may me join in bed.” He said at last.


She reluctantly crawled over to the other side of the bed,
still on all fours, and climbed onto the down-filled mattress. She slid into
the sheets and noticed the silky smoothness of them. It was a rare pleasure to
feel that, given what her life was now. She sidled up to Master Moexatl, and snuggled
up to his still form.


“Are you warm now, My Pretty Vixen?”


“Yes, Master, very much so.”


She tried not to show any emotion in her voice, but inside
her heart, she was joyous. She also was baffled by her new master’s behavior.
The last time she heard that, her master had forced her to copulate with him,
in the most brutal of manners. She was expecting him to begin groping her or
attempting to commit foreplay on her, but he never did. After what seemed like
ages, she turned away from him, convinced he was too tired to indulge himself
in her womanly charms. However, no sooner had she done so did Master Moexatl
wrap his arms around her waist. She felt him sniffing her neck, nudging her at
the back of her skull, and sifting through the expanse of her hair. She was
curious about what he was doing when he spoke next.


“You smell so much better than earlier today. Did your
former master never bathe you?”


“N-n-n-no, Master, he did not. I fear he preferred the
scent of my filthy body, if only to further establish my place in his
household.”


“That’s sounds horrible! And I bet he rarely fed you,
right?”


“H-h-h-how do you k-know, Master?”


“You didn’t just eat, you feasted. Was that the only meal
you had this day?”


“Y-y-yes, Master. I had but one meal a day under my former
m-m-m-master. I was a pet to him, n-n-n-nothing more.”


“Aw! My Poor and Aggrieved Little Vixen! You must be happy
to be away from him.”


“May I speak f-f-f-f-freely, M-master?”


“You may.”


“I don’t know if I should be happy or not. I have-“


“You have what?”


“It is nothing, Master. You needn’t worry about it.”


He pulled her closer to him. She could smell the faint
aroma of pheromones he emitted. Strangely enough, they had a stronger presence
than any human she knew. They were not the pheromones of sexual desire, either.
These were ones of another emotional state. She could not read them. It was
reassuring that he wasn’t feeling amorous. She highly doubted that in her
current state of anxiety that she could perform night duties with any measure
of conviction. They lay there, as the witching hours passed by, she wide-awake,
he drifting slowly into slumber. At some length, he spoke again.


“You’ve been mistreated, I bet. That is why you quake in my
presence, isn’t it?”


“M-m-m-master, how-“


“I can sense it. You are tense, apprehensive. You keep
waiting for the other shoe to drop.”


She nodded her acknowledgment of this. Fresh tears found
her cheek and her throat was filling with that salty taste she had come to know
on way too many nights. That association was even more prominent when she was
pinned under the thrusting form of a former master, trying desperately to sound
in the throes of passion. Her last master wasn’t like that, but his eldest son
was and he turned a blind eye when his offspring violated her in full view of
everyone. Other masters were more sadistic, like the one who employed torture
as foreplay. To this day, she can’t look at a milk bottle with feeling pain in
her jaw.


“You have every right to feel that way.” He said, “You
needn’t worry about me, though. I would like to believe that I cannot cause any
pain, physical or emotional, to such a beautiful face.”


“Thank you, Master.” She said coldly.


She heard those words before. More often than not, that
promise was broken and in record time. She could not trust him yet. She felt
that something was off about him. She could not point to what it was that she
suspected about him, but she knew that he was hiding something. What that was,
she did not know. After listening for him to speak again, she discovered her
new master had fallen asleep. But with his arms around her waist, she could not
move. Trapped, not in steel nor in a tower, but by deceptively strong arms, she
had resigned herself to stay where she was. Within minutes, Morpheus too
visited her and her dreams filled with green glades and sweet flowers of home.









Woe is Me


 


Morning came and with it, the sun, which in this part of
the continent of Carnea, was a Godsend. She awoke, not knowing where she was,
what she was doing, or how she got here. No master previous would have allowed
her to sleep in. Nor would they allow her to sleep in their bed when she a
perfectly good hovel to slink back to. Nor would they allow her to not be
rudely awakened, especially at some inhumane hour. Her senses were slowly coming
back into focus, and that’s when she realized she was not back in her former
master’s castle. She looked around herself. Silken sheets, high pile carpet,
and a robe of soft material draped about her. She was then reminded that she
was under a new Master. She looked to her left to see if he was still asleep.
To her surprise, he was not there. It appeared as if he had awoken hours prior.


This is when she detected the smell of eggs and bacon
wafting from the hallway. She rose and stretched herself out. Her tail was
mussed fairly well and her hair was a fright. She needed a bath and she needed
to eat. So, thus decided, she drifted into the main foyer, then swung around
into the kitchen. There, Master Moexatl was waiting for her, a skillet with
frying eggs and bacon on it in front of him.


“Good Morning, My Pretty Little Vixen!”


“G-good morning, Master.”


She was having a hard time looking at him. His pajama
bottoms stayed on, but he removed the shirt he wore the night before. She could
see tight, chiseled muscle in every square centimeter of his toned chest. It
was enough to make her blush, but she hid it well.


“Are you hungry?”


“Yes, Master. The smell of eggs is making my mouth water.”


“Well, then, here, eat this.”


He slid a plate filled with bacon, eggs, and some sundry
potatoes on it. Her mouth was certainly watering now, and she wasted no time
diving into her meal. She could now confirm that Master Moexatl was an
excellent cook. There were spices in the eggs she could not define but enhanced
the flavor and texture of the eggs tremendously. She almost moaned in ecstasy
as the eggs swept past her tongue. He soon settled into a seat nearby and
presently began to eat himself. She flinched a little when he did so, for she
saw him open his mouth. Inside it, revealed, were the largest set of cuspids
she had ever seen, much longer and sharper than her own. If she had not known
better, she would swear that his teeth were sharpened. Sharpened with what, she
did not know. In addition, the quantity of food on his plate was quadruple what
she had. Even more queer, he consumed it all long before she had gotten halfway
though her breakfast.


“Ah, that was delicious!”


“That it was, Master.”


“Did you enjoy it all? It looks like you’ve hardly touched
your food.”


“M-m-my apologies, Master. I am unused to dining with the
head of the household. One of my former masters forbade it…”


“Hmmm. Well, so long as you serve me, you can eat wherever
and whenever you like.”


“R-really, Master?”


“Yes, especially when we get to Moexatl Manor.”


“Is that your home, Master?”


“Yes, it is! I think you may like it there. There are woods
all around and hardly anyone comes by.”


“Where is it we shall be going, Master?”


“To Ephraim.”


“To Ephraim, Master? The Town Of Metalsmithes? Known for
its exquisite workmanship and quality of steel? That Ephraim?”


“Yes, that Ephraim. I’m surprised. Not many know of my
little hamlet. Most only know of the steel we forge, Ephrain Steel.”


“Yes, yes, I have heard of that as well, Master. The
strongest known steel in existence. It is said it never breaks, forever stays
sharp and never rusts. That is your home, Master?”


“Yea, verily, ‘tis is. When I feel you are strong enough to
make the journey, we shall leave for there at once.”


“The town of Ephraim…” she echoed again.


“Well, we better draw in all this refinement before we
leave. I’m afraid Moexatl Manner isn’t anywhere near this dandy. Also, there
are no hot springs, only a steel forge, I’m afraid.”


“Okay, Master, I shall endeavor to live it up, if only for
so long.”


He laughed and reached out his hand to touch hers. She
flinched slightly, her first thought he was going to bind her up again. Then
she realized his hands rested on hers, and she relaxed again. She knew he had
noticed and she saw in his face something she never saw in a man before: tears.
He seemingly felt the terror she experienced for a brief moment and understood
it. He didn’t move to wipe the tears away nor did give any inclination he was
willing to deny them purchase. Instead, he let them fall down the stubbly inclines
of his cheeks.


“You must have endured untold pain to react like that.”


“I-i-i-i-i…”


“You can be free with me. I shall not judge and I will not
be cross. Speak what you must; I will bear it.”


She heard in his voice the calm, reassuring measure of man
long lived, but there was no disguising the pain in his voice. While she was
never one for pity, she found that his sympathy to her anguish nevertheless
heartening. She found her tongue again and spoke once more of the indignities
she had to suffer. From a master who relished in torture, to one who chained
her to a wall and flailed her for even the slightest of failings. To one who
habitually raped and sodomized her, another who drugged her daily and violated
her for hours and hours on end, one who fed her rarely and often forced her to
scavenge for sustenance in the garbage, or another who performed grotesque
experiments on her, finally wiping out all but the faintest glimmer of her past
life. These and other atrocities she recounted Master Moexatl with. When she
was finished, she could no longer hold back the floodgate of tears. She wept,
making a desperate, agonizing sound that cut at Master Moexatl’s heart worse
than any sword or bullet.


“Oh, my poor, poor Little Vixen!” he cried, his tears also
flowing freely.


He wrapped his arms around her, holding her close, and
stroking her head. She continued to weep, her sobs a siren klaxon that ate at
Master Moexatl’s heart and soul. This went on for a half hour, until she could
no longer cry anymore and her sobs were no longer wet but became dry, hacking
coughs.


“M-master? P-please, e-ease my p-pain…”


“Do you mean, death? Is it your request that I kill you?”


“Y-y-yes, Master. I can no longer go on like this. The-the
memories- So strong- The pain- so deep… I can’t live like this, Master…”


“My dear, sweet, Pretty Little Vixen, you no longer need to
worry now. I understand. And I swear to you, on Kitsune-somo's Honor, I shall
ease your pain, one minute, one hour, one day at a time.”


“On- Kitsune-somo's- *sob!* H-h-honor?”


“Yes, even so. I shall liberate you from the past that
haunts you.”


“B-but Master-”


“Hush now and cry your tears. Your pain is my pain now. And
as one, we shall overcome all that stands before us.”


She did not know what he meant be that, but his words made
her heart flutter. For the first time in a long time, her soul felt unburdened.
She need not worry about the torments of those masters that came before. Master
Moexatl would erase them. She believed him, even though similar words were
spoken to her before. But his voice, his actions, they told her he was sincere.
For no man can be insincere and shed tears like that, the tears of agony. They
stayed like that for a good hour more. When she was all cried out, she slipped
away from her Masters grasp. She was surprised that he didn’t rebuke her for
getting away. She thought, He is unlike any master I ever served before. He
treats me as an equal, even though I wear the seal of a slave. He understands
me, not belittles me. All this and more went through her mind. She sat
across from him at the dining room table, watching him expend the last of the
grief he felt. Then, after some length, he spoke again.


“So, My Little Vixen, to what name can I call you? I have
no intention of calling you vixen or slave all the time.”


“I am afraid I have none, Master. The Six Month Rule-”


“Ah, yes, the Six Month Rule. And you were not able to stay
with a master-?”


“-long enough for the name to bind, yes.”


“A pity, that, and a shame. I guess I will have the honor
of naming you then, yes?”


“That is correct, Master.”


“Mm.” he said thoughtfully, “In that case, I hereby dub
thee Miyuki, servant to her Lord and Master Moexatl Ana'Ra Rwo'tanque.”


“I am Miyuki, servant to her Lord and Master, Moexatl
Ana'Ra Rwo'tanque.” She echoed.


“But you may call me Ana’Ra.”


“Yes, Lord An-ar-a.”


“No, no, no,” he laughed, “Ana-Ra. There’s an apostrophe
between the second ‘A’ and the ‘R’.


The newly dubbed Miyuki said, “Lord Ana-Ra.”


“There, better. But none of that  ‘Lord’ business. Just
Ana’Ra.”


“I am afraid I can’t, Master.”


“You have The Conditioning, then…?” Ana’Ra said
sorrowfully.


“Yes, Lord Ana’Ra. I am afraid I cannot call you by name
until-”


“-until your Seal is broken or until you’re sold to another
master, yes. I remember the Oath to Craft the Seal. How unfortunate for you.”


Miyuki hung her head and echoed, “How unfortunate for me…”


“Well, I guess, that settles it. As I am your Lord and
Master now, my first order is for you enjoy the comforts of luxury.”


“Will that be all, Master?”


“Yes, My Pretty Little Vixen that will be all.”


“As it pleases you, Master.” Miyuki said, bowing low.


Ana'Ra scratched at her ears while she was bent over, and
he whispered, “Whatever will I do with you, My Pretty Little Vixen?”









Homeward, Ho!


 


For the next three days and four nights, Miyuki did exactly
as her master ordered her to do: she lived up the high life. She sampled food
she never had before. She drank champagne. She received a full body massage by
one of the male masseuse on employ. She swam in the indoor heated pool. And for
the first time in her life as a slave, she gave someone else orders. She didn’t
really like doing so, but someone needed direction on how she wanted to be
pampered. It was with great reluctance that the morning of the fourth day, she
and Master Ana'Ra had to leave. She was so enjoying herself, and she found that
she had a definitive taste for fine wine and good food. Still, a slave she was,
and a slave she was to remain.


During her time there, some of the house-maidens were able
to find vestments for her that fit. (The tailor and seamstress where out on
holiday, unfortunately.) While they were plain and depressingly unadorned, she
was now protected against the frost. Her clothes, all winterized for the
climate, consisted of a crew cut blouse with moderately long sleeves in
servants brown. Underneath this was a thick turtleneck with long sleeves that
covered over some of the scars on her arms. This was a brighter color brown,
but it was still depressingly earthy in color. Her lower body was covered in a
thick woolen skirt, complete with two flannel petticoats to keep her legs warm.
A pair of work boots with Therma-fleece lining shod her feet.


“If my estimates are correct, it will take us three days to
reach Ephraim by foot.”


“Really, Lord Ana'Ra? I do not know if I can walk for that
long.”


“It will have to do, seeing as horses are out of the
question.”


“Master, I do not understand. The stallion I had took to me
kindly. Why did your mare react so violently?”


“I- I do not know. There are many things in this world I
have no understanding of.”


Miyuki got the sense that her Lord was telling a lie, but
she wouldn’t press him for it. While it was undeniable that the horses in the
stables grew agitated at his presence, she had no clue as to why that was. Maybe
he rode a Whalen once, and the scent of the beast still clung to him? That
seemed rather preposterous. His clothes were laundered the day before they
left. And Whalen stench only lasts until the rider has been dismounted for an
hour. Curiouser and curiouser, Miyuki thought.


They marched all that day, and camped at night. A fire was
lit from broken branches and fallen leaves found in the nearby wood. Dinner
consisted fried salmon from a local stream and honey acquired from an abandoned
hive. She ate fitfully, as he prepared two tents for their stay. The tents,
Miyuki found, were surprisingly warm and roomy. She had more than enough room
to turn herself around, even with her tail. There were a set of simple drawers
within the tent and within them, to Miyuki's surprise, were several pairs of
silk pajamas. She had to wade through the various pairs to find a set that fit
her, but she did find one on the end, although it didn’t accommodate her tail
very well. She decided it might be best to wear the bottoms of these lower on
her hips, so that her tail remained unbound. The bed roll and blankets she was
given were also soft and retained heat very well. As she was preparing to
sleep, Master Ana'Ra came by and inspected his slaves “quarters”.


“Is everything satisfactory to you, Miyuki?”


“Almost everything, Lord Ana'Ra.”


“Almost everything,” he asked, “What is it that doesn’t
suit to your liking?”


“These pajamas, Milord. They were not designed for a
Kitsune, I think.”


She spun on the spot and showed him how she wore the
bottoms. She didn’t hear him react, which further convinced Miyuki that he was
far different than any master she had ever known. She turned around after
several moments when she did not her him respond and found him placing a
package on the floor of her tent.


“What is this, Milord?”


“My apologies, Miyuki. I had thought these tents were well
stocked, but to my surprise, I had forgotten to add these in the bureau when I
packed them last.”


He slid the package further into her tent and presently she
received it with a mix of curiosity and caution. Upon opening it, she gasped.
Within the package were the most beautiful green silk pajamas she had ever laid
on eyes on. A forest green with silver thread hem lines and gold threaded
piping, they shimmered in the light of the campfire. She also noticed the
bottoms of the pajamas had a slit in the back of them. When she parted the
slit, it opened up large enough for her tail to fit through easily. She felt
tears well in her eyes. This was the finest gift she had received in the
longest time. She was only beginning to the value of this gift when her Master
spoke.


“If you like, I’ll give you a few minutes to change into
your new bed clothes.”


“Yes, Master, that would be pleasing to me.” She said
joyously.


Without words, he left her tent flap and positioned himself
in a place outside Miyuki's line of sight. He apparently wanted to keep her
modesty. She thought that was strange, for most of her former masters preferred
she dress and undress in their presence. She reminded herself, though, that
Master Ana'Ra was unlike any master she had ever served. She then removed the
pajamas she was in and replaced them with the ones her Master had given her.
She would later ask when and where he had gotten them, but for now, she would just
try to enjoy the small boon she had. The pajamas, she soon discovered, were
enchanted to fit the wearer during their first wearing. They at first were very
loose, so baggy Miyuki felt she was swimming in them. But then, as if by magic,
the pajamas shrunk until they were skin tight. What Miyuki found strange about
them was, while they were so close to her skin, the pajamas were neither
restrictive nor constricting. She could move and bend easily in them. When she
was satisfied that they would not shrink on her any farther, she stepped out of
her tent.


Master Ana'Ra was seated on a rock on the far side of the
fire. It was far enough away that he could not see into Miyuki's tent. He was
sharpening the long sword he kept at his hip. It was much longer than she ever
imagined it. Approximately 163 centimeters in length, with a single edge on one
side of the blade and thickened edge on the other, it was a sword she had never
seen before. A stylized sun symbol adorned the middle part of the blade itself
while a charging wolf motif adorned the wrapping around the hilt of the sword.
He didn’t notice her at first; his attention was absorbed in the repetitive
action of sharpening his weapon.


“Master, I am changed.” She announced brightly.


He awoke from the trance state he placed himself into while
maintaining his odachi. He looked up from the task at hand and looked upon his
servant. She looked resplendent in the new night clothes he gave her. The green
in the silk matched her eyes so perfectly and complimented her fur and auburn
hair so well. He was visited by wild desire to ravage her, a desire born out of
his distinctive nature. He pushed this aside, though, as he knew that if he let
the beast go off its leash, he would not be able to restrain it. He would not
allow the beast to indulge in its own fancies. Instead, he stared at her, her
wonderful frame lit and shaded by the fire, the silk glowing in that artificial
light. His tongue would not budge for the longest time. He could not think, let
alone speak, for the space of several minutes. Then, blessedly, he felt his
tongue become free.


“By the Bright Moon…” was all he said at first.


“Master, are you all right?”


“I am- I am sorry. For a moment, your beauty was so
captivating that I lost the use of my tongue.”


She blushed at this, for never before had she received such
a compliment. She stood there, arms placed behind her, feeling the warmth of
the fire along the length of her tail. She saw his eyes follow it as it swung
from left to right. She imagined that the movement of her tail was not unlike a
pendulum to him, hypnotizing, and spellbinding him at the same time. Miyuki
could sense a tension in the air, but could not name what it was. Her own mind
was starting to get introspective, wondering if her Master was devising some
means to seduce her. She fought this thought, though, for she honestly wanted
to believe that Master Ana’Ra was a different sort of man.


“You are the very picture of beauty in those clothes,
Miyuki. Do you find them satisfactory? If not, I could always send for
something else…”


“No, no, Master! These clothes- These are the finest
clothes I have ever worn. They fit close to my form, but they do not bind me.
They- I think they may be enchanted, but- They feel so good! This is luxury
that has never been offered to me before…”


“Then you will be pleased to hear that they are yours to
keep. I shall have many more added to your wardrobe when we return to The
Manor.”


“Really?! Oh, thank you, Master!”


The willowy vixen then started forward before coming to an
abrupt stop. She trembled slightly, on the verge of speech, but unable to
formulate the request she found so necessary to ask. Master Ana’Ra tilted his
head, watching his new servant nervously search for an idea she knew not how to
present.


“Master?”


“Yes, My Pretty Little Vixen?”


“I have a request I must ask of you, if it pleases you.”


“What it is it you request of your Lord?”


“I desire to embrace you, as a sign of affection for the
gift you have given me. May I do so, without an upbraiding?”


He chuckled at this and again whispered, “Whatever will I
do with you, My Pretty Little Vixen?”, then added in full voice, “Yes, Miyuki,
you may. I grant you, hear, your request.”


She then rushed him at full speed, which for Kitsune is
very fast. She wrapped her arms around his waist, tears of joy in her eyes.
Because of the height disparity between the two, Miyuki’s head only reached the
bottom of his ribcage. Her cries of Master! Master! were muffled as she spoke
into his solar plexus. His hands reached out to her head and patted her downy
soft hair gently. He whispered soft reassurances in her ears as she remained
embraced to him. The full extent of the abuse his little vixen servant had
suffered had to be so tremendous and thorough for her to be so joyous in so simple
a gift. Master Ana’Ra realized his work was now only just beginning…


“There now, My Servant, you are most welcome. You can stop
shedding tears now.”


She broke away from him, still sniffling but compliant,
saying, “Understood, Lord Ana’Ra.”


“Now, so that we don’t both wind up exhausted on the trail
tomorrow, I suggest we both retire for the night.”


She nodded her head, tears still brimming, but no longer
sobbing and said, “Yes, Master. Shall I wake you in the morning?”


“No,” he replied, “That will not be necessary. I often
arise before the dawn, anyway. The habits of a lifetime soldiering, I’m
afraid.”


“Understood, Master. May I retire to bed now?”


“Yes, you may.”


With this, Miyuki skipped back to her tent. Master Ana’Ra
watched intently as she did so. He was fascinated in the gracefulness she
exhibited in just this simple locomotion. Her shoulders, her waist, her hips,
her thighs, and even her tail all seem to move in contrary planes. Instead of
looking chaotic and disorienting, it was actually quite mesmerizing. It was
hard to believe that he first saw Miyuki oh so many moons ago. She had grown up
so quickly…


“Master, is something wrong?”


Master Ana’ra was caught in nostalgic bliss. He had
forgotten for a moment where he was and who he was with. He shook his head no,
and proceeded to his own tent, hoping to dispense with his weapons and armor.
Just before he did so, Miyuki called out to him.


“Master?”


“Yes, Miyuki?”


“I would like to thank you again; for all that you have
done for me so far.”


She bowed her head, eyes closed, and Master Ana’Ra was once
again struck with flaming desire. She hadn’t exposed her body to him. He had
seen plenty of her form the day he “bought” her. But the face she presented him
in her thanksgiving is what set his fire to his lions. The look was so
endearing, and adorable, and yet, it was also humble. His mind fumbled for a
response. The seconds it took for him to reply left like days, but eventually,
he did speak.


“Verily, you are welcome, My Servant.”


At this, Miyuki looked up at him, her verdant eyes gazing
in his, and she smiled. It was probably the first time she had smiled in years.
If he were not wearing denim trousers and armored breeches, his arousal would
have been more than self-evident. He bid her goodnight and she did likewise. He
stepped into his tent, arranged his bedroll and pillow the way he liked it and
slipped into his own night clothes. Once he was comfortably under his sheets,
he closed eyes, said a silent prayer Yaw’hem, and fell asleep.


Miyuki, meanwhile stayed up a little longer, regarding the
wonderful gift she was presented. The smile on her face would not wear off. She
stood in her tent, turning hither and thither, admiring the form fitting manner
in which her new night clothes took. The feel of the silk against her skin and
fur reminded her of something, but what it was, she couldn’t recall. In this
moment, though, it didn’t matter. She resolved to ask later on if she could
have a comb and brush for her hair and tail. Despite the fact that she was
still a slave, Miyuki wanted, above all else, to look beautiful for her Master.
After all, he did keep calling her “My Pretty Little Vixen”, didn’t he? After
combing through her hair with her fingers and sweeping her tail clean of
debris, she laid down in her warm bed roll. All the happiness she felt radiated
through her body, yet still, she felt the weariness of the day’s travels come
over her. A quiet prayer to Kitsune-somo was uttered and then she closed her
eyes. In mere moments, Miyuki was asleep.









The Honorable
and Venerated House of Moexatl


 


Over the next two days, Miyuki had gained an understanding
of her new Master. He was a Grand Swordsman, a warrior whose skill with a blade
surpassed even that of accomplished heroes. He loaned his services to many a
Nobleman and Warlord alike. According to Master Ana’Ra, his understanding of
strategic games and tactical theory were on par with the greatest strategists
and tacticians of the day. He made a considerable fortune fighting for one
cause or another. His adventures had afforded him travel to every corner of the
globe and then some. As he explained it, this was the first time he would be
home in nearly two decades. This was incongruous with what Miyuki saw in his
age. If his tales of adventure were true, that meant he would have been on the
battlefields of the Seventy Year War, the Fall of Edo, the Battle of Hungar
Hill, and the Continental War of Naripo. But, those battles and wars, they
occurred over a span of two hundred years! The arithmetic did not make sense.


This was but one of many things that confused Miyuki about
her Master. It certainly wouldn’t be the last them, either. For one, during
their second day of hiking, Master Ana’Ra knew, even without her telling him,
that she was afraid of heights. With the exception of the house-maiden incident
earlier in the week, Miyuki had never had to confront heights. And she was
certain that Master Ana’Ra concluded her reaction was one of surprise, not
fear. Also, he seemed to know that she preferred cocoa over coffee. She never
told him that, and yet he knew. And yet, despite these strange instances, she
didn’t feel alarmed. Neither did she feel afraid. It was almost if she was with
a really good friend. She wasn’t quite sure why she felt that way about this
whole scenario, but that was the closest she could get to the feeling she had.


She was also getting very comfortable in her Master’s
presence. She no longer jumped when he held her hand. She was getting less and
less irritated when he called her his “Pretty Little Vixen”. In fact, is was
starting to sound more and more endearing to her. She knew not why, but she no
longer cared. When he sat down, she would sit by him, sometimes embracing him
for no reason. The agony The Seal created was horrible, because she was doing
this without an order. She endured it anyway. She could not completely
comprehend why, but she felt deep affection for this man. Being near him caused
her heart to swell, even more than the devotion forced upon her by The Seal. It
was all so very strange, and yet comforting at the same time.


Finally, after three days of trekking through dense forests
and swelling streams, they arrived at the metal-smithing town of Ephraim.
Miyuki was surprised by what she saw. The town had a wall erected around it’s
perimeter. From the wall, there protruded several large and imposing cannon
barrels. The central gate, from which they were entering, had small gaps in its
frame and even more in its doors. The purpose of these was to allow
sharpshooters a window with which to shoot potential hostile forces. The town
itself was awash in activity. Vendors in jewelry, armor, weapons, and house
wares lined the main boulevard. There were three steel foundries working on the
latest tonnage of Ephrain Steel. Blacksmiths, Tinsmiths, and Iron-smiths worked
feverishly on new and pending projects in their smithies.


It was more activity than she had ever seen in a city. But
what surprised her most were the people. Most would hardly even look at her.
But they greeted Master Moexatl with hardy hellos. Miyuki thought it strange
that she was treated so invisibly. She did remember that Master Ana’Ra warned
her of before they entered town. He told her that Ephraim is so isolated from
Man, that the townsfolk had never seen any of the “Exotic Species”. She also
remembered that he was taking her somewhere nearby to get her acquainted with
the townsfolk.


“Where exactly are we going, Master?” she asked.


“To the town Quartermaster. He has something that will make
it easier for you to make your way around town.”


After some length, Master Ana’Ra stopped in front of smithy
featured prominently in Ephraim’s town square, locally called The Promenade. He
lead inside where a cheerful women in a black apron met them at the cashiers
counter. She introduced herself as Sabri’na. When Master Ana’Ra inquired if
Mach’Ra were about, she answered he had just gotten back from a foray in the
Quarry. Miyuki didn’t what a quarry was or what it did, only that it was
mentioned in passing. The women named Sabri’na called back to a man in the back
that Miyuki could not see. As he stepped into the gray light of a cloudy
morning, Miyuki noticed something. This man, Mach’Ra, had nearly the same
features as her Master, save that while Master Ana’ra looked rather young,
Mach’Ra looked much, much older. To her surprise, they greeted each other
warmly.


“Mach’Ra, what have you been eating?”


“Same as always: flames, metal shavings, soot. So what have
you been up to, Big Brother?”


“I found a little fox,” Master Ana’Ra said, pointing to an
astounded Miyuki, “she was trapped in hunter’s snare. She looked injured, so I
set her free of the trap, but some of the net is stuck. Can you help?”


“Hmm, let me see…” said Mach’Ra and he strode over to
Miyuki.


The smithy who called Master Ana’Ra big brother stretched
out a hand to reach her chin. She was frightened a little, but she allowed him
to touch her. He first examined her face, then started to stare at something
around her neck.


“Yeah, it’s like I thought,” Mach’Ra started, “made by the
hairless apes… Leather and steel… Very primitive…”


She realized then that he was talking about the Slaves
Collar around her neck. It was the one thing Master Ana’Ra could not have
removed from her at Auction House. Had he asked, no doubt the Quartermaster
would comply but no sooner had he done so would the Adjudicators have arrived.
And no one, not even the Slave Masters, knew what The Adjudicators did to
Runaway Slaves…


“Well, I think I have something that might work. It’ll take
me a bit to get it, mind you…”


“Take your time. I’m not expected back at the manor for
another quarter cycle or so.”


“Okay then.” Mach’Ra said, then speaking to Miyuki, “Worry
not, Miss Vixen, we’ll get you something more elegant and comfortable than
that.”


Mach’Ra then shuffled back to his forge and as he did so,
he seemed to bark at Sabri’na and she followed him. Miyuki had never seen
humans act like this before. She also didn’t know what Mach’Ra meant by calling
the Collar primitive. And just who or what were the “hairless apes” he
mentioned?


“Sorry to keep you waiting.” Mach’Ra soon announced, “Kept
this for a long time, and never really used it. You see Miss Vixen, Ephraim
doesn’t usually barter in or deal with slaves. But I think you might find this
collar more towards your liking.”


He then produced a piece of gray velvet attached to two
small pieces of steel. Satiny ribbons protruded from the steel pieces and in
the middle of the velvet concourse was a gold centerpiece featuring a sapphire
of utmost brilliance. She couldn’t believe her eyes when she saw this. It was
beautifully stunning and finer than most any collar she had ever seen. When
Master Ana’Ra told her that this was to be her new collar, she couldn’t hide
her excitement. Binding up her hair over her head, she allowed Mach’Ra to fit
her new collar on her neck. As he did so, she heard him utter a strange
language. It sounded like a spell, but not knowing anything of The Craft, she
could not say if it was or not. She then felt the collar she once had go taut
against her neck; Mach’Ra was removing it. The intense torment her Seal caused
her almost made her black out. But it soon ebbed and she felt the old collar
fall off her neck as the new collar replaced it.


The feel of the velvet on her fur was divine and when the
satin ribbons where finally tied firmly behind, the sapphire in front lit up in
a brilliant glow. That is also around the time The Adjudicators showed up. The
shallow breathing of several heavily armed and demonic looking beings swept
through the small smithy. But neither Master Ana’Ra or Mach’Ra looked
especially surprised.


“To whom doth this errant slave belong?”


“She is mine, Adjudicator.” spoke Master Ana’Ra, the
sternness she heard him use against the Auctioneer dripping from his voice.


“Doth Thou now why she hath attempted to break her
bounds and run, Master?”


“She has not. I, her master, am replacing her old collar
with a better one. That old Restraint is no longer a necessity. It is the
remnant of an old master she need not retain.”


“And Thou hath seen to it Thine Restraint conforms to
the Code of Servitude?”


“I have. My brother here is a former Slave Master. He knows
of the rites and enchantments necessary to break in a new Restraint.”


“Is this true?”


“’Tis true, Adjudicator. For it is I, MOEXATL MACH’RA
RWO’TANQUE to whom ye speak. And I have not forgotten the Code of Servitude.
Come ye, and behold, this new Restraint!”


One of the larger Adjudicators stepped up to Miyuki and
planted it’s cold metallic palm on her jaw. It lifted her head forcefully and
examined the collar she now wore. It’s breath was hot and brackish, almost
searing her skin with its blistering pressure. Soon it released her jaw and
returned to its place amongst its fellows. It made a motion over to Mach’Ra,
then to Miyuki, then to Mach’Ra again. At some length, the consultation amongst
the Adjudicators ended and the leader spoke once more to Master Ana’Ra.


“Thou hast correctly removed a former Restraint and
replaced it with a codified One meeting the approval of the Code of Servitude.
Apologies to you, Master, for our hasty judgment. Be thou well. Godspeed.”


With thus said, they disappeared into a vapor, never to be
seen again. Miyuki breathed a sigh of relief. It was then that Mach’Ra
presented Master Ana’Ra with a sterling silver rod. Along its length were several
buttons and a sapphire not unlike the one in her collar sat at one end of the
rod.


“This tether will ensure your vixen doesn’t get away. Just
press on the red button, and no matter how far she is, the tether will latch on
and she’ll be compelled to return. No matter what may stand in her way.”


Miyuki neither liked the sound or the implications of that.
But Master Ana’Ra gave it a cursory glance and told Mach’Ra that he might not
find any use for it, she felt relieved. She lifted a hand to her neck and felt
the collar with her fingertips. The soft velvet was soothing and the gold in
the sapphires fitting was cool and smooth to the touch. She didn’t even notice
the steel pieces that clung to the sides of her neck. And the satin ribbons
were light against her skin and fur. She sighed and then felt her Masters hand
reach for the collar as well. His fingers ran along the velvet and stroked at
the gold setting.


“Ah, much better. So much more fitting for my Pretty Little
Vixen, eh?”


She could not help but smile. She turned her head towards
him and nodded. She honestly couldn’t express how she felt right now. Elation
might come closest to how her heart sensed. With several thank yous and a
number of farewells, Master and Servant exited the smithy. They turned back
towards the main boulevard and continued along it until they reached an immense
wall made of cement and black stone. Several armed guards traversed the walls
expanse and a portcullis protected drawbridge spanned a deep, yawning moat. A
small castle was visible over the walls topmost partition. Miyuki noticed that
the banners of the castle bore the emblem of a silver wolf, teeth bared and
eyes in a fiery glow. This concerned her for some reason, but why, she did not
know.


“Behold!” she heard one guard shout, “The Master of The
Manor!”


A gate-man appeared from one of the towers overlooking the
drawbridge. He was armored in dark gray and the same emblem adorning the
banners adorned his shield. He looked out over the outcropping of his station
and saw Master Ana’Ra and his servant waiting on the moats outer bank.


“Well met, Master Ana’Ra! We’ve not seen you in some time.
The Caretakers in the Manor were worried you may never make it home. What
business is so urgent that forces your return?”


To Miyuki’s astonishment, instead of answering in words,
Master Ana’Ra emitted a series of barks, growls and howls to the gate-man. Even
more astonishing, the gate-man understood everything and called down to his
fellow guards in similar manner. In less time than she could imagine, the
drawbridge descended from its perch and the portcullis rose from its berth. The
gates mounted within the wall magically melted away and a crowd of armored and
rifled soldiers assembled for parade on the other side of the gate. Miyuki
heard more barks and growls, and the assembled soldiers hoisted sabers of
exquisite workmanship in an arch over the heads of Miyuki and Master Ana’Ra.


From within The Manor a great clamor could be heard. Soon,
an entourage of servants arrived to welcome Master Ana’Ra home. The whole scene
overwhelmed Miyuki’s senses; she winced as the deafening din of coronets filled
the air. As Master Ana’Ra greeted all his subjects in turn, he also introduced
his newest servant. The greeted her kindly and spoke gently to her. Within the
multitude of servants did Miyuki noticed not a single chambermaid or
handmaiden. She found this a curious oversight on Master Ana’Ra’s part. Before
she could postulate why this was, a general announcement was made by Master
Ana’Ra himself. A moonlight festival was to be held, in honor of his newest
servant, Miyuki. She blushed brightly as she heard this.


Several seamstresses from the core of The Manors caretakers
surrounded Miyuki in a flash. The lead her inside the Manor towards a room
filled with spindles, sewing wheels and bolts of cloth. She was measured and
fitted for an hour there, as the seamstresses assembled cloth and material for
a party gown she could presentably wear for the festival. Another hour later,
Miyuki had a stunning black gown with gold and silver accents at the hems of
the skirt and sleeves. A delicately woven rose made of platinum colored thread
adorned the bodice of the gown and a silver lace overlay draped the skirt,
giving her the feel and look of a Noblewoman or foreign dignitary. As she
admired the dress and the seamstresses’ skill, Miyuki was called to Master
Ana’Ra’s side within The Inner Sanctum of The Manor.


A retainer for Master Ana’Ra lead Miyuki towards The Inner
Sanctum. Down many a winding hallway she was taken, until the retainer
announced they had arrived. She was bidden to enter the room alone and she did
so with but the slightest of hesitation. The room itself was enormous and
rounded. It encompassed the center-most volume of The Manor. A large fireplace
was set within what Miyuki considered the southernmost curve. It’s mantel was
adorned with swords, pistols, and one scatter rifle. A dining table was set in
front of the hearth of the fireplace, and two regal, long-back chairs faced the
fire. Master Ana’Ra was in one and the other remained unoccupied. On the table
itself were a small pile of books, an assortment of parchment, an inkwell and
quill and small rounded box made of brass.


“Ah, Miyuki, you’re here. Please, sit by me.”


She did as bidden and took the seat near Master Ana’Ra. The
fire burned warmly and the fabric of her gown gave a sheen as the firelight
reflected off it.


“My seamstresses certainly outdid themselves today. You
look stunning, My Pretty Little Vixen!’


“Why thank you, Master!” she beamed.


“You will be the main attraction at the festival tonight. I
certainly look forward to giving you a grand entrance. But first, I have
something I must discuss with you.”


“Yes, Master?” she said nervously.


“I have observed, most carefully mind you, that you seem to
have trouble seeing at distance. I want to give you the benefit of the doubt
before I admonish you for anything, so I must ask you read what I have written
on this card I have in my hands.”


“Certainly, Master!” Miyuki responded, trying to sound
cheerful.


Master Ana’Ra held out the card so that it faced Miyuki
while catching the most of the firelight. Miyuki looked onto the card, but
could barely make out the script on it. She struggled to make sense of the
gobbledygook on the page before feigning to know what it said.


“Marco… Your hand… In the skirt… of Nancy…”


“Miyuki!” Master Ana’Ra growled, the sternness in his voice
directed at his newest servant for the first time.


“N-n-n-n-no, M-master…!”


She held her arms up over her head, anticipating the blows
she knew would come. When they didn’t, she lowered her arms to see Master
Moexatl glowering at her. He still held the card out and was flicking his thumb
along its one edge.


“Are you done?”


“Y-yes, M-m-master.’


“Okay, then. I don’t understand why you couldn’t tell me
the truth and hide your bad eyesight from me, but I guess you had some reason
for it.”


“I don’t understand h-how you could know, Master?”


“I see plenty, Miyuki, and very little escapes my gaze.
When we were coming here, I noticed you had trouble keeping to the trail. You
also tripped over several tree roots that were plainly visible from a good
range.”


“I-i-i-I’m sorry, Mas-”


“I’m not done yet,” he rapped and Miyuki stayed her tongue,
“Normally, when a servant of mine lies to me, I have strict punishments laid
out for them. But because of your- specific history- I’m going to relax that
stance in favor of a new disciplinary measure.”


“Whatsoever you ask of me, Master, I am bidden to do.”


“Yes, I know. This is why I want you to wear these.”


Master Moexatl reached for the brass container on the table
and handed it to Miyuki. She took into her hands and examined it with what
eyesight she had. The box had a clasp on the side facing Miyuki and when
pressed down the container opened. Inside were a pair of brand new spectacles,
with silver arms and bridge, frame-less except for the fasteners drilled
through the glass, with a ear pieces made of a light memory foam. She took them
out of the box and placed them over her eyes. Within that moment, her vision
sharpened tremendously. Details she never knew existed stood out with brilliant
clarity. Color took on a whole new meaning as she examined everything around
her with new eyes. She then saw that Master Ana’Ra was holding up the card
again. Now she could read what was written there and note the beautiful
calligraphy work it held.


“My greatest treasure… is a tiny… auburn haired angel… in
fox ears…and wearing a fox tail…!”


Her smile broadened when she saw Master Ana’Ra reach out
his hand and take hers into his. Fresh tears of joy swelled in her eyes, but
she would not let them fall. Instead, she sifted down from the chair in which
she sat, and prostrated herself to her Master.


“The bond between us is eternal. From this moment on until
the end of time, I am, and will forever be, your slave.” she said in utmost
reverence.


Master Ana’Ra was taken aback by this, but accepted that.
As part of the compelled devotion The Seal caused, Miyuki was only performing
the Rite of Servitude, as had been performed by generations of devoted slaves
in the millennia past. He knelt near her, placing his hands on her head, again
whispering softly, “Whatever will I do with you, My Pretty Little Vixen?”


He then cleared his throat and said, “As your words are
bond, so is my will. From here on and henceforth, thou Miyuki art now my
servant. I accept your boon and the loyalty that issues from it. Arise, Young
Vixen.”


And she did. Her eyes met his, and she saw the kindness she
knew she would follow until Death claimed her. His hands followed the curve of
her chin, gently parsing the fur on her muzzle. He then proceeded to then kiss
her forehead. Her smile grew, even though her face had little room to grow it
more, it did so anyway. She then remembered the gown she was wearing.


“Begging your pardon, Master, but I seemed to have soiled
my lovely gown. Have I permission to clean it before the festival gets
underway, if you please?”


His smile widened and his eyes brightened as he looked down
on her and said, “By my leave, you may go and do.”


“Thank you, Master!” she replied, and left the Inner
Sanctum to search out the seamstresses.









Creature
Comforts


 


All throughout the rest of the day and into evening, a
throng of well wishers and party organizers amassed around Miyuki. She was
rarely ever found at the center of attention and the lavish regard to her
fancies was an occasion she was unused to. When dusk finally broke and the moon
rose over the horizon created by Ephraim’s forest, the festival began in most
vivacious manner. There were dancers, minstrels, and a harlequin performing
jokes and impersonations. The food was plentiful and the wine was divine, even
more so than the vintage she tasted at the Gilded Lily. The song and dance
continued well into the night and the whole village turned out for a fine celebration
that many did not want to end.


Eventually the food and wine took their toll, and many of
the revelers made their way home to sleep and prepare themselves for the next
day. The dancers were dismissed much earlier but the minstrels continued well
past midnight, regaling Miyuki with ad lib songs about her beauty and grace.
These made her blush profusely, much to Master Ana’Ra’s delight. Sometime
between the third and fourth hour of the night, the last of the revelers left
the grounds of the Manor and Master Moexatl announced the festival over. He
also declared that the entertainers for the night would be compensated for
their time the next morning. Miyuki’s stomach was sated beyond all expectations
and her eyes acquired a bleary state from the all wine she drank. Barely stable
and unable to stand with perfect balance, she accepted Master Ana’Ra’s offer to
carry her to bed.


He lifted her like a newlywed bride and carried her to a
place high and deep within the Manor. She was unaware of where he was heading,
as she had passed out shortly after entering the Manor proper. Very soon, he
arrived at the topmost hallway in The Manor, some five stories above ground
level. There were only two rooms up here: Master Ana’Ra’s bedroom suite and the
Handmaidens Quarters. The Handmaidens Quarters were his objective, and after
whispering a few enchanted words to the door, the room opened up to him and
carried Miyuki to the pristine bed located therein. She was so out of it, he
dared not try to dress her in her new silk pajamas. Instead, he laid her
delicately, still in her party dress, on top of the bed sheets and sorted
through the chambers linen closet and fished out a freshly laundered blanket to
place on top of her sleeping form.


She looked so angelic, passed out on the bed like she was,
and Ana’Ra could barely contain his burning desire. While it may not have been
the smartest idea he ever had, he decided to undress himself and lay with her.
Before he could do so though, she began to stir slightly. Whether in the midst
of dream or something else, Ana’Ra didn’t know. He then heard her softly cry
out, “Master… Master… Don’t leave me, Master…” His desire ebbed when he heard
that, and instead of undressing himself, he returned to his own chamber and
dressed into his night clothes. He then returned to the Handmaidens chamber and
laid himself next to Miyuki. He removed her spectacles to ensure that they
wouldn’t suffer any damage and placed them on the nearby bedside stand. As he
did so, she turned, almost by instinct, towards him and embraced his neck. Her
body sidled closer to him and snuggled his muscular frame. He did likewise,
wrapping his arms around her waist and nuzzling her cheek with his own. Within
minutes, he was fast asleep.


Miyuki woke to warm sunlight on her cheek and stirred from
her slumber. She vaguely remembered the night before. She did recall drinking
copious amounts of wine… Master Ana’Ra carrying her… His muscular body sidling
up to her… Then she gasped. What happened after that? she thought. Her mind drew
a blank and for the first time she came into possession of Master Ana’Ra, she
flew into a panic she thought she would never have again. He carried me to
bed, then got into bed with me. Did he-? Could he-? Was I taken advantage of?!
She didn’t realize she was still clothed and hadn’t registered where she was
until she glanced out the window.


Several birds were perched on the window sill, dozing
fitfully as the sun rose. The court-yard to The Manor was being swept clean by
several butlers and the vestiges of last night’s revelry were being disposed of
by a small contingent of maids she hadn’t seen or remember seeing the day
before. As she bent over the sill, she disturbed one of the birds sleeping on
the sill. It squawked and screeched before fluttering off to a tree on the
outside of the courtyard. She then realized her spectacles were no longer
seated on her face. She looked the room over and spotted them on bedside stand.
When she was finally able to see clearly again, she examined the bed she slept
in. It was slightly mussed, but not in the manner one would expect when a
couple copulated with abandon. Her gown showed no sign of removal or
replacement, which she assumed meant she slept in the gown.


It was at that moment she saw the dress hanging from the
door. Curious, she crept to it to examine it further. A note was pinned to the
bodice, written in the same calligraphy she saw in the Inner Sanctum. It read
as follows: To my Pretty Little Vixen: You passed out last night. I helped
put you to bed, but you sounded so frightened. So I stayed and made safeguard
over you until morning light came. I thought this dress would suit you well, so
I left it here for you to try on. Let me know if it pleases you. By the way,
the room you are now is officially your quarters. If you have any questions,
please, do not be afraid to ask of the Matron. Her name is Hito’mi and she
rooms in the Caretakers Quarters on the bottom floor. When you are decent,
you’ll find breakfast prepared for you in the kitchen, which is also on the bottom
floor. SIGNET, Master Ana’Ra.


Her panic was replaced with wonder. He safeguarded me?
Did the wine make me hallucinate? Did I get delirious last night? This and
other questions she had on her mind. She could guess no answers, so she
resigned herself to ask of her Master when she saw him next. She then removed
the dress from the hook it was left on. Examining it, she saw it was a white
satin gown adorned with gold stitching along the side and silver piping that
made up the princess hem and seams of the bodice. She also discovered the dress
was only part of an ensemble she could wear. Included with the dress was a
satin and lace camisole in powder pink, a slip of similar construction and
color, a pair of leggings in translucent white, and a gorgeous pair of princess
heeled shoes in silver. 


She laid all these articles on her bed (Thinking for the
first time, I have a bed! Not a hovel, not a mattress, or even a toss of
hay. A real bed!) and sorted out everything. The camisole, she found, had a
built in brassiere in the bust, so that when she had it on, the cups of the
brassiere supported her bosom and separated her breasts so her chest would not
be bound tight. The slip had built in pantaloons made of the same material as
the slip. The pantaloons themselves hugged her waist and hips, so she could
move relatively well without any cumbersome material threatening her mobility.
The leggings slipped over legs easily and rested just over her knees. Then she
tried on the dress. The dress came on very easily, but like her new silk
pajamas, which she didn’t know the location of at that moment, the dress first
appeared too large. Then by some charm, the dress shrunk and shrunk until it
fitted her body akin to a glove. And just like the pajamas, the dress was
neither constricting nor restrictive. She could sway and dance and jump with no
difficulty. Her tail even had plenty of space with which to swing openly. The
shoes that came with the dress had the same sort of spell on them, at first too
large for her dainty feet, then shrinking to the exactly perfect size. Her feet
weren’t cramped in the heels nor were they bound in tightly. She walked around
her room. (“My room!” She excitedly proclaimed, “This is my room!”) Until she
felt the shoes were sufficiently broken in. 


She then exited the room, first glancing around at the
space she now owned and giving a thought to decorating it with personal
mementos. She would first need to acquire some, but she felt that not be
problem this time. She closed the door behind her and was about to step out
into the hall when she saw the engraved plate on the door. The brass placard
read: Quarters to the Master’s Handmaiden. Beneath this, newly engraved
in the brass was the following: Mistress Miyuki of Moexatl Manor. She
beamed when she saw this. A fantasy then played out in her head, a fantasy
involving her one-day being the true Mistress of the Manor, wearing beautiful
gowns day in and day out. In her dream, she directed servants, dined richly,
supped with kings and world leaders. Her flight of fancy popped when her
stomach rumbled. She remembered the note stating that breakfast was waiting.
And she knew she would not wait for breakfast. 
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Miyuki had one experience inside the manner, and the layout
of the building was still rather new to her. Nevertheless, she found she now
knew every nook, cranny, and shady bent in the place. Her feet were guided by
some unknown attraction. Within moments, Miyuki found herself in The Manor’s
sprawling kitchen. Like the rest of the manor Miyuki had seen, the kitchen
conformed to the curvature of the building. The four stoves, cabinets, a
standing cupboard, and a refrigerator stood flush against the walls. All the
wooden surfaces looked made of cherry tree and the stoves were constructed of
steel, possibly Ephrain Steel. The refrigerator was composed of chrome and high
density, vacuum sealed glass and the floor was made from finely polished
marble. It was the kitchen of king. Miyuki was expressively impressed. 


Master Ana’Ra was already working on breakfast. He had
several steaks cooking on a skillet, and the steaks were accompanied by
flat-cakes. On a separate skillet, hash browns and scrambled eggs were baking.
At the center of the kitchen, there was fine oak table. Two plates, service
ware, glasses, and a pitcher of orange liquid sat upon it. The chairs
accompanying the table were also made of oak. The overstuffed velveteen
cushions on the seat and back of the chairs were colored midnight blue. Miyuki
didn’t know what illumination was used to make the kitchen so bright and
cheery, but she had an idea that it was reflected sunlight directed from a
periscope series of mirrors.


“Ah, awake at last! Kind of surprised you don’t have a
hangover with all the wine you drank.”


“I am sorry about that, Master. The wine was so sweet and
luxurious a vintage, I could not help myself. I shall endeavor in the future to
be more moderate in consumption of spirits, if it pleases you.”


“Well, that’s okay. I have seen worse. There was this time,
with a Norgeian fellow-”


Master Ana’Ra’s words stopped cold. He finally caught sight
of the young vixen. In the dress he provided, Miyuki looked absolutely
stunning. The whole ensemble exhibited her natural grace and brought out the
color of her fur and hair that much more so. He so taken by her visage he
nearly let a flat-cake he flipped in the air land on the floor. He was able to
save it, but it took some doing and a series of furious spatula thrusts to get
the flat-cake back on the griddle.


“Master, is something wrong?”


“N-n-no, there’s nothing wrong. I am just stunned. Do you
have a habit of making every outfit you wear so gorgeous?”


“Hahaha! No, Master, I think that only occurs when the
clothes are pretty.” she said blush-ing.


“Well, I must remember next time to get you something more
modest…” he said jokingly.


“Master, if I may ask, do you not have a cook or chef
prepare your meals?”


“I do, but I happen to be in the habit of making my own
breakfast. Countless years on bat-tlefields have taught me the value of
preparing your own meals when there are so many hostiles about…”


“I do not understand, Master, but if it is fine with you,
then I guess it is no consequence to me.”


“Well, I wouldn’t worry about it. I happen to be eccentric
this way. Oh, my manners… Come, sit down! Have some orange juice. Henrietta is
bringing in the milk soon, but don’t count on it coming before the meal is
served.”


“Is that your command, Milord?”


“Yea, verily. Sit.”


Miyuki did so, taking a seat in the smaller of the two
chairs. The pitcher in the middle was condensing, which Miyuki though to mean
there was cold refreshment there. While she had not been ordered to pour
herself something to drink, she did so anyway. The pain her Seal caused her
almost made her spill the juice, but she held on through the torturous moment
and filled her glass to the rim. She did the same for Master Ana’Ra’s glass as
well. This act caused the pain from her Seal to cease immediately. She then sat
patiently while Master Ana’Ra prepared breakfast.


Soon enough, breakfast was served. The whole meal was
sumptuous to Miyuki’s tongue. She could not tell if it was Master Ana’Ra’s
skill as a cook or the spices he used that gave everything its effulgent taste.
It was one of most delicious breakfasts she had ever had. She wondered if
luncheon would be this delectable.


With breakfast done, Master Ana’Ra rose from his seat and
started gathering dishes. Miyuki was going to ask if it was necessary for him
to do so, but she thought better of it. It was her under-standing that a
handmaiden served by her Master’s side unquestioningly. If that is what she was
here to serve as, then she would fill that post with her utmost pride and
devotion. She watched as Master Ana’Ra filled a hidden sink with water, poured
in a syrupy gray liquid into the water and presently began to scrub the dishes
with the solution created by the two. As he washed the dishes, Miyuki strode
over to the sink. She found a towel she assumed was used to dry the dishes. She
then began taking the still dripping clean plates and began to dry them off.
While not expressly an order, Miyuki did the drying anyway. Master Ana’Ra
didn’t object and within fifteen minutes, the dishes were clean and sparkling
dry.


“Thank you, Miyuki! It normally takes me an hour to do that
much.”


“You are most welcome, Master. It is my duty to serve.”


“Hmm, you’re right. This gets me thinking. I don’t think
I’ve told your duties yet.”


“No, you have not, Lord Ana’Ra.”


Master Ana’Ra informed Miyuki about what her present duties
were. She was stay at his side throughout the day, helping him out whenever he
deemed necessary. She was to carry a small satchel around which contained all
the needed equipment he was to use. She would get an updated list of all the
kit he needed during business hours on a daily basis and it was her
responsibility to fill the satchel with said articles and refill these items
whenever prudent. Master Ana’Ra’s first task of the day was to pay last night’s
entertainers. Hudson, the name of Ana’Ra’s personal retainer, informed him that
they had lined up near the west Manor entrance awaiting their stipend, as
tradition would dictate. Miyuki was given the satchel and an item list, then
directed to the treasury room, where Master Ana’Ra’s storeroom of Lucre lay.
She was to acquire a sum of 250,000 Lucre and place it in the satchel, then
return to Master Ana’Ra, who waited at the West Gate.


She did these things, and sought out Master Ana’Ra and the
West Gate. She managed to find her way out of the Manor, but she became lost when
traipsing about in the courtyard. Lost and frightened that she had failed her
first task, she spotted an older woman tending a small bush in the garden. She
approached the woman and asked her where she could find the West Gate.


“Ah, yes,” the old woman said, “You are Master Ana’Ra’s
Handmaiden, aren’t you?”


“Yes, Madame. Please, be of kindly assistance and direct me
to the West Gate.”


The old woman chuckled lightly and then answered, “Why, my
Dear, you ARE at the West Gate.”


“Excuse me?”


“The West Gate is right here. You standing in it. But if
you seek Master Ana’Ra, then you go reach the bulwark behind you and seek out
the parapets. There are but only two entrances to the Manor: The Main Gate and
the West Gate. And the West Gate has only two parapets, as opposed to the Main
Gate which has six.”


“Oh, I see now. Thank you, madam! I shall take my leave.”


Miyuki turned to find the West Gate. But before she could
get ten paces in any direction, the old woman called out to Miyuki again. She
stopped, turned towards the old woman and was about to protest about being
late. That is when the old woman hollered back.


“Ignorance is no excuse in Moexatl Manor. You were wise to
ask me for directions. If you have any other problems, don’t be afraid to seek
me out. My name is Hito’mi!”


Miyuki stood there a moment longer. She then waved back to
Hito’mi and sped along her way. She eventually found the parapets of West Gate
and Master Ana’Ra, waiting patiently.


“Ah, there you are. Did you have trouble finding me again?”


“Yes, Master, but I inquired about direction from kindly
Matron Hito’mi. She directed me here, albeit, a little obtusely.”


“Yes, I nearly forgot about that. Hito’mi can be a little
vague sometimes, but most especially so when she’s gardening.”


“I must remember that for future reference.” Miyuki said.


“That sounds like a plan. Now, I better get these people
paid before a riot gets sparked!’


For the next several hours, Master Ana’Ra doled out wages
to performers of last night’s celebration. Miyuki had an excellent mind for
numbers, which Master Ana’Ra didn’t posses so much of, and in less time than he
would have done it himself, all parties were paid and no disputes broke out
over being shorted or overpaid. During the rest of the day he and Miyuki
attended to the daily business of keeping the manor sustained. There was also
the unusual business of daily trade reports and business transactions from the
smelter and all the local smithies. Miyuki did not understand why the business
of the smithies and the smelter were of any import to Master Ana’Ra, but didn’t
feel it was her place to ask.


The only break in the hectic schedule they attended was
luncheon. Miyuki was sorely disappointed that luncheon was so bland and lacking
flavor. The Manor Chef, Raquelle, asked to be forgiven for his lack of finesse.
He had only just started making luncheon when Master Ana’Ra and his Handmaiden
arrived. Master Ana’Ra was more than forgiving, telling Raquelle that no
excuses were necessary. He also told him that his luncheon was going to be
short because of pending business with Jerus and it’s the mayor, Anbar. With
luncheon hastily eaten (and a less than palatable aftertaste in Miyuki’s
mouth), the two left for the next order of business for the day. 


It was shortly after dusk that Master Ana’Ra declared the
end of all business. The maids and several butlers were tiding up the various
rooms in The Manor and Master Ana’Ra and Miyuki were seated for dinner.
Raquelle made up for the luncheon disaster with a fine five course meal. It
consisted of a salad and bread sticks for an appetizer, sliced veal for the
second course, angel hair pasta served in alfredo sauce with diced chicken for
the third course, turkey, mashed potatoes and gravy for the main course, and tiramisu
for desert.


To Miyuki, this was more than ample apology for the flat
luncheon she had. Everything she was served she ate with zest and she left
nothing to be thrown away or saved for later. Master Ana’Ra was equally
satisfied with dinner and expressed his compliments in the form of a belch.
Most other parties would blanch at this behavior, but Miyuki found it hilarious
and could barely stifle the giggles she was having. Raquelle took it for a
compliment and thanked Miyuki for having faith in his skills.


As evening wore on, Master Ana’Ra grew weary. He retired to
the Inner Sanctum to read and asked Miyuki to follow him. She did so gratefully
and accompanied him to the Inner Sanctum. There, Master Ana’Ra settled in his
chair and from the table picked up a large tome he was reading. Miyuki sat in
the opposite chair and watched. She waited for Master Ana’Ra to give an order
and sat there in attentive anticipation. Eventually, she saw him shiver
somewhat. She remembered that there was a linen closet nearby the Sanctum and
she went to it in search out a warm blanket. She spotted a down comforter when
she opened up the linen closet and brought it back to the Sanctum. She placed
it on Master Ana’Ra’s lap and he received it with a smile. She then placed a
half cord of wood in the fireplace. She sat back down and watched over Master
Ana’Ra for another hour. At the end of that hour, Master Ana’Ra arose and told
Miyuki he was going to bathe and then retire to bed. He gave her the last
orders of the day: bathe thoroughly and go to bed.


She had no problem locating her bedroom now, and within it,
she found a chamois bath-robe and downy slippers laid out on her bed. She took
these and made her way to her private bath. Once inside, she noted that Master
Ana’Ra wasn’t already in the bath. In point of fact, he was nowhere to be seen
in the bathroom at all. Unlike previous masters she served, Master Ana’Ra was
one to allow his servants to bathe as they pleased. (This was opposed to
another of Miyuki’s former masters who preferred all of his servants bathe
together. It wasn’t until Miyuki discovered the holographic cameras installed
in the water fountains that she understood why he did that.) While Miyuki was
thankful her Master wouldn’t be joining her in the bath, she did get a little
lonely at the prospect of bathing alone.


Water was drawn and heated, and soap was added to it.
Miyuki disrobed, folded and assorted her clothes on a small rack near the
bathtub and eased into the sudsy water. There were washcloths, loofahs and
shampoo lining the edge of the bathtub and Miyuki used these to scrub herself
clean. She soaked in the tub for a good half hour, letting the warmth of the
bath ease her weariness. After draining the tub and stepping out of the bath,
she dried herself off, and put on the bathrobe. When she stepped back in her
room, she was surprised to see a young woman in a formal gown standing in wait.
Miyuki was going to scream for Master Ana’Ra when the young woman spoke.


“Good evening, Mistress Miyuki.” the young woman said
cheerfully, “I am your lady-in-waiting. You may call me Charlotte. I have been
assigned by Master Ana’Ra as a help for you. It is my duty to prepare your
clothes, night, day, and special occasion, for donning. I am also responsible
for acquiring any personal articles you should need while you stay here. I
already have your bedclothes ready to wear and attire for tomorrow laid out for
you. If there is anything you need, please do not hesitate to call me using the
communicator, which I left on your bedside stand. I reside on the floor below,
and if you have need or want of anything, I shall bring it to you with utmost
haste!”


 Miss Charlotte curtsied to Miyuki low, and then left her
quarters in a slow and purposeful stride. Miyuki was now alone in her quarters.
She was confused as to the reason Master Ana’Ra would assign a servant to a
slave. Maybe as the Master’s Handmaiden, her importance to the Manor was so
great that she needed dedicated staff to help her perform more efficiently. She
also didn’t know why she would assign a lady-in-waiting, when a regular maid
might do. These and other things weighed on her mind. She decided to wrestle
with things at another time. Her mind was sluggish and she desperately needed
rest. She changed out of her robe and into her bed clothes, then hung up her
bath robe on a hook by the private bath. As she was preparing herself for bed,
she discovered that two new items were laying on the bureau opposite her bed. A
turquoise comb and matching brush were there, in full view of bed and bath. She
took these and straightened out her hair and tail.


It felt good to finally get all the kinks out her hair. It
was even better to have a tail that was no longer tangled up in itself. She
brushed and combed for a good fifteen minutes, undoing years of maltreatment
from her hair and tail. When she was satisfied that her tail and hair were
totally knit free, she placed the comb and brush into a drawer in her bureau
and then peeled back the covers of her bed. She settled herself into the sheets
and once completely relaxed in her new bed, she fell fast asleep.









A Memory


 


Ana’Ra rests on a stump in the middle of sunlit meadow.
He is drinking in the warm sun and feeling the breeze play off his unarmored
body. Today is a good day for a run, with a sunny sky above and an old forest teeming
with life. He rests on the stump for while longer, taking in the scene. In a
moment, a rustle will be heard off to his left.


As a long time soldier, he is used to listening for
ambushes and sneak attacks. He detects the sound of little paws creeping up
behind him. He can smell the grass parting as a small creature stalks its prey.
On his tongue, he tastes the salty tang of sweat, the result of a predator’s
first hunt. He waits, anticipating the first strike.


“HIYAHH!” screams a little voice from the bushes.


“EN GARDE!” cries Ana’Ra, dodging the assault with ease.


The small figure that leaped at Ana’Ra lands on the
ground with a slight tussle. Ana’Ra unsheathes his odachi just in time to see a
maiden Kitsune spring to her feet.


“Uncle Ana’Ra!” she cries, “You were supposed to scream
‘Save me, Kitsune-somo!’ as I landed on you! Now we gotta do it all over
again.”


There is a giggling of other tiny voices as they spring
from the brush nearby. It is a gaggle of other Kitsune, all round the same age
as the maiden vixen. Ana’Ra sheathes his odachi and leans his sword against the
stump he once occupied. He kneels down to the maiden vixen, letting his eyes
meet with hers.


“But Princess Miyuki, how I am supposed to act my part
without at least doing what I have done for a lifetime?”


Little Princess Miyuki stands firm, her lower lip
protruding from her muzzle. Her associates are now laughing hysterically. She
turns to them with a stern look in her eye. Her posture is one of defiance, but
her eyes are swelling with tears.


“Don’t you guys laugh. Don’t you DARE laugh!”


Ana’Ra can’t help but smile. Even when she is faced with
truth, Princess Miyuki refused to believe. She still believed in fairies, in
unicorns, and dragons and even that a Lycanthrope and a Kitsune could be
friends.


“Oh, come on, Princess!” calls out one of the rascals
from the group. “He ain’t a Lycan! He’s a monkey!”


As if on cue, Ana’Ra allows a partial transformation of
his form. His mouth and nose grow outward, forming a snout. His ears move from
the sides of his head to the top. His eyes get deeper and spread further away
from center. A thick coat of silver-black fur breaks out over his exposed skin
and a growl emanates from his throat. The rascal and all his companions freeze
in horror. The peoples of Ansem have never seen a live Lycanthrope before, but
their tales are filled with fearsome battles with them. To see one in their
midst, transforming on the spot, would be incentive enough to run and cower in
the nearest foxhole.


“See!” Miyuki declares, “He IS a Lycan! And the only
thing keeping him from eating the lot of you is me and his distaste for eating
greater beings!!”


“Y-y-y-you…” stammers one of the vixens from the pack,
“You a-a-a-aren’t going to eat us, r-r-right?”


It is still Ana’Ra who speaks, but with all his teeth
now rearranged in his mouth, there is now a timbre of lethal seriousness in his
voice.


“If I had the stomach,” he warns them, “I would devour
all of you in but one gulp. But young pups are too stringy. And Kitsune leave a
bitter taste on my tongue.”


One of the other vixens in the group faints, and a
rascal in the front is so terrified he urinates in his trousers. Ana’Ra reverts
back to human, feeling this demonstration of his abilities a fun if useless
exercise. The group leader, a vixen taller than Miyuki and slightly heavier,
cautiously approaches Miyuki and apologizes. Miyuki is hesitant at first to
forgive them but with a nod from Ana’Ra, she does so graciously. The group
speeds off, hoping to discover a new adventure but also thankful they still
have their hides. Ana’Ra is given to chuckling as they leave the glade and he
is left with Princess Miyuki.


“Boy, that scared them out of their fur, didn’t it!”


“It certainly did. I just hope you don’t ask for an
encore performance. I am not some show-and-tell feature.”


“Aw, come on! You thought that was fun! And you’re
leaving in two days! I wanna have all the fun I can with my favorite Uncle!”


“Understood. But you do realize that as a Lycan, I have
absolutely no real blood ties to you or your lineage.”


“Yeah, I know…”


“Hey, let’s not be sad here! We still have two more days
of fun; let’s make the most of them!”


“Yush!” she cries, “Fun with Uncle Ana’Ra!”


Princess Miyuki dances a little jig as Ana’Ra watches.
He smiles, and in his mind’s eye, he sees her as a grown woman, marrying some
handsome rascal with a bad attitude and a foul mouth. It’s not the only future
he sees for her. The one that appears most often is most disturbing and keeps
him awake at night. For now, though, Princess Miyuki is a care-free tomboy of a
princess, living life to its fullest. This is as it should be.


“So, where we can go for some righteous fun, mm?”


“Oh, I know! There’s a new arcade on the boardwalk in
Aquilla! I hear they have a treat called Corn-pop- no, uh, cop-porc- no, uh,
what is it called…?”


“Popcorn?”


“Yes, that’s it!”


“Wait-a-minute. Aren’t arcades filled with penny-ante
games?”


“Uh-huuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuh!’


“OH-HO-HO! I know that look! You want something. Come
on, now, spit it out!”


“Okay, okay! There’s this ceeyute little stuffed piggy
at the ring toss! I want him so badly…! But I can’t throw for nothing. And-”


“And you want me to win one for you?”


“Yeah, now you got it!”


Ana’Ra sighed, then knelt back down to Miyuki’s level
and patted her head, saying, “My Pretty Little Vixen, whatever am I going to
with you?”


“Hey! Stop calling me that!”


“What? ‘Little’? ‘Vixen’? Or…”


“’Pretty’, okay! I don’t wanna be called that! I ain’t
pretty… My momma is pretty…”


“Princess,” Ana’Ra sighed, “You can’t stay five forever.
One day, you’re gonna be all grown up and some handsome rascal is going to
charm his way into your heart. You may not feel all that beautiful now, but I
have a strong testimony that you will grow up to be just as beautiful as your
mother.”


Sniffling a little, Miyuki replied, “You really think
so?”


“I don’t think so, I KNOW so.”


She smiled that cute smile that always warmed his heart,
even before her mother was killed and then said, “Uncle, when I grow up, I want
to marry a man just like you!”


“Princess, please don’t say that…”


“Why not?”


“You don’t know what all I have seen and done.” A pause
and then, “I hope that you never do…”


Miyuki looks confused, not understanding the sadness in
her Uncle’s voice. She continues to watch him, as a single large tear forms on
his right cheek. It doesn’t drop, but it is large enough for him to notice and
he wipes it away with his hand. He then picks her up and slings over his
shoulder, much to her dismay.


“Uncle! Put me down! Put me down now!”


“But I thought you wanted to go the arcade in Aquilla?”


“I do, I do, but not this WAYYYYYYYYYYYYYYYYYYYY!”


Ana’Ra is already running at full tilt, charging through
the forest at top speed. At this pace it takes him no more than ten minutes to
reach Aquilla, as opposed to a carriage ride which would have taken an hour. He
sets Miyuki down and looks on at the festive atmosphere of the boardwalk.
Miyuki is pale and her breathing is shallow. In a few minutes she’ll be back to
normal, but for now, she expending the last of her acrophobic panic.


“Don’t- -you ever- -do that- -again, Uncle!”


“Aw, come on, you enjoyed that!”


“What part about that did I enjoy?! Being lifted three
hundred meters in the air or running at wolf speed through a dense forest?!?! I
swear, I think a beetle got stuck in my pantaloons!”


Ana’Ra laughs at this and while he knows better than to
laugh at the Princess of Ansem, he can’t help it. He tells her she better check
to make sure she has no unwanted passengers in her clothes. After a brief
inspection of her dress, stockings and underwear (in a nearby restroom, mind
you) she concludes she is bug free and joins her Uncle out on the boardwalk.
Together, they ply the arcade from bow to stern. Ana’Ra does manage to win that
stuffed piglet. In fact, he wins two of them. That piglet will remain with him
until his final hour.









How to Train
Your Hand Maiden


 


Miyuki awakens from a strange dream. In it, she is a little
girl in an enormous meadow. She dances and skips, while her mother and father
look on. The meadow is sunny and filled with blooming flowers. As Miyuki bends
over to examine a curious new rose springing from the ground, a dark shadow
falls over her. When she turns to look, the figure of an immense wolf looms
over her. She cries out, hoping to get her mother and fathers attention. As she
looks for them, she sees her mother pale over and fall to the ground. She
watches as her mother’s form explodes into dust upon impact from the ground.
She sees her father turn dark and fade into a shadow. Then the enormous wolf
swoops her into his jaws and carries her away. She screams and screams but the
wolf won’t let her go. She screams and screams and screams and…


That is where the dream ends. She has no idea what it
means. What she does know, is that the incessant knocking on her chamber door
is urgent and must be addressed. She rises from her bed, puts on the bathrobe
she used last night and approaches the door. She grabs the knob and turns. In
the sliver she has opened, she sees Miss Charlotte’s face.


“Oh, thank the heavens, Mistress! I thought you were some
sort of trouble!”


“No, I am not. Just a bad dream, ‘tis all.”


“Oh, thank goodness. Master Ana’Ra heard you from
downstairs and wondered what might be wrong. You’ve been screaming for ten
minutes!”


“I have?’


“Yes, Mistress! You left me so worried…”


“Well,” Miyuki said, “There is no need for panic now. I am
fine.”


“I am so glad to hear that, Mistress. Oh, Lord Ana’ra is
waiting for you in kitchen. I also have your daily itinerary for the day.”


Miss Charlotte handed Miyuki a piece of parchment with a
list of items that were in need for today’s business. Miyuki looked these over,
then thanked Miss Charlotte for her concern and the list, then dismissed her.
After closing the door, she headed over to the wardrobe where her clothes for the
day her hanging. Today’s dress was a red velvet gown with lace frills sewn into
the seams of the bodice, skirt and sleeve hems. A green satin camisole and
matching slip were also provided and a pair blue slippers completed the outfit.


Miyuki changed into these and then left her bedroom. Miss
Charlotte was waiting with a hair brush and comb out in the hall. She combed
and brushed Miyuki’s hair until it was smooth and flowing. Miss Charlotte then
asked if she could brush her tail, but Miyuki said no, she would do that
herself. Once back downstairs, she briskly strode towards the kitchen, where
Master Ana’Ra was waiting.


“Good morning, My Pretty Little Vixen! Sleep well?”


“I am- uncertain, Master. I believe I was doing quite well
before I had that dream…”


“Yes, I heard. Is there anything you can remember about
it?”


“A few things, Master, yes. My mother and father were
there. And then there was a wolf… After that, I don’t recall much else.”


“Well, that is interesting.”


“Interesting, Master?”


“Oh, sorry, I was musing to myself. You said something
about a wolf, and I had to wonder if maybe you meant the banners around Moexatl
Manor.”


“I don’t believe this what I saw in my dream, Master. It
was a large wolf, with black and silver fur…”


“Well, that certainly isn’t on the banner.”


“Hell no, it isn’t!” said Raquelle, who was bringing
breakfast in.


“Good morning, Raquelle. What’s on the menu for today?”


“How about we start with some oatmeal first, then we’ll
talk.”


Indeed, the meal did start with oatmeal. Then there was apple
tarts, waffles, shredded wheat sweetened with brown sugar and then, for a last
course, sausage, egg, and cheese sandwiches wrapped in ciabatta bread. A hearty
breakfast for a day that was packed with activity. First, there was The Guild
of Metalsmiths, who had a grievance with a Jerus merchant. Then there was the
delegation from Unbexar, focused on trade negotiations. Another meeting with
Anbar was followed almost immediately by a state of the village report.


Luncheon was a lot less bland this day, as it consisted of
garden salad, fresh apple and pear slices, and for the main course, spaghetti
in rich tomato sauce topped with basil and a coating of a four cheese blend
consisting of Parmesan, Romano, Asiago, and Provolone cheeses. It was all
delicious and this time, Master Ana’Ra and Miyuki had time to digest it all.
After luncheon was a tour of the village. This would be Miyuki’s first real
venture outside of Moexatl Manor since she arrived. Thankfully, she was well
received this time. Everywhere she went, she was greeted as “Mistress Miyuki”.
Her pride swelled some hearing that, but she always kept in mind that she still
a slave and nothing more. The village tour went off without a hitch, but going
back to The Manor, Master Moexatl was met with a large group of vagabonds
entering the village.


“Hail, fellow! What brings you here this fine day.”


The leader of the group looked at Ana’Ra and howled. Yes,
actually howled, then bowed low at Master Ana’Ra’s feet. He and his fellow
travelers knelt in his presence, each barking, growling and howling in their
doing so. Finally, Master Ana’Ra issued a harsh bark. The group stopped their
worship and prostration and looked upward to Miyuki’s Master.


“Okay, listen up, because this is the only time I’m going
to say it. You can stay here as long you follow these rules three; ere the
business side of my boot ye see.


1)      Speak
in ape-tongue. Lupina isn’t forbidden here, but speaking it can and has
jeopardized this village, so speak it not amongst strangers.


2)      No
hunting the hairless apes. We’ve a village not far away that neighbors us. We
do good business with them, so any ape that buys a farm by Lupine hands is an
entire country waiting to slaughter us.


3)      NO
TRANSFORMATIONS. Absolutely none! This village has kept safe because we keep to
ourselves and don’t show our true natures. This is of utmost import. Fail to
keep this rule, and you’d be better off abandoned by your pack.


Are we crystal?”


The leader of the group struggled to speak for a few
moments. It was if he had not spoken in years. Several that were with him
nodded, but Master Ana’Ra waited until the leader or someone close to the
leader verbally acknowledged the groups understanding. After about a five
minute pause, the leader finally croaked out a response. 


“Yes, Lord Ana’Ra, we understand.”


“Wundervoll. Go see the smithy at the Promenade
about accommodations. If any of you have a got a skill that might be useful, I
have to know before dusk. If you have any injured in your party or if you have
an Alpha ready to give birth, I suggest you make your way to the clinic at the
left side of the boulevard just before it ends.”


“Thank you, Milord.”


“Don’t mention it. We Wolves gotta stick together, right?”


There were nods of agreement amongst the group before they
set off towards the Promenade. One of the younger males of the group detached
from them and walked over to Miyuki. He sniffed the air around her as she kept
pace with Master Ana’Ra. She tried to ignore him, but he hounded her footsteps
closely. He had a shock of red-brown hair, swarthy skin, an upturned nose and
dark eyes. He was nearly Miyuki’s height, but she could tell he was barely
fourteen seasons old. When Master Ana’Ra stopped to chat with a nearby
merchant, the youth spoke to her.


“You smell nice.”


“Why, thank you, kind sir. Who might you be?”


“I like your hair.”


Blushing she replied, “How very k-kind of you…”


“I like you. You have the scent of an experienced female.
Would you mate with me?”


Now Master Ana’Ra noticed the urchin and spun on the spot,
yelling, “Oi, Beta pup!”


The youth was startled and fell on his hind side,
whimpering, “Y-y-y-yes, Milord?”


“You find yourself your OWN Alpha to mate with. The vixen
is with me, GOT IT?”


“Y-y-y-yes, Milord! Meant no offense…”


“You asked to mate with my kitsune Handmaiden. WHAT
PART OF THAT AM I NOT GOING TO TAKE OFFENSE FROM?”


“Please, Milord, forgive Beta! No other female in the group
would give me the time of day and…”


“…And you thought a kitsune vixen might just?”


“Please, Milord, forgive Beta?!”


“I might, but you listen closely now, capishe?”


The youth shook his head and then Master Ana’Ra continued,
“There are at least four females for every male in this village. And despite
the obvious immaturity of your seasons, I feel at least one female might fancy
you, in spite of your Beta status. So you get your tail in order and do
something meaningful because I can guarantee you that no female worth their
seasons is going to look at you unless you’re proven. Do you comprehend this?”


“Yes, Milord.”


“Good. Now get ye hence. I see you harassing my Handmaiden
again, and I’ll rip your tail from your spine!”


“I am already gone…”


Miyuki could only blink stupidly in the midst of the
exchange. First the villagers, then the vagabonds, and now the wayward pup?
This village was strange. Everyone wore the emblem of Moexatl Manor, and the
gate guards responded to Ana’Ra in howls and barks, not words. There was
cryptic talk about wolves and what the Hell was Lupina? And did Master Ana’Ra
seriously say, “…I’ll rip your tail from your spine?” She couldn’t understand
it all. There was something afoot here and she had very few clues to go on to
solve this particular mystery. 


“Miyuki, are you all right?”


“Master, I am unsure. What all just happened here?”


Master Ana’Ra thought for a moment then replied, “I’ll tell
you some other day. First, though, we need to see The Quarry.”









Inquiring Minds
Want to Know


 


When Miyuki first heard of The Quarry, it was a passing
mention by Mach’Ra (the Slave-Master-turned-blacksmith). That was two days ago.
Now that she was at the site, her imagination did this place no justice. The
Quarry was a massive ore mine, crisscrossed by rails and pulleys of all shapes
and sizes. The Main Stage of The Quarry was where the ore refinery conveyor
belt started. She tried to follow it, but ended up lost somewhere between the
carbon and iron mine shafts. The smelter also had a conveyor belt here, and it
took up one third of the Main Stage’s volume. 


The Second Stage held sifter boxes for gold and silver.
These were dumped on by massive steam shovels working from a strip mine on one
side of The Quarry. Several earth-movers and bulldozers worked over a piece of
land that Master Ana’Ra explained was going to be re-purposed into woodland
area. The cacophony of noise from the machines and miners equipment was enough
to make Miyuki’s ears hurt. Soon, though, she and Master Ana’Ra were in the
Main Office, were Administrator Dolun was ready to receive them.


Dolun explained that The Quarry was operating at optimum
efficiency, but the technicians for the mines were having trouble with the
latest firmware update for the heavy machinery. Already, three of the largest
earth movers were taken offline because the firmware was causing glitches in
operator interface cabin, making it difficult to steer the big machines. In one
case, they had to pull the power core of one earth mover as it was in motion.
Dolun explained it was headed for the village at top speed. If it had managed
to get past the clearance bar, it would rammed into the heart of the Promenade and
done plenty of damage.


Master Ana’Ra took this all in and then made a promise to
Administrator Dolun that he would personally look into the problem with the
firmware. If necessary, he would have all of the Guidance System Controls of
the earth movers  removed and manual steering put back in. Dolun looked shocked
by this, but agreed that unless the firmware problem was resolved, they may
have to resort to manual steering.


Following Dolun to a private exit, Master Ana’Ra and Miyuki
were shunted back into the village just south of The Promenade. While they
passed though, they saw that the vagabonds from earlier in front of Mach’Ra’s
smithy. He was explaining where they might hold up for the next little while
during the time the Urban Planning committee, of which he was a part of,
planned and built their new homes. 


Shortly before they left the Promenade, Master Ana’Ra bid
Miyuki to follow him into a shop at the very edge of the village square. Inside
the shop were scarves and jewelry and all manner of accessories for women.
Master Ana’Ra told her she could get anything she wanted in the store. Miyuki’s
eyes lit up as she contemplated all the fine jewelry she could get. She spent
the next two hours sorting through bangles, baubles, rings, and earrings,
trying to find a set she could wear on everyday basis. When Master Ana’Ra told
her she could literally have anything she wanted in the store, she practically
fainted. After an additional hour, she and Master Ana’Ra left the shop with
some 25,000 Lucre in jewelry and scarves. Miyuki couldn’t honestly believe how
privileged she felt.


Dinner back at the Manor was again exquisitely delicious.
The lemon tart desert was a special treat made specifically for Miyuki. She
liked it so much she had third and forth helpings of it, much to the surprise
of Raquelle. And not unlike the night before, Master Ana’Ra retired to the
Inner Sanctum to read and warm himself by the fire. Miyuki was by his side with
a fresh comforter and a recently received datapad containing the faulty firmware
code. Master Ana’Ra spent an hour and a half on it, tying to find the fault in
the syntax, but no avail. He resigned himself to look over it tomorrow if there
was time. There were a few dispatches from foreign ambassadors he needed to
look over and a brief of readiness for the Ephraim Militia. This took him well
into the witching hour and he decided since tomorrow would be Luna Day, that he
could look over the rest of the pertinent correspondence the day after that.
Miyuki was told she could retire for the night and she thanked Master Ana’Ra
for the gifts and for his presence.


Before she did retire for the night, she had a question or
three she felt needed an answer. She stopped in the doorway of the Inner
Sanctum, formulating her question. She thought the an-swers she needed could
coaxed out her Master if asked in a specified manner. Turning towards Master
Ana’Ra, she spoke.


“Master, I have a question concerning the day’s events, if
you please.”


“Certainly, you may ask.”


“And you will answer, Master?”


“To the best of my abilities, yes.”


“Thank you, Master. I must needs know, what was that about
in the village today, with the vagabonds?”


“The traveling refugees?”


“Beg your pardon, Master?”


“They weren’t vagabonds; they were refugees.”


“Then, pray tell, what did those- refugees need of you?”


“Hmm, how do I put this…? Well, as I understood it, those
folk lost their home village not too long ago. The hairl- I mean, a rival
village destroyed their homes. They had been wondering in the countryside for
months. Ours was the first village they could find.”


“I see. What of the boy? I heard you call him ‘Beta’?”


“Oh, that. Well, I assumed he was the second generation of
villagers forcibly evicted from their homes. And considering the way he
approached you, I needed him to understand that I protect my servants, even
unto death. Theirs or mine, whichever comes first.”


“Oh, really? Then, what about those rules? ‘…follow these
rules three; ere the business side of my boot ye see?’ What did that all that
mean, Master?”


Master Ana’Ra now looked at Miyuki strangely. She was
asking penetrating questions he was currently unprepared to answer. But he
thought he should at least tell her something.


“Miyuki, come to me.”


“Yes, Master.”


She obediently came towards him, standing centimeters from
his chair and then said, “What is it, Master?”


“Miyuki, this village is- is special. It is something that,
should the outside world have knowledge of it, would cease to exist, because of
fear in the hearts of- mankind. I cannot tell you everything you need to know
now. In time, as I gain confidence in your ability to accept the truth, maybe,
but not now.”


“Well, then, Master, can you tell me what you think you can
trust me with?”


“Hmm, maybe I should… Yes, okay. This village and its
inhabitants share a secret. It is a secret best kept hidden. The people you see
here are all- outcasts from other parts of the world. They had to leave their
homes, their wealth, their- families in some cases, because of- what they are.
If I were to tell you now, what we as a village in truth, I’m afraid you would
be less than inclined to stay here.”


“Is- is this a town of m-m-m-murders, Master?”


“No, no, nothing like that! But- there are some elements of
society that believe we are.”


“Is your secret so shameful that you need to hide from the
outside world?”


“Not as much, but it is a stigmatized- condition. At a
later time, I will tell you.”


“Then, if this is what you entrust me with, then I shall
safeguard this kernel of knowledge for as long as I shall live.”


“No wiser a decision have brave men made, My Pretty Little
Vixen. It is best you retire now. Luna Day is a holiday here, and you can spend
your time anyway you wish, but you must rest up, for the day afterward will be
exceedingly busy.”


“Then, as per word, Master, I take my leave.”


Back up through the Manor Miyuki went, getting to her
quarters just before the first hour of the night. Miss Charlotte had already
prepared her night clothes for donning and set aside a lovely gown for the next
day. Miyuki bathed, combed her hair and tail, put away her new jewelry and
accessories, then climbed into bed falling fast asleep.









A Haunting
Memory


 


“Master Ana’Ra, I would have words with thee.”


“Of course, My Queen. Whatsoever would you have to
discuss with me?”


“It concerns my husband. … And my daughter. I tell you
this all in strictest confidence!”


“Understood. Please, what would you have me hear?”


“As you know, my husband is the monarch of all of Ansem.
His word is law and his power is absolute.”


“Yes, I know. He is fair ruler, compared to some I’ve
seen. What it is about him that concerns you?”


“You may not know, Master Ana’Ra, but when we were
younger, Answar and I had a son…”


“Did you? I was my understanding that Miyuki is an only
child.”


“She is not, actually. She is the second of Our Union.
Our First was named after his father…”


“I see. So, whatever happened to him?”


“My husband.”


“Come again?”


“My husband… When Answar the Younger was but eight
seasons old, his father… His father deflowered him. On a daily basis it seemed.
Weeks before I would be found with Miyuki, he took his own life, stringing
himself up by the banner at the castles tallest tower.”


“How horrible…! What could possess a male to do such a
thing?”


“My husband is- is a man with strange desires. Did you
know he and I were coupled when I was but a girl?”


“Aren’t most women that way when they enter marriage?”


“Yes, but not in the manner in which I was speaking. I
was nary twelve seasons old when…”


 “Twelve seasons?! Is this glad truth?! I know that
kitusne mature faster than men do, but- TWELVE SEASONS?!”


“Yes- sniff -I was but a maiden vixen. And Answar a is
brutal lover. No sooner had I entered the bridle chamber did he deflower me.”


“This- This is- This is some measure of deviance! How
does he get away with this?”


“He is king. He can rewrite the laws in any way he
wishes. And now, now he has his eyes on my daughter!”


“But, she is but a maiden! Not even four seasons old
yet!! Would he deflower his own underage daughter?!”


“I’m afraid that is exactly what he has planned.
Although methinks he wishes to wait until she is at least ten seasons…”


“By Yaw’hem! This is outrageous! Never would I think of
courting a girl underage. I would at least want someone I’m courting to be
between eighteen and twenty-five seasons old! There is something wrong with
that man!”


“OH COURSE THERE IS! … … Of course there is, Master
Ana’Ra. This is why I need to protect my daughter.”


“What would you have me do, My Queen? I am not long for
here. Maybe another two weeks, at most.”


“I need passage away from Ansem. For my daughter and
myself. I can pay you any price-”


“My queen, I fear I cannot do that. My past- I have seen
the damage done when families are torn apart. If needs be, I can try to
convince King Answar-”


“It will not do, it will not do! I have tried! Answar is
convinced he needs keep ‘his bloodline pure.’ He-”


“A pure bloodline? Madness… He is prattling about pure
madness! No bloodline can remain pure. It is the Nature of The Earth!”


“He does not believe in that. He is utterly convinced he
can make his bloodline pure! Please, Master Ana’Ra, you must know of some way
you can get us passage!”


“Queen Anya, verily I say unto you, there is but little
I can do. The warships I rode in on have little room for additional passengers.
And Ansem is so remote a continent and kingdom that I fear no other ships will
pass this way in some time. Even if I could acquire accommodations for you and
Miyuki, if you choose to follow me, you will find a life of hardship. I seek a
mate in the Far Kingdoms. The wind I follow is harsh and treacherous. That is
the way of My People.”


“Master Ana’Ra, please…!”


“I am sorry. If needs be, I will try to find some way to
protect Princess Miyuki, even if it costs my life. But- -my hands- my hands on
this matter are bound. I cannot rise against my benefactor. It would be the
height of dishonor.”


“Master Ana’Ra, you just can’t-”


“I must. The wind calls me once again and I must heed
it.”


This conversation happened six months before Queen Anya
of Ansem was killed in a raid off of the port of Aquilla. This discussion has
haunted the nightmares of Ana’Ra’s sleep even to this day.









Wolf in Sheep's
Clothing


 


Three months had passed since Miyuki was brought to Moexatl
Manor. During ventures with past masters, she would fail a number of times and
was punished for those missteps. Here, in the middle of nowhere, isolated from
man, she fared very well. Master Ana’Ra doted on her, for whatever reason he
choose to do so. She was also very well acquainted with the village folk, even
as so much as remembering the birth dates of every man, woman and child in the
village. Even the Newcomers, the vagabonds/refugees Miyuki met in her first
week of service here, had come to know her fairly well. Even the young male who
Master Ana’Ra called Beta was a friend of hers now. His name was Mercuri.


Her wardrobe had also increased exponentially in the last
three months. She now had clothes to last her for a month, if need be. With
Miss Charlotte’s ministrations, her clothes were washed on a weekly basis. This
was not at Master Ana’Ra’s insistence, but Miss Charlotte’s. In any case,
Miyuki was now the center case attraction of Moexatl Manor. While still a
slave, she filled a role that, as Matron Hito’mi said once, would have gone to
the Lady of The Manor or the Master’s Wife. Miyuki knew that she would never
ascend to such heights, being but a slave. One day, though, she would be a Lady
of The Manor. One fine day, at least…


Presently, it was another Luna Day in Ephraim. Master
Ana’Ra was relaxing in the Garden At West Gate. Miyuki was with him. She was
enjoying the smells of freshly bloomed roses. It was Springtime. While there
was some chance of rain, Master Ana’Ra felt he needed some time out of the
Manor. With a warm sun hanging lazily in the sky, it looked like a fine day was
to be had.


“Master, isn’t this rush bush beautiful?”


“That it is. I must thank Matron Hito’mi for her dedication
to the Garden. The Inner Sanctum may be nice in Winter, but every now and then,
I need a place out of doors where I can be one with Nature again. And this
Garden is a perfect spot for that.”


“Even though Ephraim is surrounded by forest, Master?”


“Even so. The forest is filled with predators. I would not
to cross paths with any of them.”


“Understood, Master.”


The whole of the Manor’s staff was outside this day, even
the Manor guards. As tradition dictated, no one worked on Luna Day. It was
sacred holiday that the whole village enjoyed. Miyuki didn’t know the
significance of it all; she never heard of Luna Day prior to coming to the
Manor. But it did mean a restive day off from her duties and this she took that
to heart with reverence. Even as she watched the butlers and maids play a
simplified style of football, she could not help but be fully contented.


Suddenly, there was loud crash from inside the Manor.
Everyone, including Miyuki and Master Moexatl stopped to listen. There followed
after a growl, but not one Miyuki had heard before in the village. It was a
grotesque sound, filled with venom and rancor. There was another crash followed
by more growling and then a burst of flame flew from the Front Portal of the
Manor.


“Guardsmen, assemble on me!” Master Ana’Ra called out and
every guard in and around the Manor gathered on the spot around Master Ana’Ra.
When all of them were thus gathered, Master Ana’Ra had them split up into small
platoons and gave them orders to search the Manor for any intruders. If one of
their own had transformed or if something had infiltrated the Manor, they were
to eliminate on sight. The troops were then charged with their duties and ran
straight away to The Manor.


“Miyuki?”


“Yes, Master?”


“Are you frightened?”


“Very much so, yes, Master.”


“You have every right to be. Stay here with the others. I
fear something horrid has breached our defenses.”


“But Master, what you will you do?”


“I must seek out what has disrupted the tranquility of this
day. If it is a demon or other such creature, I must smite it even unto death.
His or mine, whichever comes first.”


“MASTER, NO! Please, don’t go! Whatsoever creature it must
be, the guardsmen have it outnumbered, ple-”


Miyuki’s pleas were cut off by anguished screams. Then a
body flew out of the Front Portal. It was one of the younger guards; Das’el his
name was. His body was sorely contorted and his flesh was seared with fire
burns. One of the Manor Surgeons confirmed that the young man was dead. Now
Master Ana’Ra had no choice; he must face this fiend.


“Master…?”


“I cannot let this go unchallenged. Someone or something
has infiltrated my home. By my honor and the honor of my Progenitors, I will
not let this stand!”


“Master, no, please, you cannot-”


“Miyuki, you are to do as ordered! Stay where it is safe!
Do not follow me!”


With this, Master Ana’Ra unsheathed his odachi and ran
inside The Manor. Miyuki was of two minds and hearts. Her one mind told her she
must stay here she, because that was Master’s order. Her other mind told her
that even though she was ordered to stay safe, she could not, would not do so
peacefully until she knew her Master was well. Her heart was conflicted in a
similar manner, one side telling her if Master Ana’Ra died, she would be again
at the mercy, or lack thereof, of the Auction House. The other side was telling
her she could not simply let her Master die without trying to protect him in
some manner. Even if it meant her death, she would do this. Her Master was Her
Life.


Struggling with conflicting motives, the Seal on the back
of her neck burning with pain that Miyuki feared would immolate her, she ran
after her Master. She knew not what she would face, and the searing torture of
the Seal made it hard to think. But if this was her final act of service for
her Master, then so be it. She would never be at the compassion of The
Auctioneer again. As she ran into The Manor, she saw the bodies of those who
fell in combat. These males were Ana’Ra’s trusted troops, members of the
Ephraim militia. What could fell so many fine soldiers? Miyuki thought. She
bounded through corridor after corridor, finding more bodies and severe damage
throughout the halls of The Manor. Whatever it was that was massacring the
troops was doing considerable damage to The Manor as well.


As she turned a corner towards one of the secluded chambers
of The Manor, she finally saw Master Ana’Ra. He was fully armored and his
odachi was held tight in his hand. A small contingent of his remaining guards
huddled in a tight formation behind him. For the first time since she first saw
him, Master Ana’Ra had his dark spectacles off. Miyuki was not surprised to see
the fiery red of his eyes. In fact, she was relieved to see that color. It
wasn’t a red like one gets after a late night of drinking. It was the red of an
angry angel. Or maybe a demon on the hunt.


“Miyuki…!” he growled and for the first time in forever,
she feared for her life.


He charged at her, sword held high, and Miyuki was ready
for it. She had disobeyed Her Master, and now he was meeting out her
punishment. She dropped to her hands and knees, prepared for the killing blow.
There was the sound of displaced air as a sharp object split the space between
him and her. When the pain of a blade was not felt, she assumed she already
died. The torment of her seal was so immense; she could have done so before the
blade fell. But when she felt the splash of a warm liquid fall on her shoulder,
she snapped from her prostration and looked up. Master Ana’Ra was driving the
blade of his odachi into a target just outside of Miyuki’s line of sight.
Miyuki looked into Her Master’s eyes and saw them firmly affixed on a being
directly behind her.


When she turned to face that being, she was shocked. It
wasn’t the demon-wolf of her nightmares, but a twisted, contorted creature of a
type Miyuki knew not. When at last her fear found purchase in her mind and let
her go tongue go free, she screamed. This WAS the nightmare: a fiend from a
horrible fairytale, blackened and bloody, its breath a putrid mix of odors to
horrendous to describe. Master Ana’Ra had ran it through with his sword, but it
was not enough to fell the beast. Instead, it thrashed and writhed in its fury,
angered that its target held it fast. Miyuki looked from the creature to Master
Ana’Ra utterly terrified.


“Miyuki, run.”


“Master…!”


“Run, NOW!”


 She did as bidden, running in the direction of the guards.
Her Seal had stopped causing her pain. She had reached the guards, her mind
creating the illusion that time ran still, and then Master Ana’Ra told the
guards to get her to safety. They acknowledged the order and started forming
interdiction around her. That’s when she saw something she thought she had
never forgotten. Nor would get ever forget it.


Master Ana’Ra left go of his sword, but in the instant he
did so, he- changed. His legs transformed from a humans to a canine form not
all dissimilar to her own. Muscles exploded along his back, arms, and legs. His
mouth and nose fused together to create a muzzle and his ears moved from the
side of his head to the top. A tail sprouted from between the cleft of his
buttocks and black-silver fur grew where his skin was exposed. The sight
reminded her of something from long past, but she could not place where or
when. Just as Master Ana’Ra struck the creature with a clawed paw, she was
whisked away from the scene.


‡


 


Outside, the clash of two fearsome beasts was heard. Miyuki
winced with every howl and scream. The battle inside lasted some five minutes,
but for the assembled outside The Manor, it may as well have been days. The
guards were retrieving the bodies of their fallen fellows when the battle
allowed and all was deathly stilled when the last scream was heard.


Moments that passed like weeks went by as the crowd awaited
word. Then Master Ana’Ra appeared at the Front Portal, hefting his odachi
in one hand and the head of the creature in the other. He lifted the creatures
shattered skull and announced, “It ‘tis done.” Miyuki was the first to reach
him. Her eyes swelled tight with tears, she embraced his blood stained form as
the rest of The Manor and eventually the village swarmed him. A collective sigh
of relief was uttered as Master Ana’Ra walked out of The Manor, triumphant but
bloody. Several surgeons, both from the village and The Manor, attended him
while he sat at a bench brought out for him.


Miyuki watched nearby as stitches, bandages, and poultices
were applied to his many injuries. She was frightened and confused. Some of
what she saw this day was not an illusion, nor a hoax. Her Master was a
Lycanthrope. This whole village was filled with Lycanthropes! She could not
suppress the fear she felt. When her questioning eyes met Her Master’s, she saw
his silent understanding. Despite his careful planning, the truth was now
revealed. Ephraim was a town of werewolves.









I Howl My Soul
to the Moon and the Moon Howls With Me


 


Master Ana’Ra was seated in his favorite chair in the Inner
Sanctum. The Sanctum, he explained, “…is the most secure room in the entire
Manor. Numerous enchantments and charms keep this room from any manner of
intrusion, even demonic invasion.” This did nothing to quell Miyuki’s fears,
but it was a start. He also explained that the further away from the Sanctum
one gets the less protection one has. Even the walls have some limited
protection, but nowhere in the league of the Sanctum itself. It was where the
village would gather if calamity struck.


“A-a-and calamity would be any human finding out the true
nature of this village and its inhabitants?”


“Yes, that is correct. It all started back during the
Purge. That was a few thousand years ago, when Lycans were believed to have
been the assassins responsible for the murder of a popular human prince. My
kind was hunted down, almost to extinction. Then my grandfather, a man of
learning and a Lycan, founded this village. He and several of his fellows
created the sorcerer’s barrier that keeps this village hidden. It has never
faded in all the millennia since. After it was known that a Lycan village was
started, fleeing Lycan from all over the earth flocked here. As more and more
refugees arrived, it was decided that we Lycans would need a rule of law. First
starting with ourselves, we established the Order of Secrecy.”


“Is that the rules you laid out to the refuges that one
time, Master?”


“Yes, and I have given it to every refugee group that has
come before and since. Secrecy keeps us safe, honor keeps us alive.”


“What else happened, Master?”


“Well, eventually, over time, families started to grow. My
Grandfather was named Lord of All Wolves, so he established the Rules of
Conduct, which govern how Lycans deal with other species and themselves. For
instance, when two Lycans have a dispute with each other, they must first seek
redress with the Lord of All Wolves. The same is true if a Lycan has a quarrel
with a Human or any other Entity outside the village.”


“I think I understand, Master.”


“Maybe you do, but only in part. You see, my Grandfather
was a Greater Lycanthrope. All others in this village are either Lesser,
Normal, Mage, or Alchemist Lycans. But there has only been ONE Greater
Lycanthrope born every two millennia.”


“But that means…”


“…I am far older than I look. I stopped aging at eighteen
seasons.”


“So, you really did fight in the Seventy Year War?”


“And at the Fall of Edo, the Battle of Hungar Hill, the
Continental War of Naripo and was part of the Counter-Insurgency of Ansem. Yes,
as you may know, Lycans have greater longevity than humankind.”


“I would like to say I am surprised, Master, but, honestly,
I cannot.”


“Why so, Miyuki?”


“I am- uncertain. It is almost as if I have known these
things from long ago. And yet, I can’t seem to recall them so well…”


“That’s probably the effect of Conditioning. As I
understand it, The Conditioning strips away all vestiges of a slave’s former
life. It’s designed to insure a slave can’t run back home. This according to my
brother…”


“Is your brother the blacksmith you took me to on my first
day here, Master?”


“Yes, he is. His full name is Moexatl Mach’Ra Rwo’tanque.
And he did serve once as a Slave Master. My understanding of why he chose
retirement over remaining in The Business is that he had done so many atrocious
things as a Slave Master. He couldn’t reconcile his profession with his own
nature. His wife, who you have seen, was once a slave about to go on Auction.
He fell in love with her at first sight, and purchased her then and there. The
Adjudicators arrived soon after he did so and offered him a choice: retire or
face summary execution.”


“And he retired?”


“What do you think? It wouldn’t be just him who would be
slaughtered. Sabri’na would also have been killed.”


Miyuki gasped. She had heard horrible things concerning The
Adjudicators. But she did not know if any of them were true. Now she had an
understanding that maybe there were to some de-gree. She was thankful that they
had not come to visit her or Her Master again.


“So, if The Conditioning has erased my past, what am I
now?” Miyuki asked with much concern.


Master Ana’Ra chuckled and scooted over to Miyuki’s chair.
He laid his hand upon her head, and she closed her eyes in loving bliss. He
stroked and scratched her ears. His other hand slowly parsed the fur on her
muzzle with tender gentleness.


“Why, Miyuki, you are most special. You are my Pretty
Little Vixen. My life has been graced a thousand fold since you entered into
it.”


“Really, Master? I have been a grace to you?”


“Yes, Miyuki, you have. I can no longer imagine my life
without you at my side.”


“Oh, Master!”


She hugged him. Her Seal ignited with pain once more, but
she needed to do this. This was the only time any Master had ever told her
this. Her heart swelled to bursting, and a love The Seal could not conjure
burned inside of her. She heard him chuckle ever so lightly, saying that phrase
that was both endearing and annoying at the same time.


“Whatever will I do with you, My Pretty Little Vixen?”


This time, Miyuki answered him, “I do not know, Master. But
you may do with me as you wish. I will suffer it.”









Time Displaced
and Tempest Tossed


 


The mid-wife had just left the room and now informed
Ana’Ra of the news she bore: It’s a boy. He couldn’t contain his excitement and
asked if it was alright to see his wife. The mid-wife said she was in fair
condition and should be suitable to see visitors without any harm. Ana’Ra
thanked her, then entered the bedchamber.


Miyuki is lying on the bed, her face exhausted but yet
still beautiful despite that. She holds in her arms a bundle of soft cotton.
From that bundle protrudes a pair of red-silver wolf ears and a matching tail.
From the bundle, a joyous cooing sound can be heard. Miyuki is smiling down at
the small wonder in her arms as Ana’Ra sits by her side.


“He’s a wonder, isn’t he?” he asked.


“Yes, he is, My Beloved. I did not think that Kitsune
and Lycanthrope could mate so easily. And yet, here is proof that it is so.”


“I remember the night this little guy was conceived. The
two thoughts that went through my mind were, ‘I want to make her feel loved.’
and ‘I hope to Yaw’hem I don’t break her!’”


Miyuki giggled at this and then said, “You cannot break
that which cannot be broken.”


Ana’Ra smiles and looks adoringly at his wife. She is
right. After spending miserable years in all the wrong places, she is finally
and blessedly where she will be loved and doted on for the rest of her days.


“So, what does my Little Alpha look like?”


“Here, let me show you.”


Miyuki turns the tiny baby in her arms towards Ana’Ra.
The face of his newborn son could have belonged to either of them, but his eyes
are the brilliant verdant hue of his mother. There is a shock of dark red hair
on his head, much thicker than that of most human newborns. When he opens his
mouth, a dual pair of cuspids jutted out of his tiny gums. Human offspring don’t
get teeth this soon. It usually takes months before milk teeth erupt. But
Lycans and Kitsune aren’t human in the least. Their newborns have teeth from
birth.


“Aww, look at his little teeth! He’ll be a born hunter,
I just know it!”


“He shall be,” Miyuki agreed, “but not before he weans
off his Mother’s milk.”


The newborn baby struggled to get closer to his mother
and he emits tiny mewls of hunger. Miyuki understands these and, loosening the
bodice of her maternity gown, exposes one her breasts for the young pup to
suckle on. He takes to it instinctively, latching on to his mother for his all
strength and feeding on his mothers lactating bust. Miyuki looks endearingly at
her son while he feeds and then turns to her husband. He is so transfixed upon
the sight of his suckling son that he hardly notices her.


“My Beloved?”


“Oh, sorry Miyuki, My Love. But this scene is both
adorable and arousing at the same time.”


“What do you mean?”


“It’s adorable that my son is feeding for the first
time. This is but one of many firsts he will have in this life. It is arousing,
because, I have an inkling that as soon as you are well enough to move around,
that I might find myself on the receiving end of this special treatment.”


“Why My Husband,” Miyuki says, “There is no need to wait
for my strength return. You can do so now.”


A sly grin spreads over Miyuki’s muzzle and her free
hand caresses the underside of his chin. She then loosens the rest of her
maternity dress’ bodice. The breast not attended to her son is left exposed and
Ana’Ra looks at his wife questioningly. She nods, her approval sealed in her
smile and Ana’Ra dives for her nipple. The combined efforts of her son and
husbands suckling is enough to send Miyuki into divine ecstasy  She moans
quietly, so as not to disturb her son, but it is difficult. 


Ana’Ra is careful not to arouse his bride too much. He
drinks in her fluid slowly, trying not to drain the breast he’s on too quickly.
When she taps his head, he releases her nipple from his mouth, then allows her
time to let their son to suckle on the other teat. When this is done, she nods
towards him and he moves to the other side of the bed. He takes the other
breast in his mouth, and suckles it. After a half hour of this, Miyuki’s bosom
is dry of lactate and she removes her son from her breast by placing her index
finger in the small gap between his mouth and her areola. This breaks the
vacuum seal her son’s mouth created and allows Miyuki to cradle him once more.
Ana’Ra had broken off a little while before and the taste of her juices is
sweet in his mouth. He nuzzles next to his wife as she lays there, lightly
panting.


“I’m afraid that our son might never wean from his
mother. The taste of your milk, it is sweet on my tongue.”


Miyuki blushes and then says, “I am glad you enjoyed it.
When next we meet in our bedchamber, we will have to do this again.”


He chuckles to himself, and kisses his wife. She returns
it, her love and passion unbridled as she does so. The little one is fast
asleep, his belly full. Miyuki mentions the crib that they bought earlier.
Ana’Ra remembers it, and leaves her side for a moment. He returns seconds later
with the miniscule bed pushed in front of him. He brings it over to her side
and she places their little son within it, whispering soft lullabies as he is
laid in to it.


“I love it when you sing, My Beloved. It is so sweet and
melodious.”


“Then, My Love, perhaps I shall sing for you? So that we
may both rest?”


Ana’Ra sets his head in her lap and then says, “That
suites me fine.”


Miyuki sings a melody she remembers from her youth. The
sound of her voice permeates every corner of the room. Her luscious alto voice
rises and falls as the melody does. Ana’Ra follows the melody with his own
voice, humming in his deep baritone. Within moments, he is asleep. Miyuki
ceases signing, and remembers the first time he asked her to do that. She
caresses his coarse black hair. She soon feels the exhaustion of a ninety-six
hour delivery fall upon her. Sliding downward on the bed, she places her head
on top of his, whispering sweetly in his ears. Before too long, Miyuki is
slumbering peacefully.


 









A Milestone


 


Six months! She thinks to herself, I have been
here for six months! I do not believe it! Miyuki skips from her bed and
prances all around her room. Today is the day that, six months ago, Master
Ana’Ra gave her name. She has been serving him ever since. She had no idea that
Master Ana’Ra would be so kind, so forgiving, or so charitable. She can hardly
wait for Master to acknowledge her. 


When the knock at the door comes, Miyuki is already
dressed. She open the door wide and there like clockwork is Miss Charlotte.
Miyuki, though, is happily humming a tune, barely aware of Miss Charlotte or
the confused look on her face. It takes a moment for Miyuki to register that someone
else is there.


“Oh, Charlotte, you are here!”


“Yes, Mistress! And you seem to be in a happy mood. What is
the occasion?”


“Today, I await Master Ana’Ra to acknowledge my name.”


“’Acknowledge your name?’ What does that mean, Mistress?”


“It means- Oh, never-mind, it is not important. But what IS
important is that I look beautiful today!”


Miss Charlotte is still confused and has no earthly idea
what is going on. She regards her Mistress’ good humor to be a sign of some
great boon bound her way. Whatever the cause of this elation is none of her
concern, though. She has the itinerary for today and a package for Her
Mis-tress from Master Moexatl.


“If that is what you feel you need, then may I be of some
help? I have this package from Master Moexatl for you.”


“Oh? Then maybe I should peruse its contents, then?”


Miss Charlotte hands Miyuki the package and she tears it
open in a thrice. Within it, there is a regal gown made of fine spun golden
silk. Lace edging adorns the collar line of the bodice, as well as the bustle
and ends of the sleeves. The hem of the skirt is thrice laid over in lace.
There is a matching lace chemise, stockings, and shoes within it, as well as a
24 karat gold jewelry set. Miyuki is dazzled beyond belief and holds the gown
against her as she sways and dances around the room.


“Do you see this?! It’s gorgeous! Oh, the price of this
most have been astronomical!”


“It is a beautiful gown, Mistress.”


“I must put this on at once!”


“May I assist?”


“Of course!”


Over the course of the next hour, Miss Charlotte helps
Miyuki get into the gown, comb her hair and brush out her tail. Miyuki places
the jewelry on herself, even the gold locket which causes her a small amount of
grief. After getting the shoes on and fixing her hair, Miyuki stands in her gown.
Miss Charlotte takes In the sight of Her Mistress with dawning desire. She
thinks to herself, Mistress is a Goddess! In spite of the scars I have counted
on her body, she is the very ideal of Deity. What that I would give if to be
loved by her… Miyuki herself is astounded by the sheer beauty of the gown. The
dawning affection she felt for her Master is growing. She does her best to hide
this emotion, trying to replace it with devotion. But it becomes harder and
harder to do so with each new day.


Just before the first hour of the Dawn strikes, Miyuki is
downstairs and waiting for Her Master. He arrives just after she does and is
stunned by her visage. She looks every bit the princess in that gown and he
wonders when he can finally shed the masquerade of being her master and tell
her how much she really means to him. For now, though, he needs to get through
this day without killing somebody…


“Good Morning, Master!”


“*YAWN* Good Morning, Miyuki. You look beautiful today. I
thought I was going to stop getting you gorgeous clothes…? Oh, well, doesn’t
matter.”


“Master, Master,” she cries, “Do you know what day it is?”


“Hmm, I may need to think on this for a bit,” he replied,
“Was this the day I discovered females? Or was it the day I fought the Capricos
in Naripo?”


“Master, h-have you f-f-forgotten?” she squeaks.


“No, I haven’t forgotten! Today is the day I gave you your
name. I could have I forgotten such an important thing like that?”


“Oh, Master-”


Miyuki once again has her arms wrapped around Master
Ana’Ra’s waist. She tries to put some real meaning in this even as her Seal
throbs and pulses with anguish. Master Ana’Ra returns the embrace, his smile
wide and filled with love.


“You are welcome, Miyuki.” he says, “More so than you can
ever imagine.”


“Oh, Master, I am so thrilled! I am now a ‘someone’ as
opposed to a ‘no one’!”


“Miyuki, you silly vixen, you’re always a ‘someone’!”


“Really, Master?”


“Yea, verily! You always be ‘somebody’ to me, Miyuki.”


Her embrace gets tighter and Master Ana’Ra can’t keep from
beaming. Her happiness is an anathema to the decidedly morose day this has
become for him.


“Okay, Miyuki, you can stop now. How am I ever going to get
breakfast done with you hanging on to me?”


Miyuki was startled when she heard this and released Her
Master that second.


“My Apologies, Master. I am just so effulgent with joy, I
cannot help myself!”


“Well, it’s good that you are so joyous. Because today we
are going to get good and com-pletely busy…”


Miyuki didn’t understand what Master Ana’Ra was talking
about until after they began business for the day. An expected group of
refugees turned out to be four groups. After introduc-tions were made and
explanations were told, Master Ana’Ra went into his spiel.


“Friends, Ephraimites, fellow Lycans, lend me ears. There
are subtle rules governing who can stay in my beloved fiefdom. You may stay
here inasmuch as you follow these rules three; ere the business side of my boot
ye see.


·        
Speak in ape-tongue. Lupina isn’t forbidden here, but speaking it
can and has jeopardized this village, so speak it not amongst strangers.


·        
No hunting the hairless apes. We’ve a village not far away that
neighbors us. We do good business with them. So any ape that buys a farm by
Lycan hands is an entire country waiting to slaughter us.


·        
NO TRANSFORMATIONS. Absolutely none! This village has kept safe
because we keep to ourselves and don’t show our true natures. This is of utmost
import. Fail to keep this rule, and you’d be better off abandoned by your pack.
Or run through with a pike dipped in mistletoe.


Are we copacetic?”


The assembled refugees agreed and followed Master Ana’Ra to
his brothers smithy. Once there, Mach’Ra explained that housing was pending for
their group, but because of the numbers they came in, it may be a while before
anyone sees a home. In the meantime, a Den was set up so they could have beds
for the length of time it took to get their homes constructed. Master Ana’Ra
then took a head count and Miyuki was instructed to take their names and
professions down for later purview. She was also to direct the three pregnant
Alpha females in the group towards the clinic. She had a carriage dispatched to
retrieve them and she and Master Ana’Ra rode with them to the clinic. The good
news was, all three had healthy babies, two girls and one boy, respectively.
The bad news was, the three soon-to-mothers were malnourished and needed
hospitalization to bring them back to full health.


They accepted this offer and as soon as they were in
berths, Master Ana’Ra and Miyuki re-turned to The Manor for luncheon. They ate
rather hastily, but the meal was good, if a little simple. They were next
expected at Jerus for a meeting between the Metalsmithing Guild of Eph-raim and
the Merchant Guilds of Jerus. It was an hour ride to and an hour ride back,
with the meeting and subsequent negotiations taking a full three hours. A light
supper was already prepared for the ride, so Master Ana’Ra and Miyuki ate en
route. A last minute addition to the itinerary from The Quarry meant the two
didn’t arrive back at the Manor until the third hour of the evening. Raquelle
was not happy.


Still, he had wonderful rack of lamb prepared and it didn’t
take much to get it warmed again. Master Ana’Ra asked for forgiveness for the
late arrival, which Miyuki found rather strange. Raquelle wasn’t going to
initially but Miyuki convinced him that it wasn’t completely Master Ana’Ra’s
fault for the Quarry trouble. He seemed understanding after that and doled out
forgiveness, but warned them both that another late return would mean cold
dinner or no dinner at all, depending on his mood. By the time they finished
eating, it was much later in the night. Master Ana’Ra was immediately retiring
to bed. Miyuki was going to follow suit, after a relaxing bath.


The bath was a necessary thing, as the day was much longer
than she or Master Ana’Ra anticipated. Miss Charlotte helped Miyuki wash her
hair and after the bath, dried her off. Miss Charlotte made an extra effort to
get Miyuki’s tail dry, as it was the last thing that ever really dried off
well. Miyuki found it odd that Miss Charlotte was so helpful, but thought this
was a condition of her training.


Miyuki was getting into her nightclothes when she heard a
noise from Master’s bedroom. Miss Charlotte had already been dismissed, so
Miyuki couldn’t ask her to check in to see what the sound was. Cautiously, she
stepped into the hallway between her and Her Master’s rooms. She listened
intently to the sounds around her, trying to discern the source of the noise
from earlier. Just before Miyuki gave up, she heard it again. This time, she
heard it clearly and it seemed to originate from Master Ana’Ra’s bedroom.


She had never seen Master Ana’Ra’s bedroom before. When she
opened the door she found a spacious if dark room. The bed was placed directly
opposite the door and his dressers, bureau, nightstand and full-length mirror
all surrounded his bed and spread out around it. His vestments and armor were
deposited in a heap in front of his private bath. Various boots and weaponry
were stacked along one wall and a fireplace carved from the wall burned
opposite the weapons.


Miyuki stepped inside, not knowing what to expect. Then she
saw a form thrashing about on the bed. Not knowing what she would see, she
crept slowly forward. She approached the bed cautiously, moving as covertly as
she possibly could. As soon as she got close enough to really see the occupant
of the bed, she saw Master Ana’ra spread eagle on the bed. He was still in his
nightclothes, but his tossing and turning had thrown the sheets in every
direction. He looked as though he was in the midst of nightmare. Miyuki knelt
down by Her Masters bed and tried to sooth him. Her seal was flaring something
awful and she could scarcely think of anything that calm Her master down. Then
she began to sing a melody she believed came from her forgotten childhood.
Within a minute, Master Ana’ra stilled his breathing, which was erratic up
until then, slowed down and became regular. When Miyuki finished the melody,
she rose from her place besides Her Master’s bed and turned to leave. She had
only taken a few steps when Master Ana’ra stirred.


“Ugh… Miyuki?”


“Uh, yes, Master?”


“Was that you singing?”


“Yes, it was, Milord.”


“Who told you to do so?”


“N-no one, Master! I- I thought you were having trouble
sleeping, so I sang a lullaby I knew.”


Master Ana’Ra didn’t speak for a moment. Miyuki stood
there, both embarrassed and afraid. She was never asked to sing before and she
hadn’t really sung in forever. She didn’t even know if she could sing all that
well. She was only trying to sooth Her Master.


“Thank you, Miyuki. That was pretty.”


“Uh, t-thank you, Milord!”


“Could you sing to me some more, please? Your voice is so
lovely and I think another melody would be just the thing to put me to sleep.”


“Really, Master? You want me to sing for you?”


“Yes, Miyuki, I want you to sing.”


“Very well, Master.”


She returned to Her Master’s bed and knelt down once more.
She began to sing and Master Ana’Ra eyes slipped closed. It would take another
three melodies before Master Ana’Ra could sleep properly. Miyuki worried for a
while that she would run out of melodies before he ever did get to sleep. Now
that he was resting peacefully, she worried no more. After quietly exiting his
chamber and returning to her own, Miyuki got into bed and drifted slowly into
slumber. 









Feels Like Home


















Definitely Undignified


 


A few days later, a foreign dignitary from the island
nation of Saxos visited Ephraim. It was the first visit of its type, because
the ambassador was here on business for his king. The Saxosian king had heard
of Ephrain Steel and now currently sought a trade proposal for something
Ephraim didn’t have: coal. And not just any coal, but fine and long burning
Saxo Coal. Master Ana’Ra was intrigued by this proposal. Coal was something
they typically had to import from Jerus, which didn’t have much anyways, or buy
from less reputable sources. It wasn’t that they needed it for industry. The
Smelter and Refinery both used the same plasma-based forges. But home use of
coal was fairly limited. Winters were typically mild in Ephraim but it was
expected to get very cold this year. This according to the elemental mages in
Master Ana’Ra’s employ.


So Master Ana’Ra set aside an entire day with the Saxos
ambassador. He had the president of the Metalsmithing Guild and the chairman of
the Refiners Union on hand as well. Opening ne-gotiations were going well and
sizable hurdles to trade were circumvented. Miyuki was as always by Her
Master’s side, taking notes and delivering messages from the leaders of the
trade affiliations. It was near around luncheon when a break was called for, so
most everyone retired to the Inner Sanctum for a small feast of roasted venison
in a fine orange sauce.


Master Ana’Ra and the Saxos Ambassador, whose name was
Kritin, stayed behind in the Audience Chamber, the one room in the whole manor
set aside for meeting heads of state and their representatives. Miyuki was
there as well, having brought in some vittles for Master Ana’Ra to eat. Kritin
was engaging Master Ana’Ra in conversation. Eventually, the talk turned to
indentured servants and the upper class.


“I say, Master Moexatl, I have seen your vixen companion
all about this day, and yet she has not spoken a word. Is she dumb?”


“If you mean mute, then no, she is not. She merely saving
her voice for when she is bidden to speak.”


“So, the rumors are true! You do have a slave!”


“Yea, verily, but only the one. All others are paid
servants. She is- very special.”


“How interesting. We Saxos have slaves as well, but none
are nearly as fetching as she is. Wherever did you get here?”


“At Auction in a town far from here. Little burg named
Casia.”


“Casia? The home base of Thesband?”


“The very same.”


“Most intriguing. I’m surprised he didn’t try to rob you.”


“If he did, he would find he taken off far more than he
chew.”


“I say!”


They both laughed as Miyuki looked on. She was afraid of
the tone the conversation had taken. She thought the Ambassador might ask
Master Ana’Ra if she was for sale. Master Ana’Ra meanwhile is concerned. He can
almost hear the contempt in Ambassador Kritin’s voice. Whether for his
Handmaiden, himself, or his village, he is unsure.


“By the by, are you looking for a buyer? I could handsomely
pay for such a fine slave…”


“Miyuki is not for sale, Ambassador. She is my Handmaiden.
I need her here.”


“My apologies, Master Moexatl! I meant no offense. I was
uncertain as to her- position here.”


Miyuki could have cried hearing Her Master say that. For a
master to say he needs his slave is quite possibly the highest compliment a
slave can have. She was beaming when Master Ana’Ra called her forth.


“Yes, Master?”


“The Ambassador and I would like some refreshments. See
Raquelle and ask him if there’s any tea on hand. The Ambassador would like
some.”


“Of course, Master. And for yourself?”


“A lemonade, please.”


“Yes, Master! I shall return shortly.”


Miyuki returned to the kitchen and found Raquelle a bundle
of nervous energy. Cooking for a guest is one thing, cooking for an entire
party is another. She tried to get his attention, but to no avail. That’s when his
daughter Abigail arrived. She was one of the waitresses brought in for the
meetings, and she had just come back from delivering drinks for the Guild and
Union. Miyuki asked Abigail if she have some tea and a lemonade brought for
Master Ana’Ra and his Guest. Abigail would, but there were more drinks to sent
to the Inner Sanctum. She was, however, able to get Raquelle to prepare the
drinks and let Miyuki borrow a service tray to bring the refreshments back to
the Audience Chamber. Miyuki thanked them both and took the now prepared drinks
in the service tray to where she had come from.


When she returned to the Audience Chamber, Kritin and
Master Ana’Ra were still in deep conversation. She was bringing the drinks over
to the two when the conversation stopped. She wondered why they ceased
speaking, but she had no time to ponder this further. She begins to ap-proach
the pair when Master Ana’Ra calls out to her.


“Ah, you’re back! Good, now my desert of a throat can see
some relief.”


“Splendid! I look forward to some refreshment.”


“I’m sorry for any delay, Master. Raquelle is cooking up a
storm, so to say.”


“I can imagine. Go ahead and bring those drinks here,
Miyuki.”


“Yes, Master!”


She briskly makes her way to the pair. She almost within
throwing distance of the two of them when disaster strikes. A lump in the rug,
almost too small to see, causes Miyuki to trip over.


“Oh no-!”


The service tray flies from her hands. The drinks fall away
in the direction of Master Ana’Ra and his guest. Before Miyuki can do anything,
the hot tea and cold lemonade splash over both of them. Miyuki, still in free
fall, sees the refreshments splatter their would-be recipients. She hits the
ground face first. Her breath comes out of her lungs in a large whoomf sound.
Stars fill her eyes as she lays there, the victim of a bunching rug.


“Ah!” yells the ambassador, “I’m sodden! How-?”


“Miyuki? Miyuki, where are you?”


“Down here, Master…” is her muffled reply.


Master Ana’Ra rushes to her side, and almost trips on the
same spot as she did. It is much larger than he thought it was. He finds her
lying on the carpet, the service tray still oscillating on its rim. He crouches
next to Miyuki’s prone form and picks her up gently.


“Miyuki, are you all right?”


“I- I think so, Master. I am so sorry for the this. The
rug, it-”


“You stupid, imbecilic bint!”


It’s the ambassador speaking now in tones of harsh
abrading, “You ruined my suit! It’s a Lucci Armanae, probably worth more than
your hide!”


“Ambassador Kritin…”


“I can’t believe I got to sent to this back-water hovel. Do
you know how much I hate rural villages?!”


Master Ana’Ra now has Miyuki on her hindquarters, applying
a handkerchief to her lip, which had broken in the fall.


“Ambassador Kritin…!”


“I bet there’s not a decent cup of tea in this godforsaken
shite-hole. And worse, the help is practically USELESS!”


The ambassador raises a hand to strike Miyuki. She shrinks
from his perceived assault by raising her arms over her head and turning her
face away. When the blow never lands, she relaxes from her defensive stance to
see Ambassador Kritin standing in mid-swing. His wrist is held by Master
Ana’Ra’s hand. The Ambassador’s face is cringing in pain. Master Ana’Ra is
using a considerable amount of his formidable strength to keep the Ambassador’s
hand from striking Miyuki.


“No one, I repeat, no one, strikes any member of my staff.
I will not suffer my Hand-maiden be assaulted by the likes of anyone, even
myself! If this is the way you treat your servants, than we have nothing
further to discuss!”


“Master Moexatl, please, I-” Kritin stammered.


“Nothing more. I expect you and your party to be gone by
night fall.”


“But please, Master Moexatl, surely we- I just can’t-”


“You will.”


“But- If my king sees I have failed I-”


“Then you best pray to whatever deity you worship. He, she,
or it may be more forgiving. I am not.”


“But he’ll kill me-!”


“That is none of my concern. Tell your king before he
executes you that he best send a better breed of negotiator the next he wishes
to deal with me. Your- social skills- leave much to be desired.”


Master Ana’Ra then twisted the Ambassadors arm. There was a
tenuous creak as the Ambassadors arm broke. Kritin yelled, a high pitched sound
that upset Miyuki’s ears. Master Ana’Ra then let go of Kritin’s broken arm.
Kritin held onto the broken arm with the other. He hobbles about for several
minutes, the pain reducing his speech to mere moans. As Ambassador Kritin walks
away, Master Ana’Ra lifts Miyuki from the floor.


“Are you going to be all right?”


“I believe so, Master.”


“Here, sit down. Let me get the blood dried up for you… “


Miyuki takes a seat in one of the Audience Chambers chairs.
Master Ana’ra works over her split lip fastidiously. Her lip is swollen, but it
is bleeding a lot less. Master Ana’Ra calls for a surgeon just as Kritin leaves
the room. Surgeon Dali, one of the Manor’s top healers, arrives in minutes, and
treats Miyuki’s broken lip with some salve and cold compress. The pain is
reduced significantly with a topical pain reliever.


When word gets out that the Saxos Ambassador tried to
assault The Mistress of The Man-or, the entire town gets into a fury. They
assemble around the local inn, waiting for Kritin and his associates to arrive.
When they do, Kritin and his embassy team are forced out of the village by
pitch fork and sword.


Inside, Miyuki is glad she won’t be taking a beating at the
hands of an unfriendly stranger. But now she worries about Master Ana’Ra will
do to her. She saw him leave to discuss the turn of events with Saxos to the
Metalsmithing Guild and the Refinery Union. That could not be a cheery
conversation. She thinks to herself. Indeed, the Inner Sanctum is riotous. The
Guild and Union are outraged, and Master Ana’Ra is doing his level best to calm
them down.


“The nerve of that clown!” bellows one Guild member.


“Such a rude fellow!” speaks a Refinery Union councilwoman.


“The fool should have known better!” screams Ulster, The
Guild president.


“To think, such idiots exist in this world,” declares
Merrit, chairman of the Union.


“I know, I know, but listen!” says Master Ana’Ra, “We have
to stay calm. This Saxos King is probably not going to take this action lying
down. I need your combined cooperation to ensure we meet any potential threat.”


“Should be arming for war, Milord?”


“If so, I can have steel prepared in fortnight for
malleability into armor.” 


“We Metalsmiths can forge new weapons for the entire
village in less than a month.”


“Thank you, thank you all for your understanding, but we
needn’t move so fast. It took the Saxos delegation three years to get here. And
that was a party of nine. I think The Saxos may take longer to build up an army
and get it here.”


“So,” says Ulster, “We need a slow build up then? Quietly
and slowly building up an ar-senal of weapons and armor?”


Master Ana'Ra replies, “Precisely.”


“What about the suckling females and pups? We have so many
now, we can’t fit them all in the Inner Sanctum, can we?” 


“I think we can. The Sanctum has enchantments and charms on
it that allow it to expand as necessary. If The Manor is sealed up, then the
Sanctum can hold upwards of ten thousand.”


“Ten thousand? Surely, our population isn't that large, is
it?”


“When The Knights return from Mount Lupine, yes, it can.”


“The Knights? They have not been seen since- -since- “


“The fire on the Westfold.”


“Yes, but I have means by which to contact them,” Master
Ana’Ra explained, “and should we need them, they can be here in a seven
cycles.”


“Luna or Sol, Milord?”


“Either. This being said, we may need to start deputizing
the Alphas and Gammas of the village.”


“What about Betas and Deltas?”


“The Betas will safeguard the suckling females and pups not
yet in season. The Deltas we’ll need as a reserve force. Epsilon and Feta will
be trained in covert action; we will need some spies if Saxos brings engineers
with them.”


“Then, if it suits you, Milord, we can begin straightway.”


“Go and do, make not any haste.”


A bark of agreement is heard, and all but Ulster and Merrit
leave the Sanctum.


“Master Ana’Ra, if we may, Ulster and I would like to check
in on Mistress Miyuki.”


“I was just about to see her myself. Come.”


 









Blind Panic


 


Meanwhile, Miyuki is waiting back in the Audience Chamber.
She stares at her feet. Not knowing of the conversation in the Inner Sanctum,
she wonders if this was enough to have sent her up for Auction again. She prays
to Kitsune-somo that it isn’t. Then a voice Miyuki doesn’t recognize speaks.


“Mistress Miyuki?”


“Uh, yes?”


She looks into the face a man she has seen before. She
doesn’t quite remember his name, but he meets with Master Ana’Ra once very
month. She’s certain she has seen him before, even though she should have met
him before…


“My name is Ulster. I don’t think we’ve met before. I am
the president of the Metalsmiths Guild. I would just like to convey my
apologies after that Saxos brigand tried to lay hands on you.”


The man behind Ulster, who Miyuki has only just seen for
the first time, begins to speak, “And I am Merrit, chairman of the Refinery
Union. I am pleased that you were not harmed by that scoundrel. If there’s
anything you need, please, do not hesitate to ask.”


Both men bow low to her, and Miyuki, feeling a need to be
gracious, curtseys to them.


“I thank you both for your concern. I hope the loss of this
business opportunity doesn’t cause you hardship.”


“Think nothing of it, Mistress Miyuki!” Ulster says.


Merrit adds, “I cannot, with all honesty, have dealings
with a nation that treats people in such a manner.”


“Okay, you two, off you go. I’m certain you have some
business to get to.” says Master Ana’Ra.


The two men nod and exit the room. Miyuki has sat back down
and is regarding her swollen lip. She hopes it heals soon; it hurts just to
talk with it bruised like it is. Master Ana’Ra sits beside her. Miyuki is
certain where this conversation will go and she’s afraid. She would rather be
sodomized in a vat of salt water than deal with this. She was doing so well,
and even had her name acknowledged…


“How is your lip?”


“It is still swollen, Master, but it no longer bleeds. It
does hurt to talk, though.”


“I’m sorry. I should have this rug looked after. I think it
might have been clumped like that during the battle with that creature a few
months back. It wrecked this room, and the carpenters had only just finished
repairing it last week. I haven’t really had time for a chamber to chamber inspection…”


“Master Ana’Ra…?”


“Yes, Miyuki?”


“Are you going… Are you- PLEASE, MASTER, I DON’T WANT TO BE
PUT UP FOR AUCTION AGAIN! I WILL DO ANYTHING, ANYTHING, NOT TO BE PUT ON
AUC-TION AGAIN…!”


“Miyuki, stop-”


“PLEASE, MASTER! I WILL BE ANYTHING YOU WANT ME TO BE, BUT
DO NOT SELL ME AWAY! I LIKE IT HERE! I SHOULD NOT BE ABLE TO SAY THAT, BUT I
CAN’T HELP IT!”


“Miyuki, wait a minute-”


“I WILL LIE IN BED WITH YOU, ALLOW YOU TO USE MY BODY
ANYWAY YOU PLEASE, BE COMPLACENT IN ANY ACT OF FANTASY YOU WISH! BUT DO NOT
SELL ME AWAY, PLEASE!”


Miyuki is crying desperately now. Her sobs are punctuated
by turns of her head. Her hair flails in every direction and her tail is
standing on end. The tears are splashing on the floor and Ana’Ra is so moved by
the scene, he can hardly speak. As soon as Miyuki’s crying settles down some,
Ana’Ra speaks to her again.


“My Precious, Pretty Little Vixen, don’t be afraid. Today
was an accident. I’m certain you heard me earlier; I need you. You are my
treasure, too valuable to be have a price. It was a fault of mine that caused
this, not yours.”


“R-really, Master?”


“Yes. I should have done a proper job of seeing the final
repairs of The Manor. Also, I don’t think I was going to get a fair deal from
the Saxos. We may need coal, but winter isn’t for a while. I think we can get
by for a while without it.”


“S-s-so, you aren’t going to sell me away, Master?”


“No, I wouldn’t dare dream of it.”


“Oh, Master-!”


She hugs him tightly, her embrace imbued by affection she
can no longer repress. Ana’Ra smiles and strokes her soft hair. He says
nothing, letting his actions speak for him. Her sobs are still coming, but now
they are filled with joy, not the sadness they held mere moments before. If his
heart were breaking before, Ana’Ra’s heart is now swelling. He doesn’t know how
much longer he can keep his feeling secreted away, but he believes it will only
be a little while longer. For now, he holds onto her, hearing her call his name
repeatedly. It is sweet sound. He ventured would never get tired of hearing.









The Queen
Hearts Would Just Adore Him!


 


In a far away land, a King grows furious. His delegation
has arrived with less than welcome news. King Saxon has never been known to
have good humor for bad news. And his ambassador to Ephraim has returned with
nothing but a broken arm and a soiled suit. This is getting him angry, even
angrier than that ‘thing’ his adviser called a joker. He had both executed, the
adviser by a pack of starving feral dogs, the ‘joker’ by impalement.


“So you mean to tell me that you came back here, empty
handed?! No deals were struck and no contracts signed?!”


“Y-yes, Your Majesty. The Master of the Manor took offense
when I attempted to brook the actions of his slave…”


“AND WHO GAVE YOU PERMISSION TO DO THAT?!”


“N-n-no one, sir. Certainly not Master Moexatl…”


“Such incompetence- OFF WITH HIS HEAD!”


“No, wait, Sire, I-”


Kritin never gets the chance for rebuttal. A Palace Guard
takes a scythe and severs Kritin’s head from his body. Another two Guards take
the corpse and dispose of it, while a crew of maids sweeps in and clears the
blood.


“Argh! Where is the rest of the delegation, Conrad?”


The Kings Retainer, Conrad, checks his datapad. He lives
his for His Sovereign, but fears him just as well. King Saxon is nether patient
or forgiving. Something that everyday Saxons live in terror of.


“They are holed up at the Giggling Fawn, Your Highness.
Shall I dispatch for them?”


“No, but send out the Guards to execute them all. The lazy
prats let one of the worst of them do the talking. For that, they deserve
death!’


“And what of Ephraim and Master Moexatl, Sire? Surely you
cannot let them get away this?”


“Conrad, do you value your life?”


“Yes, Sire. My Apologies for presuming…”


“You had better be apologizing! If not, I will see to it
personally that you, your wife, and your daughter are in graves before the
day’s end.”


“A-a-a million apologies, My Sovereign! I know my place.”


“It’s good that you do. As for Ephraim, by the time I’m
done with them, no one will ever remember they exist!”


 









Antediluvian


 


A lone cub rests on a stump in the middle of clearing.
He looks on a rising full moon. The forest around him is dark and silent. Just
the way he likes it. The smells of the night are clear in his nostrils and his
eyes pick out with ease the movement of deer, elk, and assorted creatures of
the night. He swings his small feet from the edge of the stump happily. For
him, there is nothing in the world but this forest and himself. The light
clouds in the sky do little to blot out the light of the moon. But they do
diminish it somewhat…


As he directs his gaze amongst the clearings edge, his
nose detects a scent. It is familiar. He turns slowly on his seat, blending the
sound he makes with the night. His eyes search the brush all around, hoping to
see what his olfactory nerves tell him is there. Something springs from brush
to his right. He feels it move, but does not hear it. Sliding effortlessly from
his spot, he tumbles to the earth and rolls sideways. The movement flies past
in a gray-brown flash. It strikes the earth with purpose. But Ana’Ra is
prepared. Drawing a wooden sword from his belt, he swings into action. A strike
to the hindquarters misses, but that his intent. The movement swerves, and is
angling to hit him in the chest. Too late, he launches a roundabout kick,
hitting solid mass that is malleable and supple.


The movement gets tossed back, landing a few meters
away. It does not stir for a moment. It gently rises, but favors an area that
Ana’Ra’s feet struck. When the clouds move past the moon, Ana’Ra sees another
cub on the ground, favoring its chest. He smiles knowing he hasn’t done any
fatal damage.


“Re’be’Ca, you should know better than to sneak up on
me.”


The young female winces and limps toward him in an
accusatory manner, “Maybe, but I have to try. I am a Wolf, you know.”


“True. But you still have much to learn. Any prey worth
their weight in food would have spotted you in an instant.”


“So doth say the Future Lord of All Wolves.”


“Don’t scoff, Re’be’Ca. I am not be a true Wolf, but I
have my Grandfather’s lineage. Your descendants will call my Master.”


“Oh, please. So you’re a Greater Lycanthrope and my life
will pass before your eyes. Big deal. The only difference between you and I is
that you look like the hairless apes”


“And you’re a true wolf, blah, blah, blah.”


“You’re just jealous.”


“Oh, please! I at least get to travel. Not along the
continent, either. When I get older, I’ll ply the seas and ride the air. I’ll
see the different peoples and explore whole new continents!”


“And why is that important?”


“Because, I’m not a pure Wolf.” Ana’Ra retorted,
“Geographical isolation is not what I’m destined for.”


“Oh, Brother…”


“So, speaking of siblings, when did your pack return to
these woods? We haven’t seen or heard anything in ages.”


“We only just came back. The North is getting scarce
with prey. And the hairless apes hunt us whenever they can.”


“How bad was it?” he asks.


She pauses, and then adds, “We lost Zeta Many Storms…”


“Many Storms?! No!!”


“…yes… He was tracking a horned one and got caught by
some apes tracking it as well. We heard his death howl when they struck him…”


“Oh, no… Many Storms. He always had the best stories.”


“I know. The whole pack is still reeling from his loss.”


“Because he was the best tracker…”


“Yes. But, he did leave something for us.”


“What?”


“He and Rabbit Chaser had a litter. Three pups! Alpha
Momma is taking care of them now.”


“Why not Rabbit Chaser?”


“She is…distraught. She keeps asking for Death. She
can’t understand why Many Storms was killed.”


“Poor Rabbit Chaser.”


“Oh, I forgot to tell you! I have a new name!”


“You do! So I can’t call you Re’be’Ca anymore?”


The female wolf laughs and then says, “You silly! Of
course, you can still call me that! You’ve been doing that since, what, the
den?”


“Yeah, it has been that long. Say, nine seasons?”


“Yeah, that sounds right.”


“So, what are you called now?”


“Divine Waters!”


“Divine Waters? Why is that?”


“I can find healing springs! Alpha thought that was a
calling by Yaw’hem, so he decided that is what I’m called within the pack.”


“I see.”


A howl is heard off in the distance. The female wolf
hears this and frowns. (As much as a wolf can frown.) She howls back, a sound
that certainly scare any hairless ape in the vicinity.


“Ana’Ra, I need to go. The pack is assembling for a
hunt.”


“Okay, no problem. When can you and the rest of the pack
come see us?”


“Depends. We have a lot of sick, and a few us are pretty
badly wounded. We need to re-store our strength first.”


“I see. Well, if things get worse, Father will always
take you in. You know this.”


“Yes, we know. I’ll remind Alpha, though, if I see him.”


The young female wolf leaps off into the brush again as
she howls back to her pack. Ana’Ra watches as the wolf bounds through the
forest, leaving little sign she was ever there. He sniffs the air and can
finally get their odor. Wild musk and mesquite are they smell like. His father
would like to know they’re here. The Knights don’t often stay for long, but
when they come around, they raise all of Ephraim’s spirits. 


He waits there a moment longer, listening to the silence
that fills the void between howls. Soon, a clarion call is made across the
wild. The wolves have spotted their prey! It is nearly a half hour later when
they howl again. Ana’Ra thought they might not succeed tonight, but the howls
he hears are ones of triumph. Tonight will be a feast that will be remembered
for the ages…


 









Music to Soothe
A Savage Beast


 


Master Ana'Ra is once more having trouble sleeping.
Disturbing dreams, past misdeeds, and a horrible truth haunt him. He can’t
sleep and Miyuki is long since in bed. No lullabies for this old wolf, he
thinks. Rising from his bed, he notes the migraine forming in his skull. This
had been coming on for some time now, but at this hour, it is even worse. He
doesn’t know how the hairless apes deal with this nonsense.


Feeling exhausted but so exhausted he can’t rest, Master
Ana’Ra gets out of bed. He feels the cold stone floor underneath his feet.
Chilled, he thinks a visit to Inner Sanctum and a roaring fire might get him
relaxed enough to slumber. He slouches around his bedchamber, looking for the
robe he left on the floor. He finds a turkey bone he coughed up the other day.
He also finds a piece of parchment with directions on how to make lemon tarts.
(He stows this in his pajama bottoms only pocket.) He stumbles over one of his
swords but he really can’t see which one. He finds something small and soft
under the rocking chair. It feels like velvet. Master Poe! He thinks. I have
not seen you in forever! Wherever did you get off to? He decides to take it
with him. Finally, after groping in the dark forever, he finds his robe and
puts it on. He slips on a pair of old rabbit slippers (literal rabbit slippers,
made from real bunny) and ambles his way to the door of his room.


The hallway, he finds, is bright and that is a problem.
While it will enable him to see, it makes his migraine that much more the
worse. Still, he wants to be in the Inner Sanctum. So along the hallway he
goes, staggering with every step in pure agony. Every torch brazier is a pulse
of anguish as he makes his way. Thankfully, the stairway is much darker. Only
the moon gives light here, and with his eyes seeing in night vision, he can
easily make out the steps and not cause his screaming temples to flair in
torment.


Once completely down the stairs, he makes a right, towards
the kitchen. Raquelle SHOULD be fast asleep. So Ana’Ra should have a reasonable
chance of getting himself a midnight snack. Sure enough, the kitchen is devoid
of anyone. Raquelle, Abigail, and all the other kitchen staff are sleeping.
This makes things easier for him as he raids the refrigerator for ingredients.
Once a reasonably (reasonable for Ana’Ra anyway) of luncheon meats and cheeses
are assembled, Ana’Ra begins the creation of a sandwich the likes of which are
rarely found in all of Carnea.


Oh, this is going to be delicious! He thinks. With salami
picante, bologna, roast beef, cotto salami, turkey slices and ham, the sandwich
promises epic taste. After cheddar, Provolone, and Muenster cheeses are added
between the meats Ana’Ra realizes he is drooling. Fine by me, there’s no one
around. He tops of everything with a little honey mustard, a red wine
vinaigrette, some extra virgin olive oil and a pair of ciabatta bread slices;
his epic sandwich is complete. He grabs some milk and pours himself a large
glass of it. He then makes his way to the Inner Sanctum with his snack, but not
before getting a plate to hold his sandwich on.


The Sanctum still has a fire going, but it is almost down
to embers. Ana’Ra plants his plate and glass on the table there and gathers
some more wood for the fire. He has to break these up a bit, though, as they
are far too large to burn right away. Once broken up sufficiently, Ana’Ra
tosses one of the pieces into the fire. The embers swirl as the cord hits them,
but soon, it’s burning rather merrily and the Sanctum is not only warmer but
brighter. His head is still pounding, so he grabs the plate with his sandwich
on it and takes a large bite from it. He is rather surprised that half is it
gone on that one bite, but then he remembers that he has a triple jointed jaw. 


He sets to chewing the half he has now in mouth. He does so
rather slowly. The taste of everything is simply wonderful and he can taste the
individual spices in the dressings he used. His headache isn’t going away,
though. In fact, it’s raging more than ever now. The milk helps a little bit,
but it only dulls it slightly. Boy, this one is insistent! He thinks. If this
keeps me awake I’ll be in no state for anything tomorrow. Am I getting ill?
Just to punctuate that thought, his head surges in fresh pain. The blast is so
powerful, he can feel it obliterate thought and distort his senses. More so now
than ever does he wish Miyuki were here to sing to him.


“Master? What are you doing awake?”


Master Ana’Ra turns about in his chair and sees His
Precious Treasure, sleepy-eyed and sleep-tussled. She’s wearing her favorite
forest green pajamas and a pair of fuzzy slippers he had made for her when she
told him her feet got cold at night. Her face is puzzled, wondering why Her
Master is awake so late in the night. He looks at her; he senses she can feel
the pain he’s in.


“Can’t sleep… Damn migraine is giving me fits.”


“A migraine, Master? Have you taken any headache powders
for it?”


“I tried six earlier. None have worked.”


Miyuki steps closer and examines his face. In the
firelight, and given the angle he’s facing her, Miyuki can see a small vestige
of the wolf imprinted on his face. She walks a little closer, unsure how to
proceed. He looks in dreadful pain and if Miyuki knows anything is when someone
is suffering. Her mind is thrown back to the poor usagimimi she met two masters
ago. (Or was it three masters ago?) Her name was “Zoë.” It wasn’t her real
name, but she couldn’t tell Miyuki her real name because the Conditioning wiped
it out. Anyway, she was one of that master’s first “acquisitions.” She was his
“comfort maiden.” She shared master’s bedchamber nightly. He was not especially
kind and he often sought out implements of malevolent natures to use during
foreplay.


One night, as Miyuki and several other slaves were
sleeping, “Zoë” was thrown back into the slave quarters. She was horrifically
beaten and bruised. Blood ran copiously from her nose and mouth. The scoring of
electrical prods were seen, even in the dim light of the slave quarters, all
along her back and around her nipples. She breathed laboriously. She was still
quaking from the shocks she had received from master’s hands. Everyone gathered
around her, trying to reassure her that she would not have to face that terror
alone. She was less than convinced. In fact, she asked several times to be
eased of her pain. This was the first time she ever heard of a slave willing to
commit suicide. It would not be the last. None would oblige her, until the
Taur’i healer, called “Lazarus,” offered to end her suffering. His gift can
heal even the most grotesque of injuries, but he could also use it to inflict
pain and even death. She cried softly as “Lazarus” held her head. There a gasp,
sharp and painful, and then she felt no more.


Amongst the slave pool, Miyuki heard that “Lazarus” and
Zoë” were romantic with each other. Lazarus was the only one to really make her
smile and get her calm after some of master’s brutal play. When the guards
discovered “Zoë” dead and questioned the slaves about it, “Lazarus” confessed
to the action and was brought before master. Master was furious, his “comfort
maiden” was dead, and his healer was responsible. “Lazarus” was executed
shortly thereafter, in another of master’s cruel games. Bound and gagged, he
was thrown into an electrolyte bath. Then 100,000 volts of electricity were
sent coursing through his horns. His was dead in under a minute, but the power
was kept on until master was sure he thoroughly “cooked.” Miyuki and the other
slaves were forced to watch, and she had never been so close to so much death.
She vomited during the execution and vomited after they removed “Lazarus’”
corpse from the bath.


“Master?” she spoke softly, “Is there anything I can do?”


“No, unless you want to pinch a few nerves for me…”


“Master?” she said, tentatively.


“No, never mind, I wouldn’t ask that of you.”


Miyuki couldn’t think of anything else she could suggest to
ease Her Master’s pain. He has been so kind and gentle with her, forgave each
and every one her follies. There had to be something…


“♫Baby’s boat a silver dream, sailing near and far,


It sails from here in Baby’s room and to the nearest star;


Sail Baby, sail, sail, sail on home to me; sail the seas
and sail the stars, sail on home to me…♪”


Miyuki’s soft alto permeates the Sanctum, reverberating off
every brick and object in the room. In that instant, Ana’ra’s headache almost
entirely dissipates.  His head is clear once more, and while a dull pain still
resounds in his skull, it is a lot less than it was a minute ago. He even is
feeling sleepy. The melody is so sweet he can hardly keep his eyes focused.


“That was- beautiful, Miyuki.”


“Thank you, Master,” she says hesitantly, “I could not
watch you suffer so. It was- tortu-ous to me.”


“Well, thank you very much. My migraine is pretty much
gone.”


“You are welcome, Master.”


“You could you sing that one more time, please? Your voice
is so beautiful, just like you…”


Blushing, Miyuki says, “Anything My Master asks of me, I
shall do.”


She sings the lullaby once more, and Ana’Ra begins to
sleep. Just to make sure, she sings it one more time. Once she is certain he is
resting comfortably, she takes the stuffed piglet, which Ana’Ra dropped
earlier, and places it in his hands. He instinctively wraps his arms around it,
cud-dling to it like a little child. Even though the Seal is warning her she
should retire immediately for the night, she stays by Master Ana’Ra for a half
hour more in case he awakens again. When she sees he does not, she gets up to
leave. She kisses his forehead before leaving, whispering, “Goodnight, Master.”


 









Toy Soldiers
Off to War


 


The next day, all of Ephraim arose before dawn. Work began
long before the rooster crowed. Every villager started preparations for war.
The metal smiths began forging weapons and armor. The clang of hammers on steel
was heard everywhere. Master Ana’Ra was getting the Task-master mages together.
He insisted that the additional wards be cast to fend off potential portal
makers. Miyuki was given the task of dissembling orders to all organizations.
Her first order of business was to pay a visit to the First Guard. These men
were training every Alpha and Gamma in the village how to fight. What Miyuki
found interesting while watching this were that even the females were being
trained in combat. She saw Sabri’na and one of the Alpha females from the last
batch of refugees swinging swords and prepping armor. Her next assignment sent
her to the Quarry where she was to oversee the activation of the battle golems.
Miyuki didn’t know Ephraim had battle golems, so to her surprise, Dolun and
several Supervisors had two platoons (about eighty-four machines in total)
warming up and uploading new tactical doctrine. 


She was next to observe the activation of the fire team of
war golems stored underneath the Soldiers Barracks. The Barracks was where The
Manor guards and perimeter watch stayed during off-duty hours. There was a
hidden trap door to the largest of the Barracks buildings and beneath hat, a
massive garage housing four humanoid looking war machines about ten meters
tall. Technicians and engineers ran to and fro, oiling servomotors and checking
battery connections. Unlike the battle golems that ran on plasma engines, the
war golems had older mana engines installed as a power source. While mana
engines weren’t as quick or easy to power up, they did have the advantage of
staying online longer and providing the war golems an added boost: magic.


This would be Miyuki’s first exposure to war golems, as she
has only seen battle golems previously. When the giant metal androids came
online, the noiseless burst of activity set her on edge. The machines made
little noise and moved about with ease, their stamping feet causing slight
tremors in the earth. What really scared her about these machinations was the
way in which one interacted with her. It came within spitting distance of
Miyuki, stopped, turned on heel, and knelt down. The whole sequence startled
her. Its face, or would could be considered a face, dropped to within one meter
of the ground and, for lack of a better word, smiled.


“Good morning, living allied entity. I am Unit Number
82176358-Alpha. You may call me Prometheus.”


The voice of the automaton was very loud; it had a
resonance that shook in Miyuki’s bones. She shrieked, not prepared for the
aural assault of one hundred and twenty-eight decibels.


“My sincere apologies I give to you, Madame. My voice
aperture module has seen many centuries of misuse. Give me  a few moments and I
shall adjust it to your aural frequency range.”


The machine closed its optic sensors, which look akin to
human eyes, and a faint whir emitted from its neck. Several seconds later, the
“eyes” opened, and it spoke again.


“Is this better, Madame?”


“Yes, yes, it is thank you.”


“I am sorry for that. Decades upon decades have
passed since I have last seen activation. It has been some time since I have
felt the need to be wanted.”


“It looks like you and I have something common,
Prometheus.”


“How is that, Madame?”


“I, too, have known the loneliness of being unwanted.
Thankfully, as of late, I have come into the service of Master Ana’Ra, and I
have found purpose again.”


“Ah, I see. Is not Master Casu’Lo Master of the Manor
anymore?”


“No, I think not. Who is Master Casu’Lo?”


“He would be the father of the one you call Master
Ana’Ra. It appears in my absence, Mas-ter Casu’Lo has gone on to his
Progenitors. If this is so, then I answer to Master Ana’Ra now.”


“Ah, yes, that must be true. In that case, I have your
marching orders, as it were.”


“Wonderful. I, as team leader of the War Wolves, will
gladly take these orders and pass them along my comrades.”


Miyuki gave the war golem Prometheus a solid crystal plate.
The plate has engraved sym-bols and numbers. There is also golden gilding round
its outermost edge. The machine takes this (in its palm, the crystal looks
miniscule) and slots it into a receptacle along its neck. Its optics close for
several moments, and then it rises. It lumbers over to where the rest of its
team is waiting and begins communicating in language Miyuki can think to
describe as pure data. The rest are focused on their leader’s instructions,
their optics turned from green to blue.


Miyuki takes this opportunity to talk with the Lead
Engineer, Sumas, who is assembling gears and assorted pistons for maintenance
of the golems. Miyuki explains that the Saxos may bring nanodrillers into the
fight. Sumas, who has plenty of combat experience herself, nods and gives new
orders concerning the armor the golems will now use. The gathered technicians
and engineers launch into action. Soon, a large palette of Ephrain Steel plates
is brought down and welding torches and design instructions are distributed.


The rest of the day is similar; getting teams coordinated
for war preparations and assigning leaders to task force groups. The entire
episode is a new experience for Miyuki. Never before has she been given these
sorts of task. She also never was given the opportunity to work alone. Previous
masters thought her unreliable for such responsibility. Master Ana’Ra, on the
other hand, needed to delegate his authority amongst The Manor staff and as his
Handmaiden; she was solely responsible for seeing his will carried out. For
Miyuki, this was a huge privilege never before afforded her. She was trying not
to swell with pride.


Later on, there was sharpshooter’s competition held.
Several of the best sharpshooters in the village were gathered to take the rank
of Master Sniper. Contestants were asked ot hit targets at ranges of ten
meters, twenty-five meters, fifty- meters, seventy-five meters, and hundred
meters. All but three of the contestants were dropped during the fifty-meter
range event. Another contestant was dropped during the seventy-five meter range
event. Finally, only two contestants remained for the one-hundred meter range
shoot. The first, a Gamma female named Roslyn, struck the target within a
centimeter of bull’s-eye. The second, an Alpha male named Gresham, struck the
target within twenty millimeters of bull’s-eye. Roslyn shot again, and got even
closer, to within five millimeters of bull’s-eye. Gresham sighted his shot,
fired…and missed! His shot went wild, striking around the outside ring of the
target. Master Ana’Ra declared Roslyn the new Master Sniper, and a feast was
prepared for the champion. The revelry lasted almost to fifth hour of night.


With the party over and everyone retiring to bed, Master
Ana’Ra decided the time was right to present Miyuki with a new gift. He bid his
slave over to him and he told her that he he a gift to give her. She looked
happily surprised and asked what it was. Master Ana’Ra made on intimation what
it was but asked her to follow him. She nodded and followed him towards an area
of the Manor she didn’t recognize. From her newly gained knowledge of the
place, she knew that this was one of several secluded chambers. Master Ana’Ra
knocked on the door and several growls sparked from inside. He made his own
growl and the door opened. Inside the chamber was a vast network of cables,
holostages, computer hardware and weapons racks. The likes of this Miyuki had
never seen before. There were other Lycans dashing this way and that, some
holding datapads, others whispering into microphones attached to headsets. 


She followed Master Ana’Ra towards one of the rooms in the
back of the chamber and bid her inside. Inside it was a large circular platform
with a small stand on it. From the ceiling came two large yellow towers, spaced
enough apart for a person to stand between them. The lighting in here was
starker than in the chamber beyond. She heard the stomping of boots and watched
as several people marched into the room after Master Ana’Ra. One of them was
Sumas.


“Miyuki, I need you to disrobe.” Master Ana’Ra said.


“D-d-disrobe, Master? Here?”


“Yes, Miyuki. This is important.”


“But M-master, I-“


Master Ana’Ra winced and then said, “My Love, please don’t
do this to me-“


“Master…?”


I slipped, he thought, it’s too early to tell her that now.
Focus, boy, focus!


 “Ugh, never mind. Just, please, disrobe. This will only take
a moment or two.”


This was the first command Miyuki balked at while in
possession of Master Ana’Ra. She had never needed to do so before, but in this
instant, she couldn’t help it. This felt a lot like the times when one master
would ask her to undress, chain her to the ceiling, and then would pour exotic
syrups on her. He would then lick the syrups from her fur and skin. Afterwards,
he would violate her while she was still restrained. This wasn’t anything like
that, but that’s what it reminded her of. That, and there were all these people
here. She was afraid they might mock her undressed form.


The Seal was insistent. She needed to comply with Her
Master’s orders. So, blushing pro-fusely, she undressed herself. Her clothes,
once removed were taken by one of the female techni-cians, an Epsilon by the
name of Cheri, and she looked back at Her Master.


“Okay, Miyuki, I need you to stand in the middle of those
pylons on the platform.”


She complied. An invisible barrier slid down between the
platform and the console Miyuki hadn’t seen when she entered the room. Master
Ana’Ra and all the technicians were standing by the console on the other side
of the barrier. She noticed that of all the people in the room, Master Ana’Ra
was the only male. All the technicians were female. Before she could ruminate
on this fact, an audible hum began, scaring her a little bit. A beam of light,
coming from the pylons, stretched over her. Master Ana’Ra asked her to close
her eyes. She did so, and the light, which was bright and tinged red, swept
over her. Miyuki felt vulnerable and exposed standing there on the platform.
She couldn’t understand why Master Ana’Ra asked this of her. She was soon asked
to lift her arms, then one leg, then the other leg, raise her head, then asked
to lift her tail so they could get a good scan of her buttocks. She complied
with these requests, but still felt rather awkward. The good news was, it
didn’t take all that long, five minutes at the most. The other good news was
the light was warm, so she never felt cold.


When this was over, the barrier raised and Master Ana’Ra
and the other technicians were pouring over something in the console. One of
the technicians named Chloe approached her with her clothes. Chloe told Miyuki
that there was a fitting room just behind the platform and she dress in there.
Miyuki thanked Chloe and went to get clothed again. When fully dressed once
more, she returned to the platform room. All the technicians had left and only
Master Ana’Ra remained. He looked ashamed and somewhat embarrassed.


“I’m sorry for making you go through that,” Master Ana’Ra
said, “but it was necessary.”


“I don’t understand, Master. Was this the gift you meant to
give me?”


“No, it’s not. My gift wasn’t to abase you. But I did need
you measured for- practical purposes.”


“I still do not understand, Master.”


“You will tomorrow. I’ll have your gift then.”


Miyuki said, “Understood, Master.” but was still confused.


“Okay, this night is done.” Master Ana’Ra said in a yawn,
“It’s time to retire for the day.”


Miyuki nodded and followed Master Ana’Ra upstairs to the
uppermost floor. As they walked, Miyuki had a thought occur to her. The night
Master Ana’Ra fell asleep in his seat in the Inner Chamber; she saw a stuffed
toy pig. That pig reminded her of something, but she couldn’t tell what. She
asked him about the toy and he told her that he won that from a penny-ante
arcade in a distant realm. He also told her that he had a friend back then who
loved the arcades, but had no skill with them. He had skill to spare and she
asked him to get her one. His skill was such that he managed to get two. He
gave one to her and he kept the other. Miyuki asked of this female friend was
an old lover. Master Ana’Ra blushed, the first time she had seen him do so, and
said that she wasn’t a lover, but a very close friend. Miyuki considered this
for a moment and thought back at the statement Master had said in the platform
room, “My love, don’t do this to me.” It was an odd statement. She couldn’t
tell to whom that sentence was directed. Eventually, after a long silence, she
and Master Ana’Ra reached the top floor. There, they said goodnight to each
other and retired to their individual rooms. Miyuki took a bath first, with
Miss Charlotte assisting, and dressed for bed. Her mind was a blaze with
questions, but before she could begin disseminating any of them, she fell
asleep.


 









She Is No
Damsel-in-Distress


 


A sharp rapping on her door woke Miyuki. She rose from bed,
her head a little groggy. She passed her window on her way to the door and saw that
it wasn’t yet dawn. She wondered who could be calling at this hour. When she
opened the door, she expected to see Miss Charlotte waiting there for her.
Instead, it was Master Ana’Ra, holding a package with her name on it.


“Good morning Miyuki.”


“Oh! Good morning, Master.”


“I have your gift, finally.”


“My gift-?”


“Do remember last night?”


Miyuki certainly did. If she weren’t a slave she would have
slapped Master Ana’Ra for making her disrobe like that in front of a crowd. The
humiliation she felt was enough to make her very self-conscious. In spite of
the burning her Seal caused her, she very much wanted to smack Master Ana’Ra.


SLAP!


Master Ana’Ra stands in Miyuki’s doorway, stunned. Though
he knew he deserved that for his deception last night, he still wasn’t
expecting it. A large part of him was very cross now. This part of him wanted
to chastise Miyuki very sternly. But then the kinder side of him told him that
was part of his penance for the night before. If he were a real wolf, his
tender sided goaded; he would take this punishment and be glad he wasn’t dead.


“Ow.”


“O-oh no, Master I-“


“No, don’t- -don’t say anything. I deserved that. I really
should have told you what I was planning last night.”


“Oh, Master-“she said with concern in her voice.


“Don’t worry about it. I’ve been hit harder.”


Miyuki blushed, and a strange emotion unfolded over her
face. It was a mixture of right-eousness and mortification. Master Ana’Ra had
no clue if he should be laughing at her or kissing her and decided neither move
would be prudent. Instead, he handed her the package he held.


“Anyway,” he said, “you should have this. It’s the results
of last night’s- -how do I say this? – data gathering. You’ll need it for this
morning.”


“What is it, Master?”


“Your own armor.”


Miyuki looked puzzled. My own armor? She regarded the
package for a little while then opened it. Inside was a thin, stretchy
material. Feeling it with her fingers, it was slick and supple, wielding easily
to the pressure her fingers exhorted. It was triple colored after the house
colors of Clan Moexatl: Midnight Blue, Silver and Crimson. Pulling the fabric
out of the package, she noticed it was shaped like a body. She also saw an
opening at the end of the zipper in back that seemed made for her tail. She
turned it one way and then the other, not knowing what to do with it.


“Why don’t you try it on and see it fits?”


“Yes, Master.” She said, without much conviction.


Master Ana’Ra closed her door. He said through the door
that he would wait until she had finished slipping into the suit. She
acknowledged that and set about getting the suit on. She re-moved her robe, her
pajamas, and the underclothes Master Ana’Ra had procured for her to use.
Because the suit or armor looked skin tight, Miyuki believed that she would need
to be fully dis-robed to put it on. After putting away the clothes she had on,
she got to work slipping into the suit. At first, it was difficult, for the
leggings were tight enough. She had some difficulty getting her vulpine feet
through. Eventually, she got them through and the rest of the suit slipped on
effortlessly. She zipped it up the back, noting that the zipper ended at the
tail opening. This suited her fine, because she didn’t want to have her tail
bound up.


Like all the other clothes Master Ana’Ra bestowed on her,
this suit was loose for a small while, then became taught all along her body.
She relaxed when the tightening stopped. Moving around and flexing her body in
every conceivable way, Miyuki found the suit very pliable. It stretched when she
did and bended when she did. It was almost like her own skin the way it
shif-ted to meet her exertions. Content that the suit would bow to her will,
she opened the door again to see Master Ana’Ra waiting in the hall.


“I am changed, Master.”


Ana’Ra could’ve cried. Miyuki looked so sexy in that combat
armor. If his armor wasn’t so tight, he swore he would have climaxed right
then. Instead, he stood there staring at Miyuki. The midnight blue of the suit
really contrasted well with her fur and the suit hugged every one of her
delicate curves. Certain as he was that he was drooling, he had to snap himself
a little to get talk-ing again.


“W-w-w-well, it looks like the scans were accurate. H-h-how
does it fit?”


“It fits very well, Master. It does not restrict my
movements and allows me to breathe rather easily.”


“Perfect! Now we can get to combat practice.”


“You are taking me to combat practice, Master?”


“Yes.” Ana’Ra answered.


“Why are doing that, Master?”


“Well, I have two reasons for doing so.” He said.


The first is I want to see you in something sexy. He
thought, and the second is I want very little in between us when I ravage you.


“And what reasons are those, Master?”


“Well, for one, I want to be sure you have adequate
protection should I need you to engage in combat. Second, I want to be certain
that you can defend yourself should a calamity befall me.”


“Master-?” Miyuki asked, sounding frightened.


“Don’t worry yourself. Lycans are a hardier breed than
most. I’m sure you know about this. Anyway, you and I are going to train in
melee and martial combat.”


Sure enough, that’s exactly what they did. Master Ana’Ra
taught Miyuki several different combat techniques. He eventually discovered
that, due to Miyuki’s natural vulpine agility and speed, that Mai Tai was a perfect
fit for His Precious Treasure. After several hours of practice and sparring,
luncheon arrived and she and Ana’Ra ate in the courtyard. They had honey tea,
biscuits, and a rich cannellini for luncheon and Ana’Ra declared that they
would rest for an additional hour before melee training commenced. Miyuki
rested, trying to sooth the bruises Master Ana’Ra gave her. His hands were
always so gentle with her, but in this instant, he was only holding back enough
to keep from breaking bones or causing malicious injury.


Rested somewhat from the morning training, she and Ana’Ra
now engaged in melee combat training. It soon was discovered that Miyuki had
not the strength to use a broadsword. She hardly lifted it from the weapons
rack it sat on, so Ana’Ra had much lighter weapons brought forth. She tested
rather well on bows, though not in league with his new Master Sniper. Ana’Ra
concluded that a crossbow, which was more compact and was faster to load, would
be Miyuki’s tertiary weapon. Next, there were staves, spears, and javelins. To
Ana’Ra’s surprise, Miyuki took to the javelin very well. She could throw a fair
distance and her accuracy was very good. He was going to make this her primary
weapon when Miyuki noticed one of the heavier looking weapons in the racks.


“Master, what is this?” Miyuki asked, pointing at a stave
weapon with axe blades at both its ends.


“That is a halberd. It works like an axe, but since the
blades are attached to an extra long pole, you can swing it around about and
cleave enemies all around you. This version is double-ended, so you have a
complete circle of attack from which to fight within”


“Can I try it, Master?”


“Can you lift it?”


Sure enough, she could.


“Oh-!”


“Why you don’t try swinging that around and we’ll see if
you can use that?”


She nodded and got the halberd to spin. Ana’ra was floored
to learn she could wield the weapon with no difficulty and her agile and speedy
body handled the weapon as if it was a part of her. He set a small combat
course and had Miyuki go through it. Miyuki cleared the course in record time.
She did so handily, as well, getting through faster than Ana’Ra could with his
odachi. So he made the decision to have Miyuki’s primary weapon be the halberd,
her secondary the javelin, and tertiary weapon a crossbow.


Next, he had Miyuki work with the weapons. He wanted to be
sure that she was familiar with them. This lasted the through the afternoon
until evening. When at last Ana’Ra called melee practice over, Miyuki was
exhausted. She thought this was payback for the slap earlier. She and Ana’Ra
went back inside, but not before Ana’Ra presented her with some more gifts.


“Wha- What is this, master?”


“These are some weapons very similar to the ones you’ve
been training with. They’re of better quality and construction than the ones in
weapons stores.”


“This right here,” he said, lifting a javelin made of pure
silver and wrapped in what appeared to be silicone, “is called Gungnir. It is a
Legendary weapon, purportedly crafted by the gods. It’s lighter than the
javelins I have and much sharper. Here, give it a feel.”


She hefted the javelin and noticed it was much lighter.


“And this,” he said bringing out an ancient but powerful
looking halberd, “Is the Crimson Eclipse. It’s a little shorter than anything I
have, but the blades are much sharper, longer, and it has a core of
adamantite.”


Miyuki held the Crimson Eclipse in awe. It was shorter, but
it also was lighter than Gung-nir and more balanced than she could imagine.


“And here, we have a technological variant of the crossbow,
the boltcaster. There are two version of this. The one you’re holding now is
called The Sandman, because it fires bolts made of a light neurotoxin. It will
knock out an enemy in seconds flat!


“The other is the Hellfire. It launches incendiary bolts
that will light a target on fire. It’s best to use this in a crowd of soldiers.
In addition, it’s preferable this is not to be used in closed quarters. We
don’t want any of our own catching flame, right?”


“Affirmative, Master!”


“Wundervoll! Tomorrow we’ll get more practice in and
have you spar with some others in your training level. You keep taking me on
and you’ll get sorely vexed.”


Miyuki agreed and then asked where she could store her new
weapons. Ana’Ra said he’d have Miss Charlotte and The Manor’s weapon master,
Corel, take her weapons to her quarters. It was then that Raquelle called for
dinner and she and Ana’Ra made haste to the dining room. They ate a succulent
meal made of roast quail, steamed carrots in honey (they only Master Ana’Ra
would eat steamed carrots), a sizable wedge of Provolone cheese and saltine
crackers and for desert, strawberry sherbet.


With dinner eaten and bodies weary, Ana’Ra dismissed Miyuki
to bed. He would go over some last minute details with his mages and see to his
youngest brother, Lus’Ra was doing. Lus’Ra arrived the day before, in terrible
condition and looking badly wasted. Ana’Ra had Lus’Ra admitted to the clinic
and the surgeons there confirmed he suffered a bad case of dysentery. So Ana’Ra
went to the clinic while Miyuki went to her room and washed up before bed. Miss
Charlotte was waiting for her when she got there. She helped Miyuki got out of
the suit, which surprisingly not coated in sweat. The armor, Miyuki discovered,
had systems designed to wick sweat away from the body and allowed the wearer to
remain comfortably dry.


Miyuki’s daily bath was wonderful, especially since Miss
Charlotte gave her a quick mas-sage to relive tension. (Although, Miyuki
thought it was odd that Miss Charlotte paid extra atten-tion to her breasts.
Why her bosom would be filled with muscle tension, Miyuki didn’t know.) She
dressed for bed and was about to dismiss Miss Charlotte for the night when she
heard Master Ana’Ra come down the hallway. Miyuki thought he didn’t sound so
good. She let Miss Charlotte comb her hair and tail and then dismissed her.
Miyuki then went out into the corridor. Master Ana’Ra was leaning against the
door to his chambers. His eyed looked filled with tears. His shoulders slouched
over and she thought she heard him sobbing. This was something she had never
before seen in Master Ana’Ra.


“Master, is something wrong?”


“Miyuki?!”


It was then that Master Ana’Ra hugged Miyuki. She was
normally the one to initiate those, but tonight Ana’Ra was despondent. She
could not tell why.


“Master, are you all right? What happened?”


He stood there, hugging Miyuki and sobbing loudly. If
Miyuki knew no better, she would swear she was dealing with a small child. Yet,
there Her Master stood; bawling and carrying on like an infant. It was a pitiful
sight, yet one that Miyuki found charming and disconcerting.


“Master, whatever is wrong?”


“He- He’s dead! Lus’Ra is dead!”


Miyuki was surprised and shocked. Master Lus’Ra had only
just arrived in town. He was gravely ill, but his illness wasn’t something that
couldn’t be treated. Could it?


“Master?”


“The- The dysentery… It was worse than they thought. How
long he had it, no one knew. They did everything they could-“


He broke down again and a new wave of tears and hurting
sobs erupted. She had not re-turned his embrace when he first did so, but now
she did. In fact, she held him tighter. His sobbing continued, but it was much
quieter now. She spoke soothing words to him and he calmed down quite a bit
after a while. When she was certain his despair ended, she helped him return to
bed. While he was physically okay, he was in emotional turmoil, a fact brought
home by the emergence of his tail. Miyuki helped him get into his nightclothes,
momentarily admiring his firm buttocks and then helped him into bed. Tears were
still streaming from his face, so Miyuki sought out the little pink pig she
knew he possessed. She found it and slid into his shaking hands. He
instinctively smothered it, a slight smile emerging from his face.


Yet he still seemed overwrought. His face looked pained and
continued sobbing slightly. She had no idea he was this emotional. Hadn’t had
he told her something interesting when he revealed Ephraim’s secret? She
remembered that emotional states were key to Lycan transformations. Emotional
duress was one especially potent trigger. She wondered if melancholy worked the
same. Not wanting to know how Master Ana’Ra was while a werewolf, Miyuki took a
hold of his left shoulder with her right hand. She leaned in close, feeling him
stiffen at her touch. She then began to sing. First, she sung “Baby’s Boat,”
then “Row, Row, Row Your Boat,” and then few other melodies she heard a while
back. Soon Master Ana’Ra was sleeping soundly. 


A small part of her found it annoying to do that whenever
Her Master was having trouble sleeping. An even greater part of her, though,
relished the times she did. She felt useful, wanted, even needed when she did
that. She didn’t know if the need to be wanted was a part of the Seals
emotional redirection or if was a desire born of her own heart. In either case,
she greatly loved singing Her Master to sleep. There was a motherly aspect to
it all that she found she enjoyed. She whispered a goodnight to him and kissed
his stubbly cheeks. Another desire, one she could not ac-count the seal for,
wanted to kiss his lips instead of his cheeks. She fought it, not knowing how
Her Master might react. Certain that Master Ana’Ra was settled and dozing
peacefully, Miyuki slipped from the room. She returned to her chambers, got
into bed, and slept. 









Out of Mind


















Twenty One Guns


 


The next morning, the whole of Ephraim attended the Funeral
of Moexatl Lus’Ra Rwo’tanque. As Miyuki learned later, Lus’Ra and Ana’Ra shared
a close relationship, made even more so when Mach’Ra became a Slave Master.
Lus’Ra supported Ana’Ra’s earlier adventures by working as Ana’Ra’s proxy. He
was delegated all the responsibilities Ana’Ra was entrusted with while Ana’Ra
roamed the earth. Later on, Lus’Ra would be Ana’Ra’s most trusted adviser, as
Lus’Ra could smell deceit on a person. This assured that Ephraim prospered even
while Ana’Ra was across the oceans. Later on, Lus’Ra served Aan’Ra as a
personal agent, gathering intelligence on neighboring cities and towns, and
making detailed reports on nations and kingdoms nearby.


It was while he was such an assignment that it seemed he
caught dysentery. He was gath-ering intelligence on the kingdom of Garesh, a
rival metalsmithing nation. Garesh and Ephraim once fought a terrible war over
trade routes, trading pacts and tariffs. This, acording to Her Master, was when
Cas’Lo lorded over Ephraim. In time, a fragile truce was formed, but not before
both city-states suffered untold casualties. (Ephraim suffered far less,
according to Mach’Ra, because the Inner Sanctum is the most heavily defended
spot in all of Ephraim.) During the interim, both municipalities prospered
greatly, although Ephraim did more so. This was based on the strength and
durability of its steel.


Nevertheless, Garesh was still a rival and Lus’Ra’s task
allowed Ana’Ra to formulate ways of developing a competitive edge over Garesh’s
business. Lus’ra’s death was a massive blow to not only Ana’Ra but to all of
Ephraim. Garesh could take this opportunity to begin a massive bidding war on
all steel production. This, though, didn’t seem to concern Ana’Ra so much.
Lus’Ra’s passing was a more personal blow, and throughout the ceremony, he
couldn’t keep from bawling. Miyuki was by his side, as always, bringing him
fresh handkerchiefs.


While it is poor taste to be leveling rumors at a funeral,
many of Ephraim’s top gossipers commented on the close relationship Master
Ana’Ra had with his Handmaiden. There were some who believed that He was
smitten by the vulpinemorph and he eventually intended to make her his bride.
Considering the budding affection Miyuki felt for Her Master, this wasn’t all
together a frightening prospect. She thought that she would enjoy being a bride
to Ana’Ra, although she never openly admitted this.


After a few stirring speeches by members of the Refinery Union,
the Metalsmiths Guild, and the Manor Guard, it was Master Mach’Ra’s turn to
speak. He told the assembled that while he was engaged in the business of slave
trading, he often felt that he betrayed the ancestry of his Progenitors. He
also commented that while doing the work of Conditioning slaves, he thought his
youngest brother was the ideal of filial piety. He said that Lus’Ra fashioned
the ideal he had of true family loyalty. After retiring from that occupation
and returning home, Mach’Ra said he was surprised that Ana’Ra would let back in
after all the damage he done to the Moexatl Clan heritage. But he was
surprisingly forgiven by Lus’Ra, and he found in that forgiveness the ability
to press on and start anew. Mach’Ra told the gathered he would miss Lus’Ra
dearly, just like he constantly missed his father. He said that he add his own
contribution to Lus’Ra’s memorial marker when it is erected.


Next, Ana’Ra spoke of Lus’Ra. He told everyone of the times
they had as young pups. They would fish in streams and chase insects around the
woods. They would play sword fight all the time and howl at Luna together. When
their father joined Their Progenitors, Lus’Ra helped Ana’Ra keep Ephraim
together. During his tenure as Ephraim’s administrator, Lus’Ra created a solid
network of business contacts that would mean a constant cash flow for centuries
and prosperity to Ephraim for several Lycan lifetimes. Lus’Ra often also served
as Ana’Ra’s confidant, allowing Ana’Ra to operate independently abroad while
seeking repute and worldly knowledge. Ana’Ra would have gone on longer, but he
was having trouble keeping his voice steady. Mach’Ra and Miyuki helped him back
to his seat and for while there only silence.


Then Miyuki stood up to speak.


“Hello, Ephraim. I am Master Ana’Ra’s Handmaiden, Miyuki. I
am certain you have all seen me before. I- I had not really known of Master
Lus’Ra before the other night. But hearing these wonderful stories of his life
from his friends and family, it makes me believe he was a kind man, like Master
Ana’Ra. And while I had not the chance to meet him previously, hearing all
these kind words about him makes me feel as if I knew him, to some degree.
While I cannot speak of any personal dealings with Master Lus’Ra, I do feel the
love each of you has for him”


Miyuki then began to sing a lovely if haunting melody. It
was funeral dirge she once heard. Her voice expanded amongst the crowd,
bringing with it the sorrowful tune she sung. It was the first time she sang in
public. The tune she sang told of the death of a dear friend of the tunes
writer. It spoke of happy days and harrowing nights. It related the sorrow all
of Ephraim felt at Lus’ra’s untimely passing. The song struck chords with
everyone in attendance. When she was done, Miyuki saw that no one individual
could claim a dry face. Even stoic faces such as Hudson’s were teary eyed.


Soon afterward, Lus’Ra’s body was brought to Memorial Hall,
where’s Ephraim’s honored dead were brought for burial. A priestess spoke of
Yaw’hem’s infinite love and patience. She also declared Lus’Ra’s spirit rested
with his Progenitors, resting in Paradise until Luna’s Chidlren come and
cleanse the earth with Their Light. Lus’Ra’s burial cask then was sealed with
Lycan magics and placed in the tomb that is Memorial Hall. A collective howl
from all of Ephraim rang out and Ana’Ra declared that a wake service was
prepared for everyone at The Manor Courtyard.


As the crowd amassed for the wake, one of the clinic
Surgeons spoke at length with Master Ana’Ra.


“Master Ana’Ra, may I have a word with you?”


“Yes, Zeta Nori. What is it you wish to speak of?”


“Well, I have some personal effects from Master Lus’Ra. He
didn’t have much on him, at the time. Just his odachi, his shield, a few
hundred Lucre, and this.”


Surgeon Nori handed Ana’Ra a data crystal. It resembled the
one Miyuki gave to the War Golems several days ago. It was translucent, had a
gilded silver edge, and faint markings were etched onto the crystal. It was
thinner than the Miyuki used and it glowed slightly even the morning’s
sunlight.


“Did you have a Cadre team look at this?”


“Yes, Sir, as per orders. But they couldn’t make heads or
paws of it. It’s securely encryp-ted. They told me that they could think of no
one that could break the encryption.”


Ana’Ra looked at the etchings for a moment. They looked
familiar to him. He seemed to remember a game they played as pups. They called
it “Chronological Trigger.” The game was simple: one had to guess the cause of
an historical event, including the ramifications of the event itself. It was a
game they played nonstop. Mach’Ra was never very good at it, but he and Lus’Ra
would have heated contests while playing. Usually, Ana’Ra would come out on
top, having a margin of error of nearly three percent. That’s when the etchings
made sense: the code was written in dialogue similar to their childhood game!


Ana’Ra thanked Surgeon Nori and sped off with the crystal,
Miyuki trailing at his heels. Once inside the Manor, he greeted several
villagers and treated Ulster to a lemon tart, then made his way towards the War
Room. The War Room, Miyuki discerned, was the same room she saw a few nights
previous when she was scanned for her armor. Ana’Ra went in, Hell bent, and sat
at a console in the middle of the chamber. Miyuki watched as the strange runes
appeared on the mon-itor and saw Master Ana’Ra interpret them with ease. She
eventually saw a pattern in the symbols: some represented dates, others
represented places, and some were codifications for people.


After some time passed, Miyuki noticed the places, events
and people mentioned in the the game Ana’Ra was playing (it certainly looked
like a game) took the form of a code. As soon as the last clue was solved,
Ana’Ra had a code about sixteen characters long. The crystal now displayed a
series of numbers. In certain areas of the number chain created, there were
gaps that needed filling. Ana’Ra deftly placed the numbers from the code into
the gaps he found, and soon, a whole new set of codes appeared. Seeming to
recognize the code, Ana’Ra input another set numbers in the resulting blanks
under the displayed code. The screen went blank for several seconds and then a
text file appeared on screen. This is what it said:


“The last will and testament of Moexatl Lus’Ra
Rwo’tanque,


Dear Brothers, if you are seeing this, it means our
enemies have taken some measure of initiative and decided to do me in. Because
the sensitive nature of the data I collected, I can entrust no one I know to
this data, save your you, Ana’Ra and Mach’Ra. This is my final testament. As
per my mission directives, I sought out and found vital information concerning
the business transactions of the kingdom of Garesh. My dealings with numerous
merchants and trades folk led me to the conclusion that Garesh was negotiations
with a number of third parties to begin production of and export of Garesh
Steel. Some of the parties included are long-time contacts we still have
dealings with. But one of the most interesting arrivals in the negotiations is
the nation of Saxos. They claim that Ephraim killed one of their ambassadors
and they are preparing for war against us. I know these rumors to be false.


I myself have had dealings with King Saxon, his
temperament is short, and his intelligence is low. He threatens slaughter to
any who contradict him and will slaughter any who fail him. Saxos
representatives have publicly stated that their King is interested in a
vulpinemorph slave in the possession of Ephraim’s Lord. Even more interesting
is the apparent inquiries of Garesh’s King, Gasulon. He has been searching for
such a prize for some time, so he has aligned himself with Saxos. Garesh is
producing steel and weapons for the Saxons and Saxos is delivering slaves to
Garesh. This bodes ill, Brothers. I had only learned of this when a warrant was
put out for my arrest. I fled homeward and hoped to lose my pursuers, but I
fear my trail has been discovered. At present, I am feeling very ill. I do not
know if I’ll ever make it back to Ephraim.


In the event that I cannot or if my illness has left my
unable to communicate, I wish that all efforts to restore me to health be
employed. Should they fail, I wish to be entombed with my Progenitors in
Memorial Hall. My house and all its contents can be divided between my
Brothers. My sword and shield I bequeath to Ana’Ra, for they need the hand of a
Master to wield them. My collection of rare and antique books I bequeath to my
brother Mach’Ra, for I feel he would have an interest in those books. They
contain much lore and many practical applications of The Craft. To my doting
betrothed and offspring, I hereby grant them a stay within the walls of Moexatl
Manor. Ana’Ra, greet them kindly and treat them well. As they are your kinfolk,
they should be honored members of The Manor. Mach’Ra, I ask that you look over
my companion eagle. She has served me well, and she seems to favor you over
Ana’Ra anyway, so it is better she have a loving home where she will be
comfortable. Farewell, all, and may Yaw’hem grant you light.”


 









Fallen Soldiers


 


For the next three days, Ephraim went through a period of
mourning. During this time, Mistress Mi’chea’la, Lus’Ra’s wife, and her family
were welcomed into The Manor. They were given a family residence on the third
floor and all their possessions were brought in with them. Lus’Ra’s personal
effects were divided evenly amongst AnaRa and Mach’Ra. Mach’Ra was pleased that
Lus’Ra’s eagle was coming with him. He was less than pleased that Lus’Ra’s
sword and shield were leaving with Ana’Ra. In the end, though, they both had
fairly equal bequests and neither would be found wanting much of anything.


Miyuki was busy with combat training, and helping Mistress
Mi’chea’la adjust to The Manor. Ana’Ra was only around for melee combat and
often not for very long during this time. Miyuki would often see him return
home late at night. Many were a dinner she ate alone. She was feeling rather
dejected, because Her Master wasn’t here with her. She wondered privately if
she had done something wrong. She also wondered why her heart ached so much
with Master Ana’Ra absent. She couldn’t think of a single reason that her Seal
would keep pressing that emotional button. The only thing she could think of,
and it seemed rather farfetched at the time, was Miyuki was becoming deeply
fond of Master Ana’Ra.


She couldn’t decide if this was prattling madness or an
earnest yearning. Either way, her heart felt sorrow, and she couldn’t suppress
her growing listlessness. She took to humming to herself and often found
herself lost in various hallways of The Manor. It was strange to her that her
knowledge of The Manor was failing her. Even stranger was Miss Charlotte’s
constant ministrations. She would arrive shortly before Miyuki went to bed and
would massage her whole body. This sort of thing would happen at least three
times every week. Each time that Miss Charlotte did so, Miyuki felt a need to
release her tension. This meant a moaning sort of sigh that left Miyuki feeling
very contented.


One day, a month after Master LusRa was laid to rest,
Miyuki and Mistress Mi’chea’la were dining. Miyuki was glad that she would have
company for dinner. Although, Mistress Mi’chea’la proved a very dour company.
She obviously still grieved for her husband, and her solemn demeanor made
Miyuki very distraught. She was so depressed on that evening that she didn’t
see Master Ana’Ra come into the dining room.


“Raquelle? Raquelle?! Where for art thou?”


“I’m here; I’m here,” answered The Manor’s chief Chef, “No
need for yellin’!”


“Good, because I’m peckish and require sustenance.”


“Well, what you’ll have, Milord?”


“Steak, with potatoes, some salad, a nice gravy, and some
linguine, if you please.”


“Gotta stoke the stove…”


Raquelle left in flash, leaving Miyui and Mi’chea’la alone
with Master Ana’Ra. The room fell instantly silent. Little sound was made
amidst the three adults, save for the clattering of sil-verware. Miyuki did
give a little cough. Mostly to clear some bit of food that was stuck in the
wrong pipe. Other than that, the room was still


“So, Miyuki, how is the stew? I’m afraid my nose is little
stuffy so I can’t really smell it.”


“It- It is all right. It is nothing to write home about, as
you might say.”


Ana’Ra sighed and then said, “I’m sorry I haven’t been
around much. My head has been, well, in another place, emotionally.”


Mistress Mi’chea’la answered, “As have we all, Milord.
Grief is hardest of the emotions to overcome.”


“Well said, Miss Mi’chea’la. How are you and the pups
doing?”


“We are- We are still coping. My Beloved’s untimely passing
has left us in a bit of a shock, I’m afraid.”


“I think that speaks for us all.”


“Aye, it does, Milord.”


“Yea, verily.”


“Mistress Miyuki, I haven’t had proper chance, to thank
you, for your kind words and the wonderful song. I could think of nothing more
befitting My Beloved.”


“Thank, thank you, Mistress Mi’chea’la. It was my
pleasure.”


“That was a beautiful song, Miyuki. Wherever did My Pretty
Little Vixen learn that?”


“At the burial of some friends…”


Ana’Ra could tell the subject was painful and could almost
see the scene if he wished it. He did not, for he grieved enough for one Lycan
lifetime. He knew the humor around the dining room was dour, but he not think
of anything to lighten it.


“So, Miyuki, how has combat training going?”


“It is going. I have managed to rank at least at Gamma
level, though I fear that may be my peak.”


“Gamma level is pretty good for a first time trainee. I
still think you could get up to Alpha level if you exerted yourself.”


Miyuki was confused by this. She hardly saw Master Ana’Ra
for nearly a month. He was never at any of her martial combat practices and
only briefly spent time with her during melee combat training. How was he able
to appraise her mastery of those skills without being there?


“I- I have been trying, Milord. I- I have no idea why I
have been falling behind…”


“That’s okay. I think the whole village has been affected
by Lus’Ra’s passing. Everywhere I’ve been today, there have been people in
every stage of grief. Lus’Ra was especially well known and loved.”


“Aye,” spoke Mistress Mi’chea’la, “I’ve been seeing so many
people from around the village, I started to think I was becoming popular. Tend
to find out, they were offering condolences for Lus’Ra’s death.”


“I can imagine. I’ve been getting the same general reaction
as well.”


“Master, wasn’t Master Lus’Ra poisoned by enemy agents?”


Mi’chea’la looked stunned hearing that. She was told that
Lus’Ra died from a disease. Hearing that a poison might have caused it, she
looked livid.


“Master Moeaxatl!”


“’Tis true, Mi’chea’la. In his last mission, he was pursued
by agents in league with Garesh and possibly Saxos. Surgeons at the clinic
confirmed he only recently, within a two cycle period, contracted dysentery. It
typically takes longer than that to die from the flux, but Lus’Ra was only in
his second day of illness. Foul play is feared.”


“Then, then-”


“Your bond mate was murdered. I have every available agent
looking into Garesh’s dealing with Saxos as we speak. Saxon, the Saxosian king,
has declared war on us. No doubt he wanted his operations hidden from public
view. And Gasulon is known for cloak and dagger antics.”


“Milord, we must do something! My husband, he was slain!!
There must be some recourse-”


“At the moment, we must wait. I know that’s not what you
want to hear, but a conspiracy is being built around us. If we reveal our hand
too soon, our enemies can take advantage of our impetuousness and hit us good
and hard. We must wait until they come for us. When they do, we will show them
the wrath of the Lycans!”


Mi’chea’la looked ready to protest, but she blessedly
stayed silent. She played with her food a little before speaking again.


“Milord?”


“Yes, Mi’chea’la?”


“I so do sorely miss him!”


“As do I, Mi’chea’la, as do I.”


Mi’chea’la then began to sob, the first real crying she had
probably done since Lus’Ra passed. Both Master Ana’Ra and Miyuki went to
comfort her.


 









An Indecent
Proposal


 


Another month passed and thankfully Ephriam now looked
fully recovered from mourning. Even Mistress Mi’chea’la was in better spirits,
as she washed a load of laundry in The Courtyard, her children playing amongst
the many gardens. Miyuki and several trainee Alphas were engaged in combat
exercise. Miyuki was winning, a new constant in her training now that the fog
of grief was lifted. Although her competition was getting stiffer and stiffer,
she felt confident that she could better even the most prodigious
practitioners.


“All right, Vixen, let’s see what you got!” bellowed one of
her Alpha trainees.


“Come to me, if you think you are hard enough!”


The Alpha came running, full speed and without wind up. He
lunged with his fists held for-ward, a diving punch. Miyuki stood a moment
longer and dived herself, into a roll. Or at least, it looked like a roll at
first, but she then flattened out on her back. Her vulpine legs straightened,
then kicked vertically into the Alpha’s unprotected torso. The blow sent him
upward, his breath knocked out of him. He landed a meter way in a defeated
heap. Miyuki, whose size and stature was smaller than the other trainees,
allowed her a greater degree of fleetness than her fellows.


“L-lucky shot…” breather the Alpha, whose name was M’rcer.


“Luck? In my experience there is no such thing as luck.”


M’rcer charged again, this time holding his arms back.
Miyuki stayed in stance, waiting for his move. M’rcer leaped, pulled a somersault,
then dropped, his left leg driving a kick towards Miy-uki’s head. Miyuki,
though, was not there. She was rising to meet him. She had a grip on his belt
before he could counter, swung him along a counter-plane, then released. His
body struck an older oak tree along the fringe of the training area. His form
slumped downward as Miyuki landed delicately on her feet.


There was assorted clapping as the other trainees sat in
awe. Miyuki was far more capable a martial artist than they thought. She had
learned Mai Tai, Jiu-jitsu, Capoeria and Kung-Fu in the space of two months.
She had mastered the most advanced techniques of these disciplines and used
them in combination to thwart her opponent’s plans. She was a virtuoso of the
battlefield. Even M’rcer, tired of getting his head handed back to him, had to
agree the vulpinemorph was an excellent hand-to-hand combatant.


“Okay, that’s enough for today. Get yourselves cleaned up
and in line for chow. Luncheon is in thirty minutes.”


Miyuki was glad to hear that; she was beginning to starve.
She was also having luncheon with Master Ana’Ra, an added treat. She left the
training grounds for her quarters and encountered Miss Charlotte on the way
there. Charlotte was asking where Her Mistress was going and Miyuki answered
she was taking a quick bath before luncheon. Miss Charlotte asked if she could
assist, but Miyuki told her no. She only needed to clean herself up a little
before dining with Master Moexatl. Miss Charlotte said she understood and
returned to her other duties. Miyuki walked the remaining distance to her
quarters alone.


After arriving at her chamber, Miyuki slipped the battle
armor she was wearing off and ran a bath. She didn’t have much time, but she
only needed a quick scrub to remove the sweat from her fur. She bathed, using
the loofah liberally across her ginger fur. She then washed her hair lightly
and scrubbed her face quickly. She drained the tub and got into a bathrobe. A
quick glance at the clock told her she had another fifteen minutes before luncheon
started.


When she exited her bathroom, she saw Miss Charlotte. She
was doing something that was rather odd: she was sniffing Miyuki’s underclothes
and battle armor. When Miyuki questioned Charlotte about it, she froze. Her
mouth trembled, as did her body. She stuttered the start of a response, and
then quickly left, her cheeks ablaze. Miyuki was left confused. What was Miss
Charlotte doing, smelling her clothes? Why was she unable to answer a simple
query? And why did she blush so when she was caught? Did Miss Charlotte have a
fetish for soiled clothing? Was she a closet Saphorite? 


Miyuki could conjure no answers, so she resigned herself to
ask Miss Charlotte, or better still Her Master, these questions. She quickly
dressed into a navy gown she loved and left her quarters to attend luncheon.
When she was in site of the dining room, she saw an extra chair placed at the
table. She had not known a guest was visiting. And Mi’chea’la’s children ate in
the card room, just west of the dining room. This piqued her curiosity.


As she enters the dining room, she finds a familiar scent.
Instantly, her body tenses. The smell is strange and yet something of it
strikes a chord in her memory. Then her mind takes her back to that day at the
Auction House. The Concubine Collector! She thinks, He is here! How did he find
me?! Miyuki steps further into the dining room and takes her customary seat.
Just as she thought, the Concubine Collector is seated to her immediate left.
Master Ana’Ra and the Collector are in conversation and Mi’chea’la is watching
attentively. Master Ana’Ra then notices Miyuki is in the room and calls out to
her.


“Ah, Miyuki, perfect timing. I would you to meet Gasulon,
king of Garesh.”


King Gasulon turns and finds to his surprise the very vixen
he sought after all those months ago. He is very pleased with this turn of
events, as Miyuki sees in the malicious grin he gives her.


“Mistress- Miyuki, a pleasure to meet you.”


Miyuki bows towards him and says, “A-a pleasure to meet you
as well, Gasulon King.”


“Well, now that all parties are present and accounted for,
let’s eat!”


The stewed venison served for luncheon is delicious, but
suddenly Miyuki no longer has an appetite. She watches Gasulon as he dines,
noticing the faintest glimpses his eyes made in her direction. The topic of
discussion is the rising price of corn and Miyuki is well versed in this,
having the responsibility of procuring suitable corn stores for the village.
She raps melodic in the subject as Master Ana’Ra and Gasulon listen on. But
Miyuki is aware of the Garesh King’s subtle glances and covert gestures. She is
afraid he might attempt to do something now that his quarry is within sight.
She prays to Kitsune-somo and to Yaw’hem that he doesn’t attempt anything.


After luncheon is finished, Miyuki asks to be excused from
the table. She explains she needs to prepare for melee combat practice before
she attends to Her Master this evening. Master Ana’Ra dismisses her and she
flees in a huff. She flies into her room and slams the door closed behind her.
Her panic is now in full effect. That Gasulon is a man most suspicious and she
needs to warn Master Ana’Ra before it’s too late. She steps out of her gown and
underclothes, then slips on her battle armor and grabs Crimson Eclipse. She is
just exiting the door to her quarters when a voice calls out.


“Hello, Annabelle.”


Miyuki turns to see the Concubine Collector in the hallway.
He is blocking the only exit she has and his smile is as malicious as ever.


“I see you that you have been treated well. I guess The
Master’s money goes far.”


“If you are suggesting Master Ana’Ra is implicit in any
misdeeds or extra legal affairs, I will have you tossed out on your buttocks.”


“Oh, Annabelle, you are so cute when you’re angry and
flustered!”


“Who is this Annabelle? My name is Miyuki. My Master calls
my so.”


The King sidles up to Miyuki so that he is almost
nose-to-snout with her. She has forgotten Crimson Eclipse in her hand and her
fear is rising to a fugue state.


“Why, Annabelle, must you be so rude? I AM a king, after
all.”


“You may be, but you are no king of mine. And who in
Yaw’hem is Annabelle?”


He lifts his hand and pokes his index finger in her breast,
saying, “Why, you are. Or at least, that’s what I would call you if you were in
my service.”


“I believe My Master would have a thing or three to say
about that.”


“Oh, I bet he might. Like how much it would take to part
with you.”


His hand has now reached her muzzle and is stroking the
underside of her chin. The fat fingers of his palm brush against her whiskers
and that’s when she remembers her halberd. She swings it, flat-sided, against
his flanks. She musters all the available force her fear stricken body can
avail. It is enough to make him wince in pain and back away for several
centimeters.


“That-was uncalled for, Annabelle-”


“And so is your behavior, Gasulon King!”


Master Ana’Ra was standing on the landing to the hallway
and is in clear sight of the whole incident. Miyuki’s face lights up when she
sees him, as even she tenses for a battle she is unsure will come. King Gasulon
straightens himself up and then approaches Ana’ra, still wincing some.


“Name your price, Moexatl. I will double it. This pretty
specimen will be a fine addition to my ha- staff.”


“Not a chance. Miyuki is MY SLAVE. She is NOT FOR SALE. She
is instrumental in my daily operations and I will not suffer her to part from
my sight!”


“Twenty million! I can give you twenty million, right now!”


“No sale.”


“Forty million! I can have forty million in two days! That
would be enough for you to afford ten vulpinemoprh slaves!”


“ENOUGH!” Lord Ana'Ra bellows, “Miyuki is not for sale at
any price. She is precious to me and even an hundred vulpinemorphs would not be
enough to cover her importance to me.”


“Oh, PLEASE! I know your type! You’re a businessman, same as
me. For you and me, everything has a price! You just name it and I’ll give it
to you! But I must have her!!”


“… Your kingdom.”


“I’m sorry?”


“That is my price for Miyuki. Your entire kingdom.”


“Wha- What? NO! That is MY KINGDOM! One slave is not worth
that much to anyone!”


“Oh, but Miyuki is. You said name my price, and that is
what I want.”


“You’re insane!”


“And you’re a whoremaster, but you don’t see me
complaining.”


Gasulon growled and stomped off Miyuki was glad she was
sold to another master, but she did question what Master Ana’Ra meant by asking
for Gasulon’s Kingdom. At any rate, she was happy that Master Ana’Ra thought so
highly of her and was glad the The Concubine Collector was rebuked.


“You hear this, Moexatl! I will have her, by hook or by
crook! There is nothing stopping me from obtaining my prize!”


“There is me, Whoremaster. I will stop you.”


Gasulon glowered at Ana’Ra for bit then stamped off. Miyuki
ran to Her Master and fell into his open embrace.


“Master, thank you!”


“You’re very welcome, My Pretty Little Vixen.”


“I can’t believe he found me! What was he doing here?!” she
said wailing.


“I’m unsure. He showed up this morning, before third hour.
As a Lord, I must greet him and as a part of the truce pact Ephraim has with
Garesh, I must entertain him for as long as he visits.”


“Then- Then you knew?”


“Yes. I hadn’t seen him in thirty years. He has grown
fatter than what I used to remember. He was at Casia when I rescued you from
the Auction House.”


“Rescued me? Is that what you did?”


“I believe so, yes. Surely you did not think a vulpinemorph
slave was worth ten million Lucre, did you? No, I saved you from those who did
not- appreciate who you really are.”


“Oh, Master, thank you!”


“Again, you’re very welcome.”


“Master?”


“Yes?”


“W-w-would you really sell me for a kingdom?”


“My Pretty Little Vixen, you need not worry. You are my
Greatest, Most Precious Treasure. I would suffer Death before I let you go.”


“Even- Even Death?”


“Yes, but it will take a platoon of surgeons and a dozen
scatterguns to do me in. And even then, maybe not.”


“Oh, Master-!” said Miyuki, tightening her embrace.


“Master?”


“Yes, Miyuki?”


“Can you hold me, for just a little while?”


“Why for, Miyuki?”


“I am so scared! Gasulon- I fear he may try again to
acquire me.”


Ana’Ra whispered, “Whatever am I going to do with you, My
Pretty Little Vixen?” then ad-ded, “As long as I draw breath, he will never
touch you. Is that okay with you, Miyuki?”


“Yes, Master, that is fine with me.”


He tightens his embrace and whispers reassurances in her ears.
He sends a message to the Weapons Master explaining that his Handmaiden won’t
be attending practice that afternoon be-cause she suffered a debilitating
trauma earlier in the day and she needs time to cope with it. Later on, Ana’Ra
has the perimeter guard tripled. He tells them that Garesh has spies in the
forest waiting to sneak over the wall and that the added guards will prevent a
breach of security.


The real reason for this action was Ana’Ra was afraid
Gasulon would make good on his threat. That he would steal Miyuki away and make
her one of his whores. He would not allow that happen; Ana’Ra would suffer
Death before that happened. Why he did so was certainly obvious: He was in love
with Miyuki.


 









Recollections
of Misspent Youth


 


The Pristine Dawn was arriving at port just before dusk.
Its passengers, a motley assembly of mercenaries the world over, would be
received by the King of Ansem, Answar, himself. While Answar disdained soldiers
of fortune, his own forces were too few to handle the threat of the insurgency
his nation faced. He needed soldiers and mercenaries were numerous and highly
disposable. If ten died, another one hundred could there to take their place.
As Answar waited for the boat to dock, he imagined what dross would come
walking down the port.


The Dawn sailed into port, the only seaside port in all
of the continent of Ansem, and it’s plank reached the dock. The flotsam and
jetsam of innumerable nations descended down the plank, a veritable menagerie
of human dross. One by one, the mercenaries disembarked, each one as
individualistic could be. Some wore worn out traveling cloaks over dilapidated
armor. Others wore fine silks with little protection other than the clothes
they wore. Some wielded swords, others rifles and pistols, some had cloaks
filled with sharp implements. But none really stood out of the crowd for Answar
save for the tall gentleman just now exiting the ramp. He was tall, his face
unshaven, but deeply defined by the five o’clock shadow he wore. His eyes
disappeared behind dark spectacles; he wore a finely woven tailored tunic, and
trousers along with a cuirass of what looked like Ephrain Steel. He carried two
long swords on his back and a rifle, of unknown construction, was slung back
there as well. A third sword, longer than the long swords and looking
significantly heavier, swung on his hip. Between the fine clothes and the
well-made armor, Answar was uncertain if he was a mercenary or not.


As soon as this fellow cleared the stocks of the port,
Answar saw something he never expected to see. The cloak this fellow wore was
pinned in the front by a platinum clasp. This clasp was rounded, bearing the
silver head of a wolf. This wolf’s eyes burned, with Hellfire and Brimstone.
Answar couldn’t hold back the shock he felt: he was looking at a Lycanthrope.


“Hail, Fellow!” he called to the ambling werewolf.


“Well met.” the werewolf spoke.


Answar heard a nobility in the werewolves voice. He was
uncertain where it came from, but he judged this man, no this thing, used its
talents on battlefields to keep himself fed and his pockets flush with Lucre.
The werewolves gait said he was at ease with himself and the world around him.
He cared not for the comings and goings of the world or its people. He was here
for a job and he looked ready to take on anything that was thrown at him.
Answar was wondering whether he should send the others home…


“Hi, mister!” Spoke a young voice.


The werewolf froze in his tracks and looked down. He saw
a little girl in a sugar pink dress looking up at him. She was like all in
Asnem, a vulpinemorph or fox-kind. Fox-kind were humans seamlessly blended with
foxes, creating an intelligent, speaking anthropomorphic fox. The little vixen
addressing him looked fearless and he assumed she was because of her age. He
guessed her age via her scent; she was at most three seasons old.


“Hello.”


“Did you come here to fight?”


“I did.”


“Oh, cool! So you’re a mercenary! I heard all about you.
Where are you from?”


“Why do you want to know?” he said calmly.


“’Cause.”


“Hehehe, ‘cause why?”


“Just- ’cause!”


“You really want to know?”


“Yep!!”


“I come from a little secluded village that no one HAS
EVER heard about. And I plan on keeping that way.”


“Secluded? What does that mean?”


“It means little vixens with lots of questions will
never know unless they ask the right questions.”


“Aw, you’re no fun.”


“Oh, I’m loads of fun. But I’m here on business, so I
can’t come to your tea parties or play house with you.”


“HEY!”


“What?”


“Why do you think I would EVER play such BORING games?”


“So you don’t play with dolls and have tea parties with
your stuffed animals?”


“Well, it’s not like I don’t…”


“Well, then, I think we have concluded our discussion.
If you’ll excuse me…”


The little vixen blocked his way. Despite the height
disparity and the differences in weight class and strength, the little vixen
held her ground. She was determined to get the werewolf’s life story, even if
it killed her.


“You’re a persistent little vixen, aren’t you?”


“What’s persistent mean?”


“It means you never give up.”


“Oh. Well, yeah, I don’t give up easily.”


“So, what is it you want to ask?”


“Why are you a mercenary?”


“Because I seek acclaim and fortune.”


“What’s acclaim?”


“Fame, notoriety, reputation, respect. I want people to
look up to me.”


“Don’t they already?”


The werewolf laughed and said, “Not in that way. I want
people to know who I am when I enter a room. I want my deeds and actions part
of everyday conversation.”


“Why?”


“Why? Hmm, I don’t know. I think I may be a glutton for
punishment.”


“What does that mean?”


“It means I do things that get me hurt all the time
because I want to be hurt.”


“Why?”


“In all honesty, I can’t say. It may be possible I have
low self-esteem.”


“And what’s that?”


“It means I don’t think well of myself, so I need others
to validate me or have people remind me of my importance.”


“Oh! … I don’t get it.”


“Neither do I, Little Vixen.”


She giggled then asked, “So what’s your name?”


“I am Moexatl Ana’Ra Rwo’tanque.”


“Moe- Mooex- Mow-ex- Huh?”


“You can just call me Ana’Ra.”


“An-ara?”


“No, no, no, An-a-ra. There’s an apostrophe between the
last A in Ana and the R in Ra.”


“An-a-Ra.”


“Close enough.”


She giggled again.


“And what may I call you, Little Vixen?”


“I’m Miyuki!”


“Princess Miyuki.” said a deeper female voice.


Ana’Ra looked up and saw a vision he would never forget.
Standing before him, sweeping the little maiden vixen up, was a female
vulpinemorph of at least twenty-five seasons. She wore a violet gown made of
fine silk and velvet. Upon her head, parsing her hair and fitting between her
ears, sat a golden crown. Her eyes were a shade of green Ana’Ra found
mesmerizing. Her petite body resembled an hourglass and her face, while in the
form of a fox, was the most beautiful he had ever seen. She did have a sadness
or melancholy to her; why she did, he did not know at the time. The maiden
vixen in her arms had her eyes and hair. When the older vixen smiled, he
realized she was Miyuki’s mother; her smile was an exact copy of her daughters.
He found himself highly aroused, but did his best to hide it.


“And you must be one of the adventurers hired by my
husband.”


“Yea, verily. And if your husband hired my fellows and
myself, then you must be the Queen of Ansem.”


“That is my title, yes. I am Queen Anya.”


“And your husband?”


“Is not all that faraway.”


Ana’Ra then saw the male vulpinemorph he witnessed on
the dock earlier. Taller than his wife by a good fifty centimeters or more and
somewhat older, he was still dwarfed by Ana’Ra’s stature. He had a crown upon
his head; it rested wistfully on top of a shock of dark hair that showed signs
of graying along the temples and back. His clothes were of royal countenance:
deep reds and blues amongst gold piping and silver buttons.


“It is nice to make your acquaintance, Answar King.”
said Ana’Ra, holding out his hand.


“Likewise, Master Lycanthrope.”


“Lycanthrope? Don’t tell me you believe in those old
horror stories.”


“I didn’t used to. But now, seeing you here…”


“Am I that obvious?”


“Not especially,” said King Answar, “but even as dusk
falls, no human would wear dark spectacles at this hour. You have eyes that you
wish to hide, do you not?”


“Yea, verily,” was Ana’Ra’s reply.


“Well, enough of that, then, let us join your fellows
and begin your employ, post haste!”


“I would be honored, Your Majesty.”


Answar, Anaya and Miyuki traveled ahead of him. They
keep a brisk pace. Miyuki sometimes would give him the raspberry from her
mother’s shoulders and Ana’Ra would laugh. She is cute little kit, that’s
for sure. She’ll cause a number of hearts to break when she’s older and ready
to mate. He thinks to himself, Although, I think life might not go so
smoothly for her. Her father wears a Shatterpoint, a bright red one. I need be
wary of him. His wife has none, but his daughter, his daughter wears a bright
blue one with a shadowed center. Now where- He looks at himself as Miyuki
makes a funny face for him. She’s disappointed he’s not looking, but he has
discovered something very odd. I have a Shatterpoint. Shadowed at center
and dark blue. I am connected to Princess Miyuki? Well, this assignment has
officially gotten interesting…


 









We Came, We
Saw, We Conquered


 


Miyuki wakes up as Sol rises over the forest around
Ephraim. She realizes she should have been up an hour ago and rushes to get out
her bedclothes. She is halfway through getting her battle armor on when a knock
on the door comes. Miyuki thinks it is Miss Charlotte, apparently over her
apprehension from her episode of zaniness and come to help her mistress get her
day started. She strides over to the door and opens it, not concerned about how
far she is dressed, because she knows that Charlotte has seen her in all states
of undress. But it isn’t Charlotte at the door…


“Mi- Oops!”


“AGH!”


Miyuki slams the door shut and retreats back into her
quarters.


“I think I should declared who was knocking first, huh?”
Ana’Ra says through the door.


“Y-yes, you should have, Master.”


“My apologies,” he states through the door, “But I didn’t
know you were awake yet.”


“A-and why would I not be awake, Master?”


“I thought you would like to sleep in, after yesterday’s
debacle with Gasulon.”


“Well, Master, I think I have slept enough, but thank you.”


“Think nothing of it.” he announced, then added, “Oh I got
you exempted from combat training for the week. Whenever you feel like going
back, you can. I won’t stop you, but today, I think we need to spend some time
together.”


“Time- together, Master?” she spoke, her heart beating
frantically in her chest.


“Yeah, just the two of us. I know I abandoned you, in a
way, while I grieved my lost brother and I apologize for that. So, I want to
make up for it all with a little trip out of town.”


“Wh- Where would we be going, Master?”


“Oh, just to Jerus I fear that Garesh agents would attempt
to take you if went anywhere farther.”


“So you believe what Gasulon said?”


“Yes. It is the fool who takes threats lightly.”


“Oh. So, when do we leave, M-master?”


“After breakfast, I suppose. I have a stagecoach prepared
for us that will take us to Jerus and back. So, you may want to wear a gown or
something similar. Jerus is also a town unused to the Exotic Species.”


“If that is so, I will then ready myself for a day out on
the town.”


“Wundervoll! I’ll meet you in the dining room,
then.”


“Understood, Master. T-T-Thank you, Master.”


“No worries”


Miyuki hears the heavy footfalls of Her Master going along
the corridor and then down the stairs. She hurriedly removes her battle armor
from her body and sorts through her wardrobe for a decent gown to wear. In the
back of the closet, hidden so it would be used for just such an occasion, is a
deep pink velvet and satin gown. The silver buttons and golden piping on it
give it regal elegance. She has wanted to wear this gown for some time. Only
recently has she figured the why and when she would wear it. Like all of the
other vestments Ana’Ra has given her, the gown has matching underclothes and
shoes. This will be the first time she wears these. She hopes it will not be
the last.


Fully dressed now and feeling empirical, Miyuki walks down
the stairs with all the grace she can muster. She passes Miss Charlotte on the
way down and noticed her servants embarrassed reaction to her presence. She had
resolved to ask Her Master about Miss Charlotte. Maybe today was the day to
ask. When she finally arrives at the dining room Master Ana’Ra is already
seated, waiting. When he sees Miyuki enter the room, his face lights up and
then she watches as he blanches. She does not know why he now looks so ashen,
but she trusts she has not forgotten anything in her ensemble.


“I am here, Master.”


Her Master doesn’t speak. He is drawn by her presence and
Miyuki can’t help but blush as he does so. When she seats herself in her
customary chair, she looks left and right and notices that either spaces at the
table are empty. She is alone with Master Ana’Ra for the first time in several
weeks.


“Wow…” is all Her Master says at first.


“Do you like it, Master?”


“I don’t like it,” he says and her heart sinks momentarily,
“I love it! By Yaw’hem, where have you been keeping that?!”


“I wanted it saved, for a special occasion.”


“You couldn’t wear it to your Recognition Day ceremony?”


“I thought about it, and decided to hold it for a more
grandiose event.”


“And going into to town is such an event?”


She whispered softly, “Yes.”


He didn’t respond, but she got the sense he was on the cusp
of saying something. He never got the chance to, though, as breakfast was now
served. The meal was delicious, as always: omelets filled with sausage, bacon,
syrup laden flat cakes and a whipped cream item Raquelle called “yogurt”. The
yogurt was especially delicious, as it had bits of bananas and blueberries in
it. With breakfast ate and bellies filed, Ana’Ra had Raquelle fill a picnic
basket with assorted snacks and some packaged drinks for their time on the
road. Once the basket was packed and placed in the stagecoach, Miyuki and Her
Master left Ephraim and made their winding way to Jerus.


The ride to Jerus was thankfully uneventful. There was no
sight of Garesh agents or patrols and the weather, which was clouded over and
threatening rain, held until they reached Jerus. Ana’Ra had the stagecoach pull
into a nearby inn he knew, and they stayed there during intervals of
transition. Jerus, by and large, was a more cosmopolitan city compared to
Ephraim. That was because Jerus was a crossroads town: several major highways
crossed through Jerus. This meant that cultured and worldly often passed
through here on their way from other nations and city-states. Thus, an entire
industry dedicated to catering these fine folks established itself here and
Jerus has thrived under since its inception.


Their first stop was a natural history museum where they
observed butterflies and katydids and mostly chewed up little kids. Okay,
scratch out the last part. There were kids, but none were part of the exhibits
and all were intact and whole. They then dropped by a theater, where the latest
performance of Dante’s Inferno was playing. The cast did an excellent job
portraying the characters and the special effects team deserved special kudos
for the holographic effects in the show. Ana’Ra and Miyuki left the theater
thoroughly entertained but also starving their heads fool off. Just up the
street was an establishment that Ana’Ra had never visited before. Miyuki
detected a number of delicious spices in use, so they went to sample some the
cuisine there.


Once inside, they were treated to a Paisano pair of
baker brothers who promised them a meal of epic proportions and deliciousness.
After a “small” wait of thirty minutes, they were served a dish called a
“pizza”. Having never eaten one before, they were schooled in all things Paisano.
The brothers weren’t lying; the pizza had an exotic taste to it that screamed
delicious. From the fine mozzarella cheese to the garlic butter-slathered
crust, to the salami picante that made Miyuki’s eyes water in orgasmic
bliss. It was so delicious, that Ana’Ra asked if he could borrow a brother to
return with him to Ephraim to teach his chef how to make this wonderful dish.
They refused, but did give them a recipe for a much simpler version of the
pizzas they made. Thanking the Paisano bakers for the meal (and paying a
measly thirty Lucre for it all!) they next hit the shopping district.


Miyuki stared at everything. The dresses were gorgeous. And
the shoes were even more so. She went from one end of the District to the
other, buying up a storm while Ana’Ra retained her “trophies”. Once she had her
fill of shopping, Miyuki asked if they take a break. That break thank-fully
included a comfortable bench and something called “ice cream”. The ice cream
tasted sweet, which Ana’Ra enjoyed thoroughly. After watching the sun set and
people watching for a time, Ana’Ra makes the suggestion they find one last
avenue for entertainment.


Not knowing where they were going, they find a little
tavern that advertises something they had never seen before: karaoke! Once
inside, Ana’Ra sees the tavern  has constructed a holostage rig. The rig, he
imagines, can be used to project a wholly three dimensional interactive scene
where performers can dance and strut and sway. They find a table near the stage
and are first introduced to the phenomenon (and terror!) that is karaoke.


The first would be crooner sets up a lively beach scene.
His song of choice, though, isn’t really made for such a scene. Worse, he
couldn’t carry a tune in a sack. He is soon booed offstage and another
potential disaster walks on. This one, a Leomorph, actually does pretty good.
His scene is a hopping rave and the song he sings to is an enthusiastic party
song. After the Leomorph steps down, to much applause, another victim steps on.
This one, a Ursumorph, at first does rather poorly. His voice is barely heard
and his scene is a chaotic explosion of colors. Then his mate arrives and the
scene makes more sense: the song is a duet for a male and female. Several more
crooners step up and fail or pass on their merits. The tavern won’t be open for
much longer, and Ana’ra, knowing Miyuki has a wonderful voice, encourages her
to sing onstage. She is frightened, though, and will only go up there if Her
Master accompanies her. Reluctantly, he decides to do so.


They scan through the song list, hoping to find a song that
will minimize Ana’Ra’s sometimes scratchy baritone. Eventually, Miyuki finds a
song that is both cute, and will probably not require Ana’Ra to sing much. The
stage is set up for a fantasy romp and the song, The Cloud Song, begins to beat
away. The first verse of it goes something like this:


“♫My name is Cloud, I have a sword,


I fight Cactuars, because I’m bored,


when I am wounded, I head to an Inn.


In fifteen seconds, it’s day again!♪”


It takes a good three minutes to sing the song in full and
Miyuki is surprised. Ana’Ra has never sung before in his life (or so he claims)
and yet his rich baritone fills the tavern with its silky smoothness. The crowd
seems to agree, giving Miyuki and Ana’Ra a standing ovation. They are presented
an award for “Best Amateur Duo Performance.” The Leomorph wins an award as
well, for best Solo performance. The tavern then closes and Ana’Ra and Miyuki
are once again wandering Jerus.


“Oh, Master, that was so much fun! I can’t believe we won a
prize!”


“Yeah, no kidding! Who would have thought it?” Ana’Ra
agrees sheepishly.


“Let’s find a another bench. I would some more ice cream
before midnight falls.”


“Sounds like a plan! After the rousing encore we gave back
there, my feet are leaden. I need sugar and some rest.”


They find a bench after a small while and rest along the
busy main thoroughfare in Jerus. The lights of a thousand grand hotels and
businesses illuminates the avenue and the whole scene is filled with electric
beauty. Miyuki cannot stop staring, as this is the first time she has ever seen
electrical lighting before, as far as she remembers. They eat another cone of
ice cream as they do so, soaking in the cites sites and burning through the
euphoria of a fun-filled day-long adventure.


“Oh, Master, this is all so wonderful!”


“I’m glad you enjoyed it. I have to admit, I needed this
more than I knew. While I wouldn’t trade Ephraim for the world, it is nice to
see something beyond onyx hew walls and guards everywhere.”


“Master?” Miyuki says, a lingering question tearing up her
soul.


“Yes, Miyuki?”


“W-w-w-” she stammers, wringing her hands, “Would you trade
me for the world?”


“Now why would I do that?”


“Yesterday, you asked Gasulon for his kingdom in exchange
for me.”


“Yeah, he said he would give anything…’


“But why-?”


“I knew, my Precious Miyuki, that he wouldn’t give up his
kingdom for anything. I asked him for an impossible fee: His whole kingdom for
one slave. He wouldn’t give up all he’s accomplished and acquired in his
lifetime just for that. I knew this and baited him with it.”


“So, Master, is there nothing in this world that I am worth
as much as?”


“No, there isn’t. You are priceless. Without you, my life
would be a pitiful approximation of existence. I would just- -be hanging on by
my tail, as it were.”


“D-d-do you really mean that, Master?”


“Every word with every breath. Your presence in my life is
a godsend. I would not trade you for all the stars in the firmament!”


“Oh, Master, thank you!”


“Think nothing of it. … Speaking of stars, I haven’t seen
any here in Jerus. I think the lights may dampen them out.”


“You may be right, Master. I see nary a pixel of light in
Jerus’ skies.”


“Maybe we should retire home, yes?”


“Yes, Master! … Master?”


“Yes, My Pretty Little Vixen?”


“I shall never forget this night. No matter where I go or
what I do, I shall never forget this night.”


Ana’Ra can’t help but smile. He rubs Miyuki’s head and
scratches at her ears.


“Yeah, neither will I, Miyuki. Neither will I.”


 









Open Secret


 


The ride home is equally as uneventful as the ride away.
Midnight approaches and the road back to Ephraim is bumpy because of torrential
rains in the area. Ana’Ra is trying to rest, but the road’s shoddy condition
makes attempting to take a nap an exercise in futility. Miyuki is too wound up
to sleep, so she stares off into the woods and watches as lightning strikes
from above. What little snacks they had preserved for the return trip are now
depleted. The same goes for the drinks.


The distant thunder masked all other sounds in the woods,
so Ana’Ra couldn’t tell where the wind moved. Or when it moved, the thunder
struck that often. With clouds loomed overheard so the moon cast no light;
seeing in darkness was an impossibility. The smells and tastes of the forest
also were muffled, so he couldn’t sense  anything moving around them. But with
the occasional lightning strike, he could see the forest but briefly. Shortly
after midnight, the rain decided to fall. Already washed up roads became even
muddier and more treacherous to navigate. Their driver, an Omega named Stefan,
wondered whether it would be advisable to pull over and find shelter for the
night.


Before he could ask that question to His Lord, the site of
the perimeter wall gave him hope. They could be that far away from Ephraim if
the perimeter wall could be seen. Chancing the rain and an accident, Stefan
pushed the horses just a little harder and they made the gate at Southfold
before the changing of the guards occurred. The stagecoach approached the gate
there and was halted.


“Rein in your horses and stop at the gate!” bellowed a
guardsman.


When the horses stopped, another guardsman approached the
stagecoach and peered inside.


“What business do you have in Ephraim?’


“We’re trying to get home, Alpha.”


“My Lord Ana’Ra!”


Ana’Ra brought his face closer to the stagecoach door’s
window and speaks with the guard.


“We were expecting you some time ago, My Lord. Master
Hudson was worried that you hadn’t returned for dinner.”


“I’ll give Hudson and probably also Raquelle my apologies.
Jerus at night is an exciting place. Miyuki and myself couldn’t get enough of
it all.”


“I understand, My Lord.”


Ana’Ra nodded and the guardsman left them. A bark, several
growls and a lone howl were heard clearly over the storm and the stagecoach
continued on it’s way. Shortly after passing the gate, they were halted again.
This time, though, was for news to reach Ana’Ra’s ears.


“My Lord, I have news for you.”


“What is it, guardsman?”


“The Knights have returned! The are sheltered in the Wolf
Den and would like a private word.”


“Did they indicate when this word need be had?”


“No, My Lord, but it didn’t sound urgent.”


“Understood. Thank you guardsman. This is some of the best
news I’ve heard in some time.”


“You’re welcome, My Lord.”


The stagecoach continued now in earnest, making way towards
Moexatl Manor. In no time at all, they arrived and Hudson was there to greet
them. He looked worried and relieved that his Lord had returned safely.


“Lord Ana’Ra, you’ve come back!”


“Yes, we are. The lights of Jerus can be quite hypnotic if
don’t watch it.”


“This is why I prefer Ephraim, My Lord. It’s very peaceful
and very quiet here.”


“Yes, it suits me well, too. But on occasion, I need a more
pleasant distraction.”


“Understood, Lord Ana’Ra. Is Mistress Miyuki with you?”


“That I am, Hudson. I thank you for your concern.” says
she, exited the stagecoach.


Hudson hands her a parasol and says, “Thank nothing of it,
Mistress.”


Now Ana’Ra disembarks from the stagecoach. He and Miyuki
sprint inside The Manor before they are soaked to the bone with rain. Once
inside, they dry off as best they can. Ana’Ra goes to meet with Raquelle. He is
altogether not pleased. Abigail is trying to persuade him not to be cross, but
he isn’t listening. When he sees His Lord entering the kitchen, he starts to
rail on him. That is, he starts but never finishes. Master Ana’Ra has the
recipe for the pizza he enjoyed in Jerus waiting for him. Raquelle looks it
over, mutters to himself about improving the formula. He thanks Ana’Ra and sets
off to his quarters, set on studying the recipe until he knows it blindfolded.
His daughter follows him bemused.


Both Ana’Ra and Miyuki enjoyed a quick snack in The Manor’s
kitchen, then retire to bed. Along the way, Ana’Ra informs Hudson he wishes to
speak with the Knights at first opportunity the next morning. Hudson jots this
down in his notebook and bids His Lord and Lady goodnight.(Hudson calls Miyuki
His Lady because Ana’Ra instructed him to do so. He explained that when he is
gone, Miyuki is administrator for business in Ephraim and The Manor. Her orders
are as absolute as his own and are to be followed by the letter and the spirit
of those orders.) Soon, Ana’Ra has retired to his chambers and is enjoying a
good bath. All the shopping and walking around Jerus has exhausted him and he
feels a little grimy. Jerus doesn’t enjoy as clean an air as Ephraim, so Jerus
has a haze made of particulate floating in the air. This hampers breathing and
catching airborne scents. It also has the detrimental effect of clinging to
one’s skin, especially if one is sweating. This is probably a fact of life most
Jerusians have come to live with.


Now clean and refreshed, Ana’Ra dons his nightclothes and
slips into bed. Tonight was so wonderful he can hardly think straight. The
pretense he’s been holding onto for so long is starting to break and he can no
longer hold onto the illusion. He resigns himself to tell Miyuki his true
feelings. As soon as he has the courage to do so. No sooner has this thought
occurred then does Miyuki knock on the door. He can tell it’s her by her
pheromone signature.


“Come in.”


Miyuki does, closing the door behind her and asks, “Is
there anything I can do for you, Master?”


“There’s not much I can think of. I was just about to go to
bed.”


“Understood, Master.”


Instead of leaving, she stands there a moment longer. There
is a question burning on her tongue. Her Seal is burning pluperfect Hell, but
she withstands it. She has needs to ask him some-thing.


“Is there something else, Miyuki?”


“Y-yes, master, there is.” she squeaks nervously, “I-i-i-i
wish to sing to you. I have the feeling that I cannot sleep soundly knowing
y-y-you are still awake.”


“Is that all?” says Ana’Ra, trying to keep the
disappointment in his voice from leaking out.


“Yes, Master.”


“Then I see no harm it. I would love to hear your voice
once more tonight.”


She is beaming now, he can see this in the nearly pitch
black that is his chambers. She ap-proaches the bed and kneels at his side. She
then clears her throat and with shaking hands, takes one of his into her own.
She then begins to sing:


“♫Hello darkness, my old friend, I’ve come to talk
with you again.


Because a vision softly creeping, left its seeds while I
was sleeping.


And the vision, that was planted in my brain, still
remains,


Within the sound of silence.♫


♫In restless dreams I walked alone, narrow streets of
cobblestone.


'Neath the halo of a street lamp, I turned my collar to the
cold and damp.


When my eyes were stabbed by the flash of a neon light,
split the night,


And touched the sound of silence.


♫And in the naked light I saw, Ten thousand people,
maybe more.


People talking without speaking, people hearing without
listening,


People writing songs that voices never share and no one
dares,♪


Disturb the sound of silence.


♪’Fools’ said I, ‘You do not know, silence like a
cancer grows.


Hear my words that I might teach you, take my arms that I
might reach you.’


But my words, like silent raindrops fell and echoed


In the wells of silence.


♪And the people bowed and prayed, to the neon gods
they made.


And the sign flashed out its warning, in the words that it
was morning.


And the sign said, ‘The words of the prophets are written
on the subway walls


And whispered in the sounds of silence.’ ♪”


The last of the song lingered on the air. Ana’Ra was asleep
long before the song ended. She looked in on him, a feeling of longing in her
heart. Her Seal was exploding in agony, and while she should have obeyed its
warning, she refused to. Instead, she kissed his forehead and then paused. This
sensation of longing was so powerful it seemed to override the pain of her Seal
and wiped out all rational thought. She quivered violently, nervous and
apprehensive, not knowing how to do what she so honestly wanted to do. She then
cleared her mind. The anxiety, the longing, the furious torment of her Seal,
all of it went away. She then leaned in close to Her Master and kissed his
lips. Even though it wasn’t a full-fledged kiss of romantic implications, she
still felt the giddiness of it all. Her heart fluttered and for once, her Seal
remained silent.


“Goodnight, Master.” she said and then added, “I love you,
A-A-A-Ana’ra.” 









Home Is Where
the Heart Is


















Le Petit Morte


 


She lies in a meadow, a young girl neither child nor
woman. She feels a breeze cross her bare form and giggles in delight of it. The
wind is warm and soft. It reminds her of something, but she can’t think of
what. The feel of the flowers and grasses under her is marvelous. She feels
comfortable, warm, and content. Before she knows it, she is sighing in peaceful
relief.


She sees a cloud crawl across the sky. Its form
resembles someone she knows, someone close to her. She can’t remember who it
is, but she senses it is someone intimately attached to her. She smiles when
she thinks this. To have someone thinking of you, caring for you, it is a dream
she has had for some time now. The cloud is now taking a clearer shape, forming
into a human contour. At first, it is featureless and unsexed. Soon, it begins
to transmute into a female figure. Its slight form is curvaceous and slim. She
wonders what this cloud is doing.


It is with some surprise that the cloud drops from the
sky and lands at her feet. It is prostrating at her. It speaks but the words
are diffuse and have no meaning she can discern. Soon, though, the human-like
cloud figure washes over her. Its fluff is warm and soft. She can feel it all
over her body. It seeps into her every pore and flows over her own curves and
crevices. It is a delightful sensation that makes her warm on the inside.


The cloud figure is now resting on its knees and elbows.
It places its rudimentary head between her thighs. She is uncertain what the
figure is going to do. Before she can ask, the figure dives towards the
intersection of her legs. A pleasing sensation erupts from there, spreading
over her body, igniting every nerve. She is caught in rapture, a feeling like
nothing she has ever had before. She writhes in throes of bliss. The cloud
figure is nuzzling against the spot, furthering her pleasure and eliciting
moans of pure euphoria.


The figure continues do so for an unknown amount of
time. She tosses and turns, the sensation so wonderful, so thoroughly
intoxicating she needs to grab at the grasses around her. She feels she might
lift into the clouds if she doesn’t hold onto something. A pulse of pure
ecstasy detonates from somewhere in the haze of pleasure that is her hips and
she moans…


Miyuki moans herself awake, the dream still clutching at
her consciousness. What surprises her in this moment is that she is still
experiencing the pleasure. She gasps as another wave of bliss passes over her.
Her head tilts back as she feels release come. She grits her teeth when the
groan that emerges from her throat passes her muzzle and soars in the air. When
this has passed, she feels drained of her strength. But she needs to know why
she is feeling these sensations.


She lifts her head and sees her thighs are parted. She also
notes is she is disrobed. She is certain that she dressed for bed properly last
night, so where are her bed clothes? No sooner does she ask this question of
herself does she see a figure loom over her pubic region. It’s the head of Miss
Charlotte! What is she doing?


“Miss Charlotte?”


Charlotte looks up, a slight sheen of saliva and some other
liquid dripping from her mouth. Her eyes go wide.


“AUGGGH!”


“AHHHHHHHHHH!”


Miyuki scrambles to the head of her bed. She reaches for
her covers and wraps her nude form with them. Miss Charlotte has scrambled
backward over the bed and lands on her bottom awkwardly. It is then that Miyuki’s
chamber door is kicked open and Master Ana’Ra rushes in, odachi at the ready.


“What’s going on?!”


“Miss Charlotte is-”


“I am sorry Master Moexatl, I know I shouldn’t-”


“She was MOLESTING ME!”


“I was- I was-”


“ENOUGH!”


Ana’ra glowers at Miss Charlotte for a moment and then
looks concernedly at Miyuki. He then faces Miss Charlotte once again, this time
sheathing his odachi and sighs angrily.


“Miss Charlotte, you have some explaining to do. Meet me at
the Inner Sanctum in fifteen minutes.”


“Thank you, Master Moe-”


“NOW, CHARLOTTE.”


Miss Charlotte hustles from the room, her face blushed pink
and her eyes watery.


“Are you okay, Miyuki?”


“I believe so, Master. Although, I must admit, it was
rather enjoyable. Until I knew it was Miss Charlotte responsible, I rather
thought that it was-”


“Hmm? It was whom?”


“It- It was- It doesn’t matter, Master.” she said, looking
flustered.


“Well, okay. If you’d rather not say, then I won’t force it
from you.”


Miyuki said weakly, “Thank you, Master.”


“I guess I should get dressed. Breakfast well be served
soon, and I’m not eating in my skiv-vies.”


Miyuki now looked at Ana’Ra in full. She almost cried when
she did. Ana’Ra was wearing naught but a pair of undershorts. His chest, the
lower portions of his thighs, his calves, all was ex-posed for her to see. The
yearning she had felt for the last two months burned anew inside her, She felt
desire well deep within the catacombs of her heart as her Seal flared in fresh
agony.


“Y-y-yes, it’s best that I get dressed myself. Uh, Master?”


“Yes, Miyuki?”


“Have you seen my bedclothes?”


“Um…”


Ana’Ra looked around the chamber and found Miyuki’s
pajamas. They lay in a crumpled pile near the foot of her bed. Miss Charlotte
nearly ripped them off her body; he saw marks where a female hand pulled roughly
on satin fabric. It looked like these clothes will need mending, he thought to
himself, Charlotte did a number on these. He gathered everything and placed it
within Miyuki’s reach.


“I’ll be waiting downstairs.” he said and exited the
chamber, closing the door behind him.


She hastily grabbed them and put them back on. She saw
where Charlotte manhandled the satin and sighed dejectedly. These are my
favorite pajamas! She then marveled that she hadn’t told Ana’Ra what she
really thought about this incident.


“I must admit, it was rather enjoyable. Until I knew it was
Miss Charlotte responsible, I rather thought that it was-”


“Hmm? It was whom?”


“I- I thought it was you, Master!”


She moved from her bed and went to the loo. She suddenly
had an urge to relieve herself. Once that was done, she sorted through her
wardrobe once more and chose a lace-over-satin violet dress. She dressed into
her leggings, underclothes and dress, then exited her chamber and went down
stairs.


She made her way to the dining room, but on the way there,
she passed by the Inner Sanctum. She overheard Master Ana’Ra sternly talking
and Miss Charlotte weeping audibly. She didn’t want to know what was going on…
but her curiosity got the better of her. 


“I gave you explicit orders not to be a bother to Mistress
Miyuki. WHAT IN THE HELL DO CALL THAT?!”


“I’m sorry, Master Moexatl. I- I fought the Urge for so
long. But when- But when you were mourning your brother, Miyuki looked so sad.
She seemed downtrodden and I was only trying to get her in better humors! I
didn’t want to fall in love with her! It just- It just happened!”


“And I suppose that by molesting her as she slept that you
were confessing your feelings, yes?”


“Yes! I mean, no! That isn’t what- I had only hoped to wake
her with a kiss- She was so beautiful there, sprawled out over the bed- She
looked content and happy, and I wanted her to continue to feel that way- I-”


“So when did a kiss turn into cunnilingus?”


“I- I- I- … I don’t know.”


Ana’Ra gave a frustrated sigh. He then bent over his knees
and looked Charlotte straight in the eye. His demeanor was serious and
taciturn.


“Listen to me, Charlotte. I knew when I hired you that you
were a Saphorite Lycan. I was under the strict impression that you favored
other Lycan females and human women. What I don’t understand is when you gained
an appreciation for the Exotic Species.”


“I- I can’t honestly say, Master Moexatl. Being in such
close proximity with My Mistress on a daily basis, it might have changed my
opinion on the Exotic Species.”


“Be that as it may, I cannot allow you to do that again.
From now on, you are not to give any massages, any assistance in dressing or
any manner or form of physical, tactile aid to Mistress Miyuki. Am I
understood?”


“Yes, My Lord.”


“Then go. You have a ton of things to do today.”


“Yes, Master Moexatl.”


Miyuki saw Charlotte raced from the room. When he caught
sight of Miyuki, her face pulsed purple and she doubled her pace. Miyuki didn’t
know… How could she have known? She wasn’t a Saphorite. She was attracted to
Her Master. Even if this weren’t so, she would still find attraction in another
male. Now she was confused. The sensations Miss Charlotte administered were so
good, so pleasurable. If I am not a Saphorite, She asked herself, then why did
her why did her nuzzling please me so? Seeing as I am heterosexual, wouldn’t
that mean I should have resisted that sensation? Her train of thought was
interrupted when Ana’Ra appeared in the hall.


“Miyuki! What are you doing here? I thought you were in the
dining room.”


“I- I- I was curious, Master.”


“Curious? About what?”


“About why Miss Charlotte did what she- did.”


“Did you eavesdrop on our conversation?”


“I’m afraid so, Master, but only on the last portion of
it.”


“What did you hear?” he said nervously.


“I heard her explain she was in love with me. That she
resisted the temptation for some time. It got me thinking about some things
that happened earlier…”


Ana’Ra asked quizzically, “What things?”


“Well, while you were in mourning, Miss Charlotte would
give me full body massages that left me very contented, like all my tension
came out in a rush. And earlier still, she would help in the bath and sometimes
would spend an inordinate amount of time massaging and cleansing my bosom. I
knew not why she did so at the time, but now it all makes sense.”


“Wow. That is an image that will keep me awake tonight.” he
whispered.


“Master?”


“Sorry, just thinking out loud. Let’s say we attend
breakfast, then, hmm?”


Miyuki agreed and they left for the dining room.


 









The Frabjous
Day


 


It’s been eleven months, one week and two days since I came
here. Miyuki thought, Has it really been nearly a year? She stared over the
window to her quarters. A downpour was drenching everything outside and even
the smithies, which she could hear from her bedroom window, were quiet. The
storm snuck on them all, as the week last was sunny and warm. The rain brought
with it a chill North wind and a dark hanging clouds. She was bored to tears
and needed something to do.


She rose from the chair she was in and loped around the
room. There several books in the bookcase Master Ana’Ra had procured for her.
She hadn't read through all of them. Maybe she should catch up on some of it.
She poured through the titles, looking for one she hadn’t the chance to read
yet. She found a few, but those were not what sparked her interest right now,
so she let them be. Further down the case, she saw a few with intriguing
titles, but none that stood out for her. Then she spotted one at the very
bottom of the case that she had never seen before.


It was called “Tenderhearted Ministry.” She had heard the
word “ministry” before, from some Christian evangelists traipsing through a
former master’s villa. She paid them no mind though. Having read some of their
“Holy Bible,” she found that she liked this “Jesus Christ” per-son, but not his
purported followers. They were nothing like him. Still, the book she held
looked inviting and she pursued it with purpose.


The book was NOTHING like she thought it would be. It was
about an affair between a small town pastor and a local prostitute. The tale
was tawdry and explicit. Miyuki found herself disgusted by some of the
euphemisms used for various parts of the human anatomy. Though, try as she
might, she could not put the book down. This Luna Day was looking more and more
monotonous and this sundry story of sex, lies, and religion kept her very
preoccupied. Without her knowing, she was unconsciously plying the folds of her
dress, inching downward towards her sex. As the tale continued to unfold, she
began to pet the gusset of her pantaloons with little conscious thought. By the
time she realized she was breathing unsteadily and feeling damp around her
loins, she snapped the book shut.


She soon realized the book was a work of smut. She was
certain Master Ana’Ra hadn’t put it there, by Kitsune-somo, so she wondered how
it ended up in her bookcase. Then she remembered a passage from the book. The
female lead was hired by a wealthy mistress to engage in various amorous
behaviors. Miyuki noticed the pages there were bent out something awful and
looked ready to part with the spine. The only way to do that was to read a
certain passage of the book repeatedly. Only Charlotte would read that passage
repeatedly. So it must have been her book. She opened a drawer in her bedside
table and made a reminder to question Charlotte about this later.


Boredom reared its ugly head again and Miyuki needed a
distraction. She thought could wheedle a snack from Raquelle, if she used the
right tone of voice. Downstairs she went, purposely seeking the spacious
kitchen Raquelle was no doubt tearing to pieces making luncheon. When she got
there, though, she saw a very startling sight. Raquelle was embracing
Mi’chea’la and their lips were locked on to each other. It took several moments
to process this scene and when she did, she gasped in fright. The two broke off
from each other, now that their rendezvous was discovered.


Raquelle looked mutinous when he asked Miyuki how long she
was standing there. She responded she was only there for a few seconds.
Raquelle wasn’t pleased with this response and was about to threaten imminent
harm when Mi’chea’la spoke. Mistress Mi’chea’la said that it was of no use to
be bent out of shape about this. She told Raquelle that they shouldn’t really
hide about in the dark with their love for each other. Raquelle then asked what
people would think about The Manor Chef dating the widow of Master Lus’Ra so
soon after his passing. She replied she has more than enough time to mourn and
she needed to move on. She told him she had constant reminders of Lus’Ra: the
three pups she gave him. With this Raquelle simmered down and was of better
temperance.


Miyuki then asked if she could have a small snack before
luncheon was served. Raquelle wanted to refuse, but with Mi’chea’la clutching
his arm, he relented. They simultaneously went to work on a submarine sandwich.
It took them a good fifteen minutes to do so, but that was the point: to
whittle down time before luncheon. Miyuki waited and when the sub was presented
to her, she thanked them profusely and went into the dining room. 


To her surprise, both Ana’Ra and his retainer, Hudson, were
sitting at the dining table, dis-cussing things with hushed tones. When she
entered the room proper, they tensed up and quieted. She sat down in her
customary chair and began to eat her sandwich. She had no idea why were there
and what they were doing. It piqued her curiosity. As she ate, she noticed
Master Ana’Ra twisting his hands. He was nervous about something. Hudson was
nudging with his elbow, but Master Ana’Ra seemed oblivious to it. It was all a
very strange scene.


“I see Raquelle is in a good mood today.”


Miyuki replied, “Yes, now that he and Mi’chea’la can enjoy
each other.”


“Say what?”


“I found them- In a passionate embrace. They were kissing.
It was all very romantic.”


“Wow. So there’s one cat out of the bag. Got to wonder how
Abigail is going to take that.”


Hudson then said, “I think she will be very pleased. I
happened on Miss Abigail and Mi’chea’la talking the other day. They seemed very
friendly to each other. One would almost assume they were truly mother and
daughter.”


“Well, let’s hope those two get along when Raquelle tells
her the news.”


There was a happy shriek from the kitchen and much joyous
yelling. The voices came from Raquelle, Abigail, and Mi’chea’la.


“It seems,” Miyuki mused, “that the good news has already
spread!”


“That it has.”


“I will go and congratulate the couple. Shall I convey your
approval, Master Ana’Ra?”


“Yes, please do. I’m happy Raquelle no longer has to live
the widower life. He should be more pleasant to deal with now.”


“I would not get your hopes up, Sir. We are talking about
Raquelle here.”


“I suppose your right. I shouldn’t be counting my rabbits
before their born.”


“Indeed, Master Ana’Ra. Now, if you’ll excuse me, Sir, Lady
Miyuki?”


With that, Hudson left the room; leaving Miyuki and Ana’Ra
alone at the dining table. Miy-uki kept eating her sandwich and Master Ana’Ra
sat fidgeting in his seat. She saw beads of sweat form on his brow and she
wondered why he was so nervous. She knew why she was nervous. Being at this
close proximity to Her Master was making her heart bound furiously. She thought
her very soul was jumping from her body. She suppressed the most visible of her
anxious symptoms, but she didn’t know how long she could do so.


“Well, it’s been nearly a year. It’s hard to believe it’s
been that long.”


“I’m sorry, Master, but what?”


“I brought you here almost a year ago. Isn’t that
surprising?”


“Oh, yes, it is! I nearly forgot.”


“So, how are liking this all so far.”


“This-” her tongue failed her a moment, “This is quite
possibly the best tenure I have ever had. The food is delicious, the people are
warm, and The Manor has an elegance most wouldn’t know existed.”


“And would you say you’re happy here?”


“Yes, I would, Mas- Wait, what is going on?”


“What do you mean?”


“Master, you’re talking to me like I’m an employee. This is
sounding a lot like a job performance review and I’m about to be terminated
from employment!”


“What-? No! By Yaw’hem… I was asking you these things
because I want to celebrate your time here! You’ve been here longer than you’ve
been with any other master, yes?”


“Well, yes, I have. Wow. I haven’t thought it like that. No
master has ever been able to put with me for that long.”


“Then I guess I must be long-suffering because I have done
so.”


“Oh, Master, thank you!”


“You’re very welcome, My Pretty Little Vixen. Now, about
this celebration…”


“Yes, Master?”


“Do you think you can wear that pink dress again? The one
in-”


“Velvet and satin, yes, I think I can wear that.”


“Wundervoll! And don’t worry; you’ll get to really
wear that dress tomorrow.”


“Tomorrow?”


“Yes. That’s when we’re holding the party.”


“Oh! That is- It is all so sudden-”


“Don’t worry. The majority of the plans were in the works
weeks ago. All we need now is for the weather to cooperate.”


“If the weather decides to stay temperamental, where will
the party take place?”


“Probably The Olde Hall. We haven’t had a decent gathering
there in some time. It should be more than big enough all the dancing and food
and-”


“Dancing, Master?” Miyuki said, visibly excited.


“Yes, dancing. I’m not the best dancer in the universe, but
I’m going to try, at least.”


Miyuki squealed, a happy sound that sent her shaking in her
seat. Ana’Ra smiled, knowing he made her happy. If he were courageous, though,
he could make her happier still…


 









A Comedy of
Errors


 


For the rest of the day, Miyuki spent her time bounding
from room to room and chamber to chamber in a euphoric high. She was certain
that tomorrow’s celebration would mean a chance to dance with Her Master. And
maybe, just maybe, she could tell him how she felt about him. The prospect and
all its implications swept through her head. She didn’t know if Master Ana’Ra
shared her particular feelings. And if he didn’t, what then? Serve a master who
couldn’t share her affection? She didn’t know if she could suffer through that.
But, she thought, I need to try!


Ana’Ra was also apprehensive of the next day’s
possibilities. He was certain Miyuki had some affection for him. He wouldn’t be
smelling her unique pheromone presence if she didn’t. But what if her affection
was merely that of an appreciative slave? What if she  really was a closet
Sa-phorite? Could he live with that? There also the prospect of telling her the
why and how of his res-cue of her. He needed to explain to her where she came
from, how he knows her, and what promise he made to himself when her mother was
killed. He had failed to live up to that promise before. If she reacted
negatively to the truth, could he keep protecting her? He honestly didn’t know.


He kept hearing the pleading voice of Queen Anya. Please,
Master Ana’Ra, I love you! I know you will safeguard us well. I have felt your
attraction to me. Why can’t we join you? The “we” in this case is Queen Anya
and her daughter, The Princess of Asnem. More than fifteen years later, and the
events and people of that adventure still haunt him. He thinks, I couldn’t fall
in love with Anya because she was still married and I didn’t want to destroy a
family. Even if she was unhappy, the least she could have done, even with
Answar as king, was kill herself and her daughter. That’s silly, though, asking
your offspring to die with you. But now- Now I’m in love with her daughter. I
can’t help it. Answar is still a repugnant bastard, but he was shrewd and
cunning. I wouldn’t doubt that he had his daughter sold into servitude to serve
his purposes. I don’t think he counted on me, though. That may prove to be his
greatest failing.


These thoughts rummaged through his head for hours. Evening
wore on and Miyuki was still looking like the cat that caught the mouse. He was
glad her spirits were so high. Although, he couldn’t tell why they were. With
night falling lazily on the land, Ana’Ra decided he need to tell her what
thought was her right to know. He hadn’t seen her for some time. He suspected
that she was able to wheedle a few snacks from the now joyful Raquelle. This is
why he didn't see her at dinner. So, marching to her quarters, steeling his
resolve, he knocks on her door.


The door swings wide as he does so, meaning that the door
was insecurely closed. Panic rises in his heart and his odachi is
noiselessly drawn from its saya. The room appears to be in order, with a
smattering of personal effects on her bureau, the dresser, her wardrobe. He
notices a light coming from the bathroom. The door to it is slightly ajar. He
can’t see or smell any sort of danger. He raises his sword, stills his breath,
and prepares for attack. He kicks the door open-


“AUUGGGHHHH!”


“AGGHHH!”


Ana’Ra falls backward, landing on his butt, his sword
clattering to his side. Miyuki, still in the bath, attempts to regain her
modesty by covering her pubis and breasts with her hands and arms. A heated
blush rises in both their faces.


“I THOUGHT YOU KNEW HOW TO KNOCK?!”


“I THOUGHT YOU WERE SOME SORT OF DANGER!”


Then together, “YOU DAMN NEAR GAVE ME A HEART ATTACK!”


“MASTER, EXPLAIN YOURSELF!”


“YouseeIwascomingupheretotellyousomethingbutwhenIwenttoknockonyourdooritwasn’tclosedrightsoIassumedsomeonecameandkidnappedyouandIsawlightcomingfromhereanddecidedtoinvestifateand-”


“STOP!”


“…’kay.”


“Just- Just close the door, please, Master?”


“At once.”


He did, after retrieving his sword and his composure. He
closed the door tight. His mind was racing and his heart beat with the rhythm
of jungle war drums. At last, he said through the closed door to Miyuki’s
private bath, “I’m sorry!” Then in his humiliation, he left.


Around an hour and a half later, Miyuki lies in her bed,
remorse wracking her heart. She feels sorrowful that she yelled at Her Master
like that. A part of her was actually glad he was there. She hoped he might
share the bath with her. So why was she so angry with him. She didn't fully
understand all of it, but she felt she needed to apologize. So, gathering up
her courage, she wrapped a bath robe over her nightclothes and left her
quarters. She crept to Master’s chambers on the other side of the corridor and
went inside. Like previous times she had one so, the room was dark when she
went in. There was a movement on the bed; she assumed it was Her Master. Maybe
his sleep is troubled again? She asked herself. She slowly came closer to the
bed. Master Ana’Ra was definitely in bed, but why was he not in bed clothes? He
was moaning, could he be having another migraine? Better still, what was his
hand doing…?


“Master…?”


The both screamed in unison this time. Miyuki fell over
backward and landed on her rump. She winced as she tried to get back up.
Ana’Ra, meanwhile was trying to cover his nakedness with his bed sheets. If
Miyuki had seen him pleasuring himself, he felt no amount of explanation would
clear up what he was he doing. Screwing up his courage, he sat up in his bead,
looking at a highly embarrassed Miyuki.


“I’msosorryMasterIwantedtoapologizeforearlierandIthoughtyouwouldn’tmindmecomingin-andIhavenoideawhatyouweredoingpleaseforgivemeMasterIamsososoverysorry-”


“Okay, Miyuki, enough.”


“Master?”


“It’s- it’s okay.”


“Is it really, Master?”


“Yes, it is. You can call this, ‘tit-for-tat.’ We didn’t
see all that much of each other and we both are profoundly sorry, right?”


“Yes, Master.”


“Okay, good.”


“Are you alright, Master?”


“What?”


“I heard you moaning. Are you in pain?”


“No, no, I’m fine. In fact, I was doing very well until
you- scared me.”


“Are you sure?”


“Yes, I’m very certainly alright.”


“Do you need me to sing for you?”


“Uh, I don’t think that’ll be necessary tonight, but thank
you. I believe I can get to sleep fine by myself. … But if you could get some
underwear from the drawer over there?”


“This one, Master?” she asked, pointing to an antique
dresser by a curving wall.


“Yes, that one. My underwear is in the top shelf.”


Miyuki opened the topmost shelf. She couldn't see nearly as
well as a Lycan could, but her vulpinemorph eyes could detect several pairs of
silk an cotton boxers in the drawer. She pulled out a pair and headed back to
Her Master’s bed.


“I have some underwear for you, Master.”


“Ah, good,” said Ana’Ra, “at least I can sleep modestly
now…”


“I-i-i-is there anything else, master?”


“No, that will be all, thank you.”


“As you wish, Master.”


Miyuki leaves Ana’Ra do his own devices. After closing the
door to his room, she falls with her back against it and drops to the floor.
She sighs, not wanting to know all the details. At length, she gets up, crosses
the corridor, and opens her door. Before entering her chambers, she whispers
back to Her Master’s Bedroom, “I love you, Master.” Miyuki doesn’t hear him,
but when she shuts the door Ana’Ra says, “I love you, Miyuki.”


 









Assumption is
the Mother of All Foul Ups


 


The next day, all of Ephraim was buzzing in excitement. The
Olde Hall was rarely used, but when it was, the celebration was bound to be
epic. Despite the rain that hounded the day, people bounded from task to task,
preparing for the jubilee later that day. The Manor was in sim-ilar spirits, as
Raquelle and Mi’chea’la prepared a fanciful feast for the whole village.
Hudson, Charlotte, and several other maids were preparing the entertainers for
the night.


Meanwhile, Miyuki is grooming herself incessantly. She
wants this night to go right, so she is combing her tail and filing her nails
and hanging her deep pink dress out to disperse the mustiness it may have
acquired. She is excited in a way she cannot describe. She feels all of her
life has led her to this one moment. She counts off, for the third time today,
her brushstrokes as she brushes her hair.


Suddenly, a memory comes to her. Not a clear one, but it is
vivid and she senses this is something long suppressed by the Power of The
Seal. In it, she is talking to a family member. This must be when she was
young, for this family member towers over her. An uncle, she thinks. She is
telling him she wants to marry a man just like him. His response is sad,
though. She can’t remember what he said, but he sounded so lonely and
melancholy. She can’t see his face, she can barely remember his voice. Much has
happened in the interim between that moment and now. Miyuki wishes she could
have all of her memory back…


Even so, she has found a place to home, even if it isn’t
her real home. She is fine here, and all is well with her. She finally gets
done brushing, then decides it’s time to get dressed. Tonight is going to be
different than any night she’s ever had and she planned on this. Back when
Miyuki and Ana’Ra went to Jerus, Miyuki encountered a ladies undergarment
store. Within it was a treasure trove of lacy, frilly things that she thought
would drive Her Master wild with excitement. The store clerk helped her find
just the right sort of lingerie. Today is the day she expects it will be of
some use.


She glides to her wardrobe and carefully lifts the package
she placed at the bottom of the closet. Within the package are a lacy pink
camisole, a matching demi-bra, scanties, garter belt, and stockings. The whole
ensemble is completed with a pair of deep pink, princess heeled velvet boots.
The clerk in the shop at Jerus helped Miyuki get measured for a proper fitting
lingerie, so when the demi-bra goes on her bust, it fits perfectly. The
camisole, scanties and garter belt go on next. She slides into the stockings,
specifically built for vulpinemorphs, easily enough, then at-taches the tabs of
the garter belt to the top of the stockings. Her gown goes on next, and then
the velvet boots.  


If she wasn’t feeling sensual before, she is now. Every
movement seems to bring her into a sheer stimulation to every nerve in her
body. It resembles the sensation when Miss Charlotte was performing cunnilingus
on her… Miyuki really doesn’t want to remember that. So she pushes this aside and
heads downstairs.


When she gets downstairs, she passes the Inner Sanctum. She
didn’t really mean to eaves-drop, but she hears Her Master speaking with
himself. She sidles along the passageway leading to the Sanctum and listens in.


“Yes, I know what the implications are…


I can’t help it though…”


But of course, I know that this could invite disaster…”


So, if this goes the way I think it does…”


I can’t! It’s Miyuki…”


But she can never know…”


It’ll hurt her, I just know it…”


She hears this much and then runs. She has no idea what his
inner monologue might be, there is a serious tone to it all. She rushes away,
to any corner she can find refuge and plants her-self there. She is trembling
and her fear rises in waves. What the Hell was Master Moexatl talking about?


Inside the Sanctum, Ana’Ra is speaking with Spirit Waters,
the descendant of an old friend.


“Do you know what it means when a wolf and a fox mate?”


“Yes, I know what the implications are…”


“There is no precedent for this.”


“I can’t help it though…”


“And should she find out her royal ancestry and your
involvement in it? This could be the wind that reaps the whirlwind.”


“But of course, I know that this could invite disaster…”


“You believe she loves you, though. Could she just be
relaying what The Seal is telling her?”


“So, if this goes the way I think it does…”


“Then you should know if she truly cares for you or not.
You have to tell her!”


“I can’t! It’s Miyuki…”


“Would you rather sit here in anguish and have doubt?”


“But she can never know…”


“She never will know if you keep this inside! My ancestor
knew you to be brave and noble. Why can’t you just be like what my Mothers,
Mothers, Mother told me about you?”


“It’ll hurt her, I just know it…’”


“It’ll only hurt if she finds out through another party or
if someone misconstrues the truth. Hunting Wolf, if she is your Other Soul, you
need to find her and tell just what lies in your heart. Divine Waters would
have told you the same thing.”


“You’re right, Spirit. She needs to know. Damn the
consequences, I love her and I won’t see her suffer any further doubt!”


“That’s the spirit, no pun intended.”


“I forget when Divine Waters family got a dry sense of
humor.”


“Around the time Striking Snake lived up to his name. You
better go. Find your Other Soul.”


“Of course. Thank you Spirit Waters!”


The wolf in the room bows its head in acknowledgment.
Ana’Ra seizes all his fortitude and seeks out Miyuki. He finds her sitting in
an abandoned alcove he didn’t know exists. She is wearing his favorite pink
gown. She looks like she’s been crying.


“Miyuki? Is that you?”


“Yes, Milord.”


“What are you doing back here? The party starts in an
hour.”


“I needed to be alone for a while. Please, Milord, go
away.”


He doesn’t. He knows from his time together with Miyuki
that she only calls “milord” when she’s upset. She is crying. He can see that
now. She is hurt. He thinks she may have eaves-dropped one on half of his
conversation with Spirit Waters. Only one half, because he knows vulpinemorphs
can’t hear wolves speaking.


“What are you doing? GO AWAY.”


“Not until you tell me what is wrong.”


“I heard you.”


“What did you hear me say?”


“I heard talking about me!” she spits.


“Okay, getting closer. When did you hear this?”


“A few moments ago, when you were in the Sanctum.”


“Hmm, I see. Did you know I was entertaining a guest?”


“A guest?”


“Yes, a guest. Spirit Waters. She’s a friend of mine from
long ago.”


“Why did I hear only you?”


“Because Spirit Waters is a wolf. A true wolf.”


“What?”


“You didn’t know? Lycans can speak with wolves.”


“I didn’t-”


“Yes, I should have told you that earlier.”


A silence falls to which both parties contribute. Ana’Ra is
just about to comfort her when Miyuki speaks again.


“So, do you care about Spirit Waters?”


“Yes, I guess you could say I do.”


She hiccups and asks, “More than you care for me, a slave?”


“What? No! Miyuki- Spirit is a descendant of an old friend
of mine. She already has a pack and a mate, so she really doesn’t want or need
anyone else. Especially not a half-wolf, like myself.”


“So- So- You see her as a friend?”


“Yes, I do.”


“Nothing more?” she sobs.


“Nothing more.”


She then latches onto Ana’Ra, still sobbing and shaking.
She tries to tell him something, but her sobs are making her unintelligible. He
gives her a few moments to settle down before he asks her what she’s talking
about. She reveals she once had a master who treated her much like he did. One
day, she overhears a conversation just like the one she did. She grew excited
because she thought her master was going to free her. Instead, he sold her at
auction, letting her fall into the malevolent hands of an amateur sorcerer.
Ana’Ra’s heart breaks when he hears this.


“So, you thought I was going to sell you off?”


“Yes!”


“And why would I do that?”


“I-I- … I do not know.”


He chuckles a little then says, “My Pretty Little Vixen,
whatever am I going to do with you?”


“Master?”


Ana’Ra knows she’s feeling better now and replies, “Miyuki,
you know I won’t do that. I like you being here. You are-”


“Yes, Master?”


He can’t say it. Wherever his courage is gone, it’s taken
the words he wants to say from his mouth.


“You are invaluable to me. I would rather die than not have
in my life.”


“Y-y-you mean that, don’t you Master?”


“Yes, I doth verily.”


She giggles, wipes some tears from her face, and says, “I
must be a serious hassle to you, Master.”


“If you are, then you’re a hassle I am willing to bear.”


“Oh, Master-!’


Her embrace tightens and Ana’Ra smiles brightly.


 









In Honor of
Your Grace


 


The jubilee starts with a bang, literally. With the rain
finally pausing for a few hours, several of the local merchants set up a
fireworks display. The resounding booms frighten the children but fascinate the
adults. The explosions light up the sky and mesmerize everyone. Inside, an
assorted crew of musicians is toiling away, playing music that stirs the
revelers to dance. Ana’Ra and Miyuki join in as well, and Ana’Ra unfortunately
has a hard time keeping up. As agile and fleet of foot he is on a battlefield,
he has two left feet in the dance floor. Miyuki cannot stop laughing. Not
because Ana’Ra is trying and failing so hard, but because she really enjoying
herself.


The music is lively and so are the party-goers. The
haberdashery kicks into full gear when the tempo changes. Ale, wine, and
whiskeys are served along with a strange dark brew called “cola.” The food is
plentiful and sumptuous, keeping the hungry merrymakers well fed. After a small
while, Ana’Ra tries his hand (or more aptly, his feet) at dancing once more.
This time, his attempt is surer and less awkward. Miyuki follows suit and soon,
there is a train of dancers on Ana’Ra’s heels. The more fun he has, the more he
realizes just how much he loves Miyuki. She is a light in his thus so far dark
life. If what Spirit Waters said is true, Miyuki may just be his Other Soul.


Miyuki is simply enjoying herself. Her life as a slave has
been filled with more downs than ups. Often, she has endured where others might
fail. But the damage done is severe. In the time she has spent in service to
Master Ana’Ra, she has almost all but forgotten those times. They still haunt
her sometimes, but Master Ana’Ra’s compassion and caring nature have given her
hope she may have her happy ending. For now, she dances among the crowd of
werewolves, carefree and happy. And sometimes, when she spies Her Master patrolling
the fringes of the dancers, her heart explodes with joy.


As the hour gets later, and the songs begin to slow down,
Miyuki takes a well deserved break. She rests in a chair near an empty table
and catches her breath. As she does so, she’s joined by Mercuri. He who looks
exhausted. He is breathing much harder than Miyuki is and is face is ruddy.


“Mistress Miyuki! Wow, it’s been forever!”


“Mercuri! You are here! Wow, it seems everyone is out
tonight!”


“That they are. Whew! I am SO tired. Dancing has just about
worn me out.”


“You have no stamina, Mercuri.”


“Aw, come on, don’t do that to me.”


They talk for several minutes as the dance floor crowd
multiplies. At length, Master Ana’Ra gets on stage and says a few words, then
the dancing commences anew.


“You love him, don’t you?”


“Um, what?”


“You love him, right?”


“Of whom do you speak, Mercuri?”


“Lord Ana’Ra. I can smell it. Even as a Beta, I can smell
it, your adoration of him.”


“I am that obvious, am I not?” she says nervously.


“Yeah, but you aren’t the only one.”


“Mercuri, I thought we talked about this. You and I can-”


“Lord Ana’Ra thinks the world of you, you know?”


“I- Yes, I know this.”


“He also feels the same way.”


“Wh- What are you saying?”


“I can smell it on him, his love. I see it, too. Every time
he looks at you, he gets this wistful look in his eyes.”


“Well, that can mean anything. Master Ana’Ra-”


“-loves you, and you love him. As a Beta, I can sense these
things. I may not be as strong or as able as some tiers in The Hierarchy, but I
can tell when two people are attracted to each other.”


“You- You really think he loves me?”


“I would bank on it. Here,” he says, pulling money from a
trouser pocket, “I got fifty Lucre that says he fancies you.”


Miyuki shakes her head in disapproval then stares into the
crowd. She senses Mercuri picking up on the subtle changes in her biochemistry
when she spots Her Master.


“Does- Does he know?”


“He suspects something. I think he’s too anxious to do
anything about it.”


“So, what should I do?”


Mercuri turns to her and says, “I think you may need to act
first. He- Lord Ana’Ra is a warrior, and a fine one. But, he’s not used to
taking initiative unless it’s in battle or he knows what he’s doing.”


“So, I have to show him, tell him by some means the way I
feel. And it’s all right if he feels the same way. Is that what you’re saying?”


“Pretty much.” Mercuri says, then gets up, “I feel
refreshed now. I’m gonna chase a few females before the night ends and see
where that leads me. I may fail, but I gotta try.”


“Yes, that’s all we can expect in life, to try.”


“Fortune does favor the bold…”


Mercuri leaves her with her thoughts. She sees a waiter
roaming with a bottle of champagne. She calls him over and takes a glass. The
flutes contents slide effortlessly down her throat. She feels the rush of
courage that accompanies the consumption of alcohol. She eats a little before
getting up and finding Her Master. It would not do to kiss Your First Love
drunk.


She finds Ana’Ra quick enough. He is standing with Raquelle
and Mi’chea’la. The conversation they are having is lively, like the jubilee,
but is friendly as well. Miyuki sees this as her only opportunity. She can’t
stand not knowing whether she is just a slave or a worthwhile companion.


“Excuse me, Master?”


“Oh, Miyuki, didn’t see you there. What’s up?”


“Master, if it pleases you, would you dance with me?”


“Sure, just let me put down this plate.”


He asks Raquelle to save his food and Raquelle gives him a
smarmy answer. Something about the only safe place for food is either in a
storehouse or ones stomach. Ana’Ra and Miyuki get onto the floor just as a new
song plays. The tune is lively, like the rest of the music of the night, but it
strangely carries romantic undertones. Miyuki doesn’t mind this, and leads
Ana’ra, who is still unsteady on the dance floor and they dance close together.
Miyuki’s vulpine grace helps Ana’Ra find the rhythm and soon they are sharing a
spotlight on the floor. It almost feels like, to both Ana’Ra and Miyuki, that
everyone knows about them and yet they aren’t privy on the secret. As the song
ends, Miyuki decides she needs to take her shot. The last notes fall in a slow
progression and Miyuki cups Ana’ra’s face with her hands. She then reaches up,
for she is shorter than Ana’Ra by nearly half a meter, kisses him on the lips.


She expects surprise, maybe even panic when she breaks away
from the kiss. Instead she is treated to erstwhile yearning in Ana’Ra’s face.
He mouths, You knew? And she replies, I do now. She then clambers up his ears
and whispers, “I love you, A-Ana’Ra!”


He hears this and his heart does more than swells, it
erupts in joyous rapture. He swings her up and kisses her, using his formidable
strength to keep her aloft, but tempering it so she doesn’t get crushed by his
power. He brings her down after breaking away and whispers in her vulpine ears,
“I love you, Miyuki!”


She almost faints for the happiness she feels. They wrap
each other in a tender embrace, as the sound of applause erupts around them.
They feel each other’s hearts, the beating of two mus-cular organs, match each
other, and thrum as one. Miyuki’s happy ending may just be hap- Wait, what is
that? Is that-?


“GGGGHHHHOOOOSSSSTTTT!”


The party goers disperse in a mad panic. Miyuki has time to
see the ethereal figure emerge from behind Ana’Ra. Her terror mounts as the
phantom, who looks vulpine in shape, tries to speak. She blanches, her bladder
becoming a hot and heavy bag in her abdomen. It screeches and Miyuki turns tail
and runs. Ana’Ra spins on the post, looking the pale apparition over. He recognizes
the figure…


“Lord Ana’Ra, run before it steals your soul!”


“…Anya…” is all Ana’Ra can say.


With that, the specter disappears. The remaining guests
stare in wonder, as those not fleet enough to escape ponder how a ghost ended
up in Ephraim. Ana’Ra has no answers.


“My Lord, is the festival over?”


“Yes, I believe it has. If you please, return to your homes
and sleep well. If you feel like taking some of the bounty not consumed this
night, go ahead.”


Hudson then asks, “And what will you do, Lord Ana’Ra?”


“I need to find Miyuki…”


He runs, as fast as his human form can carry him, back to
Moexatl Manor. The rain begins again and thunder punctuates the night. It all
feels like a bad omen. Still, Ana’Ra needs Miyuki. She was so frightened when
the ghost arrived, he wonders if she thinks he conjured it to scare her away.
Nothing can be further from the truth. Along his way, the Knights join him,
Spirit Waters leading.


“Where are you headed, Hunting Wolf?”


“Back to the Manor. Something- happened. Miyuki was frightened
and ran off.”


“Did you explain how you feel?”


“I did.”


“And did she reciprocate?”


“She sure did!”


“Then what happened?”


“Anya’s ghost!”


Spirit Waters is alarmed. Ghosts are very uncommon in the
area Ephraim inhabits. To see one is a sign of some terrible portent. These
things don’t happen out this way. Or do they? Ana’Ra rushes through the Main
Gate, speeds his way into the Main Portal and once inside calls out for His
Handmaiden.


He searches every floor and every chamber in The Manor.
Until he reaches the fifth floor he has no idea where she could be. Once in the
corridor to his and Miyuki’s quarters, he hears frightened shivering and scared
sobs. He checks into Miyuki’s room, but she is not there. Then he hears the
plaintive cries of Miyuki from behind him. He opens his chamber door and finds
Miyuki cowering in a corner, shaking profusely, her gown mussed up from the
panicked rush she was in.


“Miyuki?” he calls out.


“M-m-m-master?”


“Yes, it’s me. Are you okay?”


“No! NO! STAY AWAY! The creature will come and kill me! It
will invade my Seal, steal my life! STAY BACK!”


She tosses a sai in his direction. He dodges this
easily and looks on at Miyuki. She is more than afraid; she is terrified. She
shivers on the floor, a badminton racket from one of Ana’Ra’s early adventures
in her hand.


“Miyuki, it’s me. It’s Ana’Ra. The specter, it’s gone.
Look!’


Miyuki does look, her eyes wild with panic. Then when she
sees no ghost anywhere, she cries.


“Oh, now now, Miyuki…”


Ana’Ra picks her up, one hand under her knees, the other
placed at the small of her back. He carries her to his bed, where he sits down.
He is still holding her, and she quakes and quivers violently. He nuzzles her
head with his and she stills.


“Shh, now, shh. It’s okay. Nothing’s going to harm you. I’m
here and nothing will hurt you for as long as I draw breath.”


Miyuki looked up into Ana’Ra’s face. She knew he was
sincere in this. She choked her sobs back and then embraced Her Master with all
the force she could muster. Ana’Ra in turn conjured a flame from the nearest
fireplace in his chamber. The flame grew. Heat and much needed light came into
the room. She stayed in his arms, holding him tightly with her face buried in
his chest. After a length of time, she looked up into his face again and spoke.


“Master?”


“Yes, Miyuki?”


“Do you love me?”


“Yes I do, with every fiber of my being and every breath in
my lungs.”


She kisses him, a passionate display of her yearning and
desire. He doesn’t hold back as he returns it. He sweeps her from his lap and
lays her on his bed. The fire on the hearth pales in comparison to the fire in
his heart. She feels his body overlap hers and in that moment she feels safe,
protected, and loved beyond measure.


“Master?” she says when he breaks from their kiss.


“Yes, My Pretty Little Vixen?”


“I- want- to make- love to you! I want- your- everything!
I- need you- inside and- out! I- desire you- heart- and soul!”


“As you wish, so it is my duty to obey.” Ana’Ra says.


He kisses her again as his arousal matches hers. He
embraces her tightly, their lips melting together in passion and desire. As
they meld physically, their spirits meld psychically, and two halves of the
same soul become one…


 









Emancipation
Day


 


The morning sun rises above the forest and the clouds of
the night before burn up and dissipate. Moexatl Manor stands alone in the one
end of Ephraim, basking in the glow of the dawn. Miyuki is first to arise, her
nude body flush against her lovers. She remembers the events of the night
before, and she smiles wistfully. Though the storm raged, the thunder rolled,
and the lightning struck, they enjoyed the intimacy destined love. They made
love all night long and into morning. It wasn’t until the tenth hour of the
night that they rested. She estimates she only re-ceived some fours of sleep.
And for some reason, that sits well with her.


She nuzzles her lover’s neck, sniffing the sweat off his
skin with her muzzle. Her core is still filled with heat and his seed. She
licks his ears, the human ones he wears during normal working hours. The taste
is exquisite and she falls into rapture again, just like she did so many times
last night. Soon, her lover stirs, giggling lightly as she tickles his ears.


“I have never known a woman as insatiable as you,” Ana’Ra
says, “You must have really loved my ministrations”


“I loved and still love them. No master I have ever served
has made me feel like a woman, save for you.”


“You are very welcome. As always, I’m more than happy to
oblige.”


She giggles and plants her paw on his chest. The beating
his heart is strong and she is cer-tain their offspring will be strong as well.
A remnant of desire kindles in her loins. If she had but the strength, she
would renew their bonding. She feels he has a surge of desire as well. She
feels it tickling her waist.


“It appears we are spry this morning, aren’t we?’


“Yes, it appears so. If you are willing, I am able”


She wraps her arms around his neck, her bosom pressed
against his muscled chest. She kisses him and he moans his approval. She breaks
away, a sneer plastered on her muzzle.


“If I say no, would go and do anyway?”


“No, I wouldn’t. I would be forced to pleasure myself,
though. And that would be a shame.”


“Hmm, I see.” Miyuki says huskily, “Then you will be glad
to hear I have found my strength again. I am willing, if you are able.”


Hearing the challenge Miyuki issues, Ana’Ra presses his
lips to hers and they bond again once more. When they are done, the recover the
clothes they tossed aside in their abandon. This is when Ana’Ra spots something
on the floor. He picks it up and examines it. Miyuki, too, has seen this
article before. As she recognizes what it is, Ana’Ra speaks, hushed.


“This- This was your collar.”


“Yes, it was Ma- Ana’Ra.”


“But, if I removed it last night, where are the
Adjudicators?”


“I don’t know.”


“Wait. I seem to remember- ‘If a slave is freed, if a slave
dies in service of his master, or if-’”


“’Or if’ what?”


“’Or if the slave reaches a level of affection exceeding
what The Seal can produce.’ If I re-member right, the effect is even more
potent if the feeling is- -mutual.”


“Ma- Uh, I can’t say that anymore! Ana’Ra, what’s going
on?”


“Don’t you get it? Your seal! You shouldn’t be able to call
by my name without referring to me as ‘master’. I think your seal is finally
broken.”


“‘Broken?’ You mean, I am no longer a slave?”


Ana’Ra nods and then leaps across the bed and embraces
Miyuki firmly. She neither is off put by this nor startled. She is, though,
exceptionally curious. When did her seal break? Why has it broken? Does this
mean she is free? As she ponders this, Ana’Ra is parting the back of her hair.
He sees the spot where a slave seal should exist. Instead of the awful,
grotesque tattoo, there is nothing there but red fur. Perfect red fur.


“Ana’Ra?”


“Miyuki!” he exclaims before kissing her on the mouth
passionately.


“What? You’re acting so strange, Ana’Ra.”


“My Sweet and Beautiful Little Vixen, you are sovereign
now! You’re free! The Seal is broken and the compulsion to serve is erased!”


“I’m free?”


“YES!”


Her smile slowly winds its way across her muzzle as she
realizes what has happened. She grips Ana’Ra in a hug of joyous celebration.
With the Seal of Servitude gone, she is now free to pursue her own destiny. She
can no longer be bought or sold like cattle. She is Sovereign, a word she never
thought she’d hear of herself. She reaches with an arm to a place on the back
of her head. This is where the Seal would be if she were bound in servitude.
She feels with her paws. What she finds is not the raised scarring of a brand
but skin and fur. There is nothing else there.


Then a realization comes over her. Seeing as she is not a
slave anymore, she is no longer needed. As long as she was a slave, Ana’Ra
needed her to fulfill the duties she was assigned. Now that she is free and can
do whatever pleases her, she believes that Ana’Ra will have no use for her. She
believes he will acquire another slave to fill the gap she is vacating. This
thought causes a depression to wash over her and she loosens her embrace as a
result.


“Miyuki, what’s wrong?”


“Now that I am free, you won’t need me anymore. You can get
a new slave to do the things you need to do. I am no longer needed.”


“Now wherever did you get THAT idea?”


“It- It just hit me, right now.”


Ana’Ra shakes his head and laughs. She looks annoyed that
he is treating her concern with humor. This is when he cups her face in his
hand gently and looks deep into her eyes.


“My Sweet and Beautiful Little Vixen, I’m not sure you
understand. I need you, now more than ever. I never needed a slave before. But
I do have need for a wife. I saw you in Casia- I don’t know, but I think I fell
in love. But, I wanted to be certain that you gave me your love of your own
free will, nothing compelling you to do so.”


“But if you needed a wife, you could have-”


“-could have ordered you to be so, yes, but you would be
what I DIDN’T want you to be. You would be a wife in name only. I wanted- I
needed someone who would love me for who I am, not because I gave them orders
to. I- I wanted a love that would be willing to receive all that I was. And
you- You did that. You didn’t care that I was a Lycan, you didn’t care about my
fortune, you didn’t care for the things I had that you could possess. You cared
for me. And while it took a while for you to get there, the end result is even
better than I expected.”


“Was I- an experiment?”


“No,” and he shakes his head, “You are an adventure, one
that hasn’t ended yet.”


“Huh?”


“Let me tell me something about Lycans and religion, if
you’ll bear it.”


“… Okay.”


“We Lycans believe, as do all true wolves, that when
Yaw’hem placed living beings on this planet, She crafted each sex from One
Soul. Therefore, each male of every species that exists has one-half of a
single soul and every female, the other half. This is so, when a male and
female find a mutual attraction to each other that exceeds the physical, we
believe that two halves of the same soul have found each other.”


“Does this mean you believe I am the other half of your
soul?”


“Yes, it does.”


“But what does that mean?”


“It means that without you, I was incomplete. I could only
grow so much before I stunted and withered. Before you were here, everything I
did was about one thing: pleasing myself. Now with you here, I can finally grow
further and live for more than just me. When you came into my life, everything I
did was not for my self-gratification, but to please you. I was selfish before,
I was selfless after.”


“I think I understand. You need me to mature into the man
you want to be.”


“Exactly. However, ‘man’ is a little misleading. It’s more
like, I need you to mature into the wolf I want to be.”


She giggles a little and her smile returns. She pats his
chest with her paw, and sighs.


“So, I’m not totally useless?”


“No, you’re completely useful. Besides,” he places a hand
on her belly, “how can I turn away the mother of my child?”


She blushes, and turns her head away a moment. She returns
her gaze to his face after a small while and looks as directly as she possibly
can into his eyes.


“So, what do I do now?”


“For starters, you’ll help me raise our pups. You’ll teach
them how to hunt, how to fight, and how to survive, just as my Mother did for
me. I’ll teach them how to run a business, delegate authority, and manage
funds, just like my Father did for me.”


“You Lycans are strange! Isn’t the mother supposed to raise
the kits and make the home, and the father makes the income that supports it
all?”


“That’s not how Lycans do it. In a Lycan marriage, both
mother and father maintain the home, raise the pups, and earn the income to
support them all.”


“I think I like the Lycan way of doing things. It’s so-
progressive.”


“Well, when we Lycans were in the infancy of our race, most
fathers didn’t live for long, thanks to the superstitious Hairless Apes. It was
necessary for the females in the early packs to keep everything together for
the survival of all. You’d be surprised how many female heroes of legend there
are in Lycan history.”


“Query: what does that term mean, ‘Hairless Apes?’ I’ve
heard you use it before, but I never understood who you were talking about. I
was afraid to ask before.”


“I speak of humans.”


“Oh, yeah, them. … Ana’Ra?”


“Hmm?”


“Would you say I was a blushing bride?”


“More so than you can imagine, My Sweet and Beautiful
Little Vixen. More so than you can imagine.”


 









Si Vis Pacem,
Para Bellum


 


Miyuki didn’t feel three months pregnant. In fact, she felt
perfectly all right. If it weren’t for the morning sickness and the swelling
stomach that bulged out of her gowns, you wouldn’t know she was. Yet, two weeks
after she and Ana’Ra bonded, the surgeons at the clinic confirmed it: Miyuki
was with child. When she was still a slave, she feared this possibility. The
thought of rearing a bastard child was something Miyuki couldn’t fathom nor
withstand. She prayed to Kitsune-somo daily in order to prevent such an
occurrence.


Now that she was free and in love, the unborn child she
bore was now a delight she had never known. She was uncertain where this
maternal instinct originated from, but she didn’t care. She was content for the
first time in her memory, she had love, and she was where felt safe. All else
was minor trivialities. She walked the Promenade alone this day, for Ana’Ra was
attending meetings with various heads of organizations around town. She had
known previously that Ana’Ra was a busy wolf, but now with their betrothal and
an impending war, he was far busier than he ever was.


So Miyuki sought out some things that would occupy her mind
for a while. She was thankful that the minstrels, who often didn’t pass this
way, returned with some new tunes and new members. She could hear the music
from her end of the Promenade. It was enticing her; she wanted to dance so
much, it was like unto a fever she had. After speaking with several local
mer-chants she walked her way to where the minstrels were playing.


“Good afternoon, Milady,” said one of the musicians
cheerfully, “whatsoever would you have us play?”


“Hmm, I’m in the mood for something vivacious. Not too
fast, but not too slow, either. My child must get used to the movement of the
music.”


“Agreed, Milady! I think we have something that should fare
well with you.”


The minstrels tuned their instruments and then began to
play. The music was rousing sort of ballad, with peaks and valley of intonation
that inflamed emotion. Miyuki was prancing within three bars of the song and
her gyrations got everyone in a dancing mood. Her lightheartedness changed the
humor of everyone in attendance and it seemed the whole Promenade was lifted up
in song. The music eventually ended, the bards pleased and smiling that
everyone got a kick from the music. Miyuki bowed to them and thanked them for
the tune.


“And when next shall we meet, Milady?” said the lead
musician.


“I’m not sure. I have other business today that will take
me all over the village, but I may pass this way in another three hours.”


“Are you sure you can keep on your feet that long, Milady,
with your condition?”


Miyuki laughs, a sunny sound, and says, “Not unlike the
Lycans here, I am of a hardier spe-cies than most.”


“As it pleases you, Milady! We shall wait for your
inevitable return.”


The minstrels as one bow to her and she blushes. She wasn’t
used to getting this much ad-miration and respect from so many people before.
It was still very refreshing, but it was all so new to her. She remembered her
first day real day in Ephraim and reading the plaque affixed to The
Handmaiden’s quarters. She also remembered the small fantasy she had about
being the true Mistress of The Manor. Now that it was true, she couldn’t
feeling a slight discomfort. Of course, that could have been her child, making
her mother very queasy. After leaving the Promenade, she made her way round
about the village, stopping in many a merchants store and looking at all the
wares they bartered. 


Soon, Miyuki decided to return home. The hour is getting
late and soon evening would draw on Ephraim. She had a small luncheon prepared
for her in her shopping bag, so she needn’t return to The Manor for that, but
dinner was to be served soon, and she had no room in her bag for that. As she
walked the boulevard back to The Manor, she noticed a merchants stall just
outside the Promenade. 


It was odd that she hadn’t seen this stall before,
especially seeing as she had spent all afternoon around the village. Still, she
was curious as to what this vendor sold. She approached the stall to see a
young woman with exquisite straw-colored hair. She had never seen hair like
this before (most Lycans hair were either black or brown haired, with the
occasional carrot-top) so this girl intrigued her ever the more. The girl
smiled but when she did, Miyuki saw a sadness she could not define. She looked
over the various articles that were for sale. All the girl had for barter were
chokers. She examined one, a velvet piece in a fine violet.


“Good evening to you. I would like to know the price of this
lovely choker, if you please.”


“Why Annabelle,” said a sinister voice, “For you, the price
is free!”


An uncouth hand rose over Miyuki’s muzzle, and clasped her
lips shut. A second rose and placed a damp cloth covered her nose and soon all
the color in world faded to black…


Several hours later, Ana’Ra sat in the dining room of The
Manor. Seated in his customary chair, he sat waiting for Miyuki to return. It
was unusual for Miyuki to be late for dinner. Even in her current condition,
she would run as fast as her vulpine feet would carry her back to The Manor to
eat. Now that she was the True Mistress of The Manor, she shared almost every
mealtime with her doting husband. Ana’Ra had a chuckle at the thought. Him, a
doting husband, will wonders never cease. Yet, he was well with this. He like
the idea of catering to His Beloveds every whim.


It pleased him to know that his Sweet and Beautiful Little
Vixen was happy, content, and very satisfied. He did everything in his
considerable power to do so. For Ana’Ra, no one else ex-isted in the world but
Miyuki, her smile the very reason for his existence. She was very late though,
and his concerns were growing by the minute. The news that she carried a child
of their union made her even happier. Ana’Ra was still puzzled how a fox-kind
and a Lycanthrope could successfully mate to bear offspring. Though to Ana’Ra,
it was trivial matter, of little concern. 


“My Lord, I can keep the food warm another hour, but I’m
afraid it will ruin the taste,” said Raquelle, a little concerned himself.


Mi’chea’la added, “Milady Miyuki never misses dinner.
Something must be keeping her de-tained. She will arrive eventually, I’m sure.”


Ana’Ra nodded, but his mind was not at ease. He felt
something terrible had happened. Gasulon was a stubborn man, one who was
unaccustomed to being balked. The rumors concerning his abilities in certain
forms of The Craft may only be that, rumors, but on the day he accosted Miyuki,
he seemingly disappeared from the dining room table without so much as a scent.
This frightened Ana’Ra more than anything he could imagine.


“Raquelle, go ahead and serve dinner. I fear my hunger will
not hold much longer. If My Beloved returns, we will greet her warmly and not
speak on her late arrival.”


“Yes, My Lord,” Raquelle said and he and Mi’chea’la
disappeared once more into the kit-chen. The night’s dinner was delicious, but
Ana’Ra had no stomach or tongue for it. His mind kept wandering back to Gasulon
and his furious threat.


“You hear this, Moexatl! I will have her, by hook or by
crook! There is nothing stopping me from obtaining my prize!”


Ana’Ra shuddered as the memory raced back to him. He could
SMELL every particle of lust in Gasulon’s wake. Even as he entered The Manor,
he could smell it. It grew worse when Miyuki entered the dining room, an
unpleasant mixture of sulfur and methane. Remembering that scent sent his gorge
rising. He had not the words to describe his contempt for Gasulon…


“MY LORD! MY LORD!” came one of the town sentries
thundering into the dining room.


“There is no need to yell. My hearing is still intact!”


“My apologies, My Lord, but I bring urgent news. The sages…
They have detected a breach!”


“WHAT?!”


“A breach within the village, Milord, one made of magic
craft! We have confirmed reports from the Promenade and several eyewitnesses…”


“The Promenade? That is where Miyuki-”


“Milord?”


“Did anyone in the Promenade see Lady Miyuki out and about
in the Promenade this after?”


“Yes, My Lord! In fact, I was about to say that the breach
may have taken Lady Miyuki.”


“WHAT??!!”


“The breach appeared sometime after Lady Miyuki went out,
My Lord. Several Promenade merchants and The Minstrels saw her there. Later on,
as she was returning, some witnesses say she was examining a new stall only
recently opened at the edge of the Promenade. One minute it was there, the next
minute it was gone!”


“This cannot be-” Ana’Ra whispered.


“The sages say they couldn’t close the breach in time. It
was made of a magic of which they had no knowledge. They are awaiting orders,
My Lord.”


Ana’Ra stood up quickly, the fury he felt causing his wolf
tail to emerge. His throat gave off a frightening growl and his eyes glowed a
gold-red.


“Have the sentries gathered and form a search party. I want
every cubic picometer of the village searched. I want an analysis of the magic
used to open this breach in ten minutes! In addition, assemble the militia. We
have a storm brewing.”


All did as they were instructed. The village was searched,
fore to aft, starboard to port and every direction in between. No sign of
Miyuki or her captors was ever found. The sages de-termined the portal used to
open the breach was of fiendfyre in origin. This was evil magic craft, indeed.
The whole scenario reeked of Gasulon, Ana’Ra was sure of it.


“Any word from the search party?”


“No, My Lord. Not one trace of Lady Miyuki or her abductors
has been found.”


“Hmm, damn him… Take me to where Lady Miyuki was last seen.
I have need to investigate this myself.”


The Manor Guard assembled in formation and followed Ana’Ra
towards the Promenade. The people were getting scared, because Lady Miyuki was
such a prominent fixture in Ephraim life. Her disappearance was a foreboding
portent. Ana’Ra was soon shown the place where the magical breach occurred. It
looked like an unadorned patch of grass. There was no indication that anything
had resided here. Yet, there was that scent of sulfur and methane. Gasulon was
here! How he breached Ephraim’s defenses, he did not know, but he was certain
the Whore-master would suffer the consequences!


“Master Ana’Ra?”


He turned on heel and was looking at one of the minstrels,
the captain of them, by his looks.


“Yes, bard? Have you news to give me?”


“Yes, My Lord, but none good. My fellows and I saw Lady
Miyuki earlier in the day and were witness to what transpired.”


“You saw?!”


The minstrel nodded.


“SPEAK, MAN, SPEAK! What happened to Lady Miyuki?!”


“We saw her entering the Promenade an hour before evening
drew on. She was walking back to The Manor, we believe, when she stopped by a
merchant stall that was not here when she passed by earlier.”


“Go on.”


“We were preparing to a new piece of music to play for Lady
Miyuki. I was turned to reach a page from my case when I heard a malicious
voice speak.”


“A malicious voice? What did it say?”


“Let me recall… Yes, I remember. ‘For you, Annabelle, the
price is free.’ That is what it said. When I turned to see the man to whom the
voice belonged, I saw a flash of light and Lady Miyuki was gone.”


“Is there anything else you remember?”


The bard thought for a moment and then said, “Yes, there
is. There was the smell like sulfur and the flatulence of cows. Isn’t that
odd?”


“No, but it does have evil portent. Thank you, Master Bard;
your assistance has been most enlightening!”


Ana’Ra returned with his Guard in a flash, but not before
handing the minstrel a bag filled with 100,000 Lucre. This would certainly make
the minstrels day, but for Ana’Ra his day was only just beginning. Once home,
he ordered the militia to go into standby and gave the sages to prepare for
combat. He went immediately to his war room, equipped all his armor, his odachi,
his Peacemaker carbine and an assortment of throwing daggers.


“Milord,” called a female voice from behind him as he
refitted his armor, “What is happening? The Militia assembled in the Ward Room
and Raquelle was woken from his rest to prepare provisions for combat! What are
you doing?”


Ana’Ra turned towards Mi’chea’la, his fury reaching epic
heights and spoke thus, “Do you remember how you wanted me to go to war against
Garesh for poisoning your late husband? Well, you may finally have your chance
at justice. Tonight, we have business with Garesh. And we do so with a rock
and stone.”


Mi’chea’la stepped aside as Her Lord stomped from his
Armory and made haste for the Ward Room to the north. Once there, he greeted
his militia with a bark. They returned it and Ana’Ra spoke.


“Tonight, we break the truce we have with Garesh. Their
king has taken two lives that mean the world to me: my brother Lus’Ra and My
Beloved, Lady Miyuki. Tonight, Luna will look on us and say, ‘How brave and
bold those Lycans be. For tonight, they go to War.’”


 


This tale is not at end…
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