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Chapter One




Koda was running through a mountain valley.

The familiar sights of trees and bushes whipped past him on all sides even as his hiking boots dragged heavily at his feet, trying to make him stumble over the uneven ground before him. But instincts that felt both foreign and familiar in a staccato rhythm—much like the pounding of his feet—guided him to avoid the obvious traps and pitfalls of uneven stones and protruding roots.

All around him, the scent of sun-drenched greenery filled the air as that same light caressed his skin. A gentle wind lovingly caressed his face, carrying away sweat from his brow. A tree branch dipped into his way, and Koda ducked it without an issue, bending slightly lower and letting his right leg coil beneath him before using that stored strength to launch himself forward over an uneven patch of rocky dirt.

Far above him, that grinning sun sat in a field of blue so resplendent that it would put jewels to shame. Delicate white clouds decorated that azure expanse like the finest of silk draped over the tantalizing body of a lover. That vast canvas far above him held such promise, and Koda felt nothing but affection for it as he dove under another branch, this one draped with a gauzy film of hanging moss. He knew that the delicate expanse of blue held mysteries that would only reveal themselves in the velvet embrace of the night as well, which would show the other side of the endless, open sky.

In the bushes to his left, a rustling noise of disturbed branches told him he was not alone. But Koda was not afraid. He barked out a laugh of challenge and redoubled his pace.

The fact he was moving downhill lent speed to his steps, and it felt as though he rode a veritable avalanche as his movements disturbed dust, rocks, and piled earth in this headlong charge.

On his right, Koda heard the distant crunch of stones moving and then a grunt of challenge from that direction as well.

“Come on, then!” he called in a ringing voice, the joy of movement echoing in his tone. “Race me! Let the sky be our judge!”

Rather than responding, the crunching to his right picked up into a rumbling thunder of heavy footsteps as his companion clearly accepted the challenge. To his left, the quieter presence that was rustling the grass yipped in excitement and picked up speed as well.

Laughing breathlessly, Koda let the glee of his freedom lift up his spirit as he continued his headlong race down this mountain toward a distant, open plain. Warm sun on his face teasing him to run faster as that broad expanse of open sky challenged him with a distant and moving horizon to chase.

Warmth on his face, coupled with a warm breeze tickling his neck, was what pulled Koda out of his dreams. It took a while to coax him from the comforting embrace of that dreamlike realm, as the sensations meshed so well with his dream. But it was ultimately the breath across his neck that broke him out of it. It was coming from two different directions, and that confused his sleeping mind enough that he woke to figure out the source.

While the dream had been enthralling—the sheer joy of running was something Koda had forgotten about since the day he outgrew such simple pleasures as a child—what greeted him was just as pleasant.

A naked Sienna lay snuggled into his chest in a tight ball. She had her legs up with her arms wrapped around them and her tail tucked up to cover her feet. Her messy mop of short-cut red-black hair brushed against his lips, while the pointed tips of her sleep-folded ears tickled his cheek. She had her nose buried into the crook of his neck, so he couldn’t see her face, but the slow and even breaths washing over his throat told him she was still asleep.

He was curled around her, with the slightly smaller woman tucked into his arms and against his bare chest.

It wasn’t hard to remember that he was unclothed, given the amount of soft flesh he could feel pressed against himself, and a slight glance down revealed the perky handfuls of Sienna’s breasts shelved between her arms as she slept under their shared blankets.

The source of the other breath tickling his neck shifted in her sleep. She used the arm draped over Koda’s waist to pull him tightly back into her for a moment before relaxing once more with a quiet, contented grumble.

He didn’t need to turn to look at Arthene to know that the giant of a woman had her face buried in his hair. He could feel the quiet huffs of her breath against the nape of his neck as she slept. That and her massive breasts pressing into his back like a pair of the most delicious pillows.

If he had Sienna snuggled into his chest like a puppy curled up into a ball, he was being used as a full-sized body pillow by Arthene. And while Koda felt a bit stiff from sleeping in the same position all night like this, he couldn’t honestly complain about having his two lovers snuggled in close to him. The last several days and the amount of fighting and killing he’d done thus far had heartily cured him of any hesitation he might have felt about reveling in the love of those close to him.

Still can’t believe I had any hesitation about Sienna, let alone Arthene joining us, Koda thought with a sleepy smile. Accepting Thera’s call for help was the best choice I ever made. Sure, I have to fight to protect my people, but I can’t say that I hate the idea of letting that savage side of myself out for good reasons. It is... cleansing to be able to do that.

Thinking about Thera brought the image of the woman to his mind. Her full figure, clad in furred leathers much like Arthene favored but more lithe like a hunting cat. Black hair in the most glorious ringlets acting as a cape with the faint pattern of lighter spots. Wild silver eyes and an amused, teasing smirk drawing the observer’s attention to her regal, proud face that concealed ferocity beneath the surface when she smiled and then revealed the sharp fangs of a wild animal beneath.

Memories of the previous afternoon flowed sluggishly to the surface of Koda’s still half-asleep mind. Of that same wild and regal form overlaying his mates as he claimed them by the stream. Of fantasies of bedding the goddess that brought him here to save her people. If Koda had been more awake as he thought them over or more focused when it happened, he might have questioned it longer. But Thera was a beautiful woman, and he couldn’t help the attraction he felt to the regal goddess on top of his wild Arthene and sweet Sienna.

Flowing backward in time, he turned over the events of the last week in his mind. Had it really only been a week? In those short days, Koda had fought in nearly half a dozen pitched battles. He had been killed multiple times in rather brutal ways while protecting innocents. Amid the chaos, he had found love with two beautiful women. That same goddess he daydreamed idly over had even promised that more would seek him out in the future.

A brief surge of worry welled up in his chest, and his arms tightened unconsciously around Sienna. The wolf-featured beastfolk woman let out a quiet sigh against his throat and rubbed her face into his shoulder in her sleep before settling once more.

That simple gesture reassured Koda. He knew that, whatever happened, and whether it was a fight or something more close to him, Sienna was his. She’d snuck her way into his heart and made herself at home there. There was nothing that he could imagine getting between them now. She even happily welcomed the advances of Arthene when the bear beastfolk had barreled into their lives, demanding to join them with the cheery exuberance of a rockslide.

Thinking about his giant lover brought another soft smile to Koda’s lips, and he shifted slightly to lean back into Arthene, which triggered another squeezing hug from the woman and the scent of sun-warmed berries that always seemed to accompany her.

Arthene was a primal spirit. Some considered her to be the progenitor of the bear beastfolk, and her attitude and personality reflected that.

The massive woman had apparently fallen for his fierce spirit when he’d charged a camp full of monsters known as Crooked in order to save her when they had started trying to trap her spirit using the bones of her last mortal incarnation.

As soon as she’d had the strength to incarnate herself again, Arthene did just that with the intent of repaying the favor by becoming his mate. Something that had initially concerned him, but given how easily the big woman had welcomed Sienna to her side as well—and the blunt honesty with which she’d pursued him—he’d rapidly found himself falling for Arthene.

Still wonder about that. You’d think that it would take more than a few days of talking to fall in love with someone. But I can already guarantee I’d fight and die for either of my girls. Not that I’d need to. I know that in any opportunity that I might be faced with such a sacrifice, they’d be right there beside me without hesitation. Maybe that is what made me fall for them? That sort of unquestioning support does things for me.

Koda turned the thought over in his mind, shifting one of the arms that was wrapped around Sienna to lightly stroke over her bare back beneath the warm embrace of the blankets. The motion must have woken the wolf woman, as she mumbled his name quietly before pressing a kiss into his throat.

He wanted to soothe her back to sleep, but his own mind was finally waking up enough to remember exactly where they were. The quiet conversation from a few dozen feet away and the shuffling of movement while the rest of their small war party was rousing themselves also helped his new awareness. A crackle of noise from the small fire they had obviously started for breakfast told him that they needed to get moving.

“Time to wake up, love,” Koda murmured, turning his head to kiss the edge of one of Sienna’s pointed wolf ears.

The appendage flicked in response, slapping him lightly in the face. He repeated the attention, getting a sleepy giggle from the nude wolfwoman in his arms. A gentle stirring against his thighs and groin told him her expressive tail was already awake, the fluffy mass beginning to bounce as she sleepily returned the affectionate kisses to his throat.

Arthene, though, was not nearly as happy to be roused.

“Ughhhh… why do we have to get up already? The sun is barely above the horizon,” groaned the big woman, the arm around Koda crushing him firmly to her ample chest, enough that it squeezed the breath out of him just as it squeezed his head to her bounteous chest. Her face remained nestled in his hair, slightly muffling her protests, but Koda could feel them against his skin.

“Because, Arthene. There are things we need to get done, and the sooner we are up and moving, the sooner we can get them done,” Koda coughed out when her grip relaxed enough to allow him to breathe.

“I have a thing I want done right here,” Arthene’s grumbling turned playful as she ran her hand down from his chest to cup his manhood, which was suffering from that acute state all men did upon waking, a state that wasn’t helped by the amount of plush womanly curves currently pressed into him.

“Arthene,” Koda tried to protest as she began to stroke him under the blanket. He could feel her nipples hardening against his back as well, and the soft, sweet sensation of kisses along his shoulder. “We don’t have time⁠—”

Sienna’s giggle cut his protests off. A moment later, the wolf-eared woman wiggled free of his arms as she unfolded herself and dove under the blankets.

“Hold him still for me, Arthene. I’ll see to our mate so he can focus for the day. You can have a turn tonight, when you can take your time.” The blanket draped over them muffled Sienna’s words, but Koda felt another set of hands stroking down his abdomen and settling over his shaft, right before the warmth of Sienna’s breath washed over his manhood.

“Fair,” laughed Arthene, shifting her grip to pin Koda in place. “I know our man is just so much fun to tease and rile up. I’d get carried away. He’s all yours, sweet Sienna.”

The big woman suited actions to words and adjusted her grip to pin him against her underneath the blankets so that Sienna could get at her prize.

“Oh, you two are such troublemakers,” Koda grunted as he felt the heat of Sienna’s tongue run along him. “I love you both.”

“Flatterer,” Arthene chuckled huskily in his ear while Sienna engulfed him entirely in her hot mouth.
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The speed at which his redheaded mate was able to coax a climax out of him surprised Koda. It probably had something to do with the illicit fact that they were laying only a dozen yards from the others, and, despite the fact no one seemed to care, there was still that element of arousal from the potential of being caught.

That and the utter filth that Arthene poured into his ear while she ran her claws over his skin and kept him from wiggling away.

The most that Koda had done was get a single arm free to tangle his fingers in Sienna’s hair and help guide her, something the lithe beastfolk clearly enjoyed based on her reactions.

When Sienna was done, she wiggled back up to pop her head out of the blankets and check that the coast was clear. The three of them dressed quickly, with Arthene simply crawling out of the blankets buck naked and dressing in plain sight. It was a testament to how intimidating she was that none of the others stared at her full figure while she wrapped her skirt and top around herself.

Either intimidated by her or by me, not sure which, really, Koda thought with a laugh. He only bothered to pull on his simple underclothes before joining Arthene dressing in the sunlight. Sienna, still being a bit shy of the others, dressed underneath the spread blankets before emerging fully. The three shared good-morning kisses, with Arthene promising more of the same when she had her turn that night and to both of them for that matter, before Sienna set about sorting out and folding away the bedrolls that had made up their collective sleeping space the night before.

Koda, with Arthene close behind him, ambled on over to the fire pit, where the others of their war party were slowly gathering together. It was gratifying to Koda to see that his trio wasn’t the last to rise. That was apparently Hans, who was still snoring on the far side of the fire underneath his blankets, the bull beastfolk sleeping right through the quiet conversation.

Then again, I think Hans earned it. Not only did he do more than his fair share yesterday dealing with the dead Crooked, he took first watch last night, Koda thought while fighting off a grimace as he remembered the previous day’s battle.

Crooked were disturbing enough to just see, let alone fight. Everything about them was just... off. Disjointed and wrong in some way or another. Their clothes always had some sort of bizarre mottling to their color; lines were never straight; weapons were never true. All their features and limbs were off somehow. Twisted in one fashion or another. Even their champions—those who held a similar rank to himself in the hierarchy of the Crooked Force—were twisted and malformed in some way.

The single most terrifying encounter he’d had so far was with a Crooked warleader who, while not being bent in some fashion, had unnaturally long limbs with additional joints to them. That fight had nearly cost him Sienna, and even thinking about it made his anger rise.

A large hand settling on his back brought Koda out of his intensely focused thoughts to realize that the conversation had dropped off with the other hunters and they were looking at him. Glancing back over his shoulder questioningly at Arthene, she just smiled down at him.

“You were growling, my mate. I think it startled your companions.” Her simple explanation answered his question, and Koda just nodded before glancing back at the others with a wry smile, getting a few in return from them.

“Sorry about that. Was remembering yesterday.” That answer got nods from all those standing around the fire, as well as a few empathic grimaces.

Seeing that, Koda was reminded that these people were just hunters and miners only a week ago, hunters and miners that had risen to the challenge of defending their home and joined him in battling the threat of an invasion of the Crooked into their lands. They’d thrown back that invasion and even counterattacked to remove the source. Now, hopefully, they were nearing the last few fights they would need to participate in before they could return to relatively normal lives.

I hope, at least. Something tells me that this is only the beginning, Koda thought as the conversation started up again. The gentle stroking of Arthene’s clawed fingers through his long, straight hair dispersed his worries as his mate started grooming him to sort out the tangles from the previous night’s sleep while they got ready for their day.


Chapter Two




“So glad that you could join us,” Netta teased with a smirk from her spot by the fire where she stirred a squat pot. The hawk beastfolk woman’s feathered hair fluttered slightly as she shot them a wink before going back to stirring the pot. The scent of hot grains and fruit rose up from the pot that obviously held breakfast, making Koda’s stomach grumble with hunger. “I see that your appetite didn’t sleep in either!”

“Not exactly sorry about that. We all worked hard yesterday, and while I get that we can’t just devour all our supplies without care, I can’t deny that we all worked up an appetite.”

“I look forward to another of those feasts that the village threw the other day,” Arthene added with a broad grin. “I can just eat my fill and then just sleep until I’m not tired anymore. The only thing missing then would be affection from my mates.”

“Doubt it,” snarked Hannah, the cat beastfolk, carefully sharpening one of her arrowheads against a small, flat stone where she sat nearby. “Even if Koda could keep his hands off you and Sienna, I doubt you two would give him a moment’s rest when presented with the opportunity.”

“It would be a foolish woman who would pass that up, and while most of my goals are simple in nature, I am no fool,” Arthene said with a broad smile down at the smaller woman. “So what is our plan today? Do you think we are going to catch the Crooked before they reach this Amberpost town?”

“Hopefully,” Todd sighed, glancing over his shoulder toward the threads of smoke that still rose in the direction of the town in question. “Whether there will be anything left by the time we make it to Amberpost, I don’t know. If we are up for it, we should try to double-time to catch up with that Crooked warparty. If we can get them before they join up with the ones attacking Amberpost, then we will stand a far better chance of eliminating them.”

“Agreed,” Arthene grunted, accepting the bowl of porridge with fruit from Koda when he handed her share over. “We only saw regular foot soldiers coming through the portal, so if we are very lucky, then they only have a commander and no champion present with them. Even if they do, I wouldn’t expect more than one or two champions in that group, regardless.”

Conversation flowed back and forth between those present, with someone finally prodding Hans awake after Sienna joined them. The wolf beastfolk woman secured the bedrolls to the trio’s packs before accepting her own breakfast.

Once they’d all eaten and put out the fire, Koda turned to Todd and Hannah, the fox and cat beastfolk being their best trackers.

Not that they really needed trackers; the path that the Crooked had taken through the grasslands was quite distinct due to how it had been pounded flat in a wide and unforgiving line. But, true to everything else about the Crooked, it wasn’t a direct route between locations. Instead, it meandered back and forth at seeming random—sometimes skirting around the low hills that dotted the vast grasslands and other times climbing directly over rough, unforgiving slopes.

“Let’s head out. I want to see if we can catch them today. We could see their fires in the distance last night, so if we are lucky…” Todd said at last, looking over the group with a thoughtful frown.

“Move as quick as you can, but don’t exhaust yourselves. I’d rather it take longer to catch them than one of you going into a fight bone-weary,” Koda interjected, getting a nod of understanding from the older fox beastfolk. “We wiped out their portal camp without losing anyone. I want to keep that streak going as long as we are able to. What we all want is to bring heroes back to the village, not bodies.”

The group of warriors all shared understanding nods before Todd and Hannah set off at a steady trot along the trail they had been following. They focused on keeping an easy and maintainable pace, with the group spreading out to not crowd each other but not so fast that people couldn’t converse to keep the tension at bay.

True to Todd’s prediction, they found the remains of the Crooked camp in less than an hour of marching. The stomped and scorched circle of grass showed the many scars left behind by the Crooked as they traveled: tear marks in the soil from the tent pegs, greasy stains from their fires, slashed plant life, and mangled animal corpses that were clearly not captured for food.

The war party only paused long enough to confirm the camp was recent and that the fire circles were still warm before they got moving once more, though at a slightly slower pace to allow their scouts to move ahead and keep them from just stumbling onto the Crooked.

Koda, Sienna, and Arthene all led the pack, with only Todd and Hannah ahead of them while the others spread out in a short train that steadily pounded their way across the grasslands.

After his dreams of running down the mountain, Koda was chafing at the slower pace. He couldn’t help but feel a sense of urgency about all of this—as if they needed to move faster, as though an opportunity was slipping away from him. He didn’t realize he’d been grumbling about it under his breath until Arthene spoke up, amusement in her tone.

“You could likely catch them without trouble, my mate. I know that I could, and our sweet Sienna would have no problems keeping up. Our Lady has bolstered all three of us, both to empower and to strengthen, but it would leave our fellows behind if we did that.”

Arthene’s comment caught Koda by surprise, and he turned to look at her quizzically.

“What do you mean?”

“I mean that, if we were pressed, the three of us could run ahead without issue. Your stamina is useful for something besides lovemaking, my mate.” This time, Arthene’s grin was wide and lascivious, but her teasing was something he’d grown used to over the last several days. Rather than blushing or reacting to it, instead Koda just squinted at her.

“I know that, obviously. Otherwise, all the fighting we’ve had to do in the last few days would have left us far too tired to even be out here. What did you mean by empowering Sienna, though? I get you and me, since you are an incarnate spirit and I’m a champion.”

“To be honest, I was wondering the same thing,” Sienna added from his left. The lithe huntress jogged effortlessly, her broad-bladed spear slung casually over her shoulder. Sienna wasn’t even breathing quickly, despite having been running over uneven earth and greenery for the last hour or more at a steady trot. “I’m good, but I don’t even feel winded. Some of the others look like they could use a break here soon.”

Arthene’s lascivious smirk turned affectionate, and her eyes squinted slightly as she turned her gaze to Sienna, seeking a new target for her teasing.

“Clearly our mate needs to spend more time tending to you then, if you can run and walk without trouble?” While Arthene’s words to Koda didn’t get a reaction from the man, Sienna blushed fiercely and bit her bottom lip.

“I mean, I wouldn’t complain if he wanted to... I don’t think you would either.”

“Too true, sweet Sienna!” barked Arthene with a laugh that drew the eyes of the other hunters to them for a moment. “But to your point, it is because of your blessing from Thera. She gifted you with earth magic, as you are Koda’s mate just as I am. If you could not keep up with him, then you would be a burden and not a help. And thus your blessing also extends your strength and endurance. Not as much as myself or Koda, as there must be a balance in these things, and you have your magic, but it will allow you to keep up for long enough to make a difference.”

“Oh…” Sienna muttered, her expression turning thoughtful before she nodded. “I guess that makes sense. I wish that we could help the others somehow, though. It would make this whole thing much easier to accept. I want to finish this and go home.”

The word “home” made Koda’s heart ache hearing Sienna say it with such longing. He’d longed for a home and a place to belong for so long that it was one of his motivators for even being here. Thera had offered him all sorts of rewards for his help initially, rewards he’d declined. But the one that resonated the most to him was a place to call his own and a community.

And now you have that. A whole village that looks to you for protection, and two wonderful mates to share your bed and your life, Koda reminded himself with a grin even as Arthene answered Sienna’s question while their group followed the path around a low hill.

“If one of Koda’s future mates is blessed with wind magic, then that will help us in situations like this. For now, though, we will have to make do with our little earth-shaker!”

“How would wind magic help?” Sienna asked the question before Koda could, and he turned his attention to Arthene as well, curious about that.

The bear woman jogged with an easy stride, her larger size making it almost a fast walk for her rather than a jog. The motion still sent delicious ripples through her muscular and succulent form, which was distracting enough that Koda nearly tripped on a thick tuft of grass before getting himself under control. He pointedly ignored the sly grin on Arthene’s face as she’d caught sight of his near-fall.

“The different magics have a number of uses beyond just manipulating that element. Since you have earth magic, you can also use it to bolster the strength and constitution of your allies by channeling the magic directly into them with that intent. Wind magic would bolster their speed and coordination as well. Earth will help them some, but not as much as wind would. Our people are already sturdy, but that will only help so much over uneven ground like this.”

Arthene’s answer confused Koda, as he didn’t really have a point of reference for using the magic, since it wasn’t something that he was able to do himself. But apparently it made sense to Sienna, as she made an excited sound and her tail started to thrash happily.

“Oh, that’s what it is doing? I was wondering, since I could feel small bits of energy connecting me to the others when I channeled it over the battlefield. I didn’t know what they did, so I didn’t do anything with them.”

“Indeed, sweet Sienna. I would recommend you wait until we stop to rest and then push your magic gently out to the others. It will help them recover from the exertion quickly. If you were to do it now, then you might upset someone’s stride as they would push off with far more strength than they had expected,” Arthene cautioned, getting an excited nod from Sienna.

While Koda concentrated on the path ahead, the two continued to discuss the intricate details of magic use. The twisting threads of smoke rising in the distance were still worrying to him, though the village was far enough away that it was only a low smudge on the horizon when they crested certain hills.

I don’t know if it bothers me more that I don’t know how many are waiting for us or whether the town even still stands. Either one is bad, and both are outright aggravating. If the town has fallen, then we will need to retreat back to the vale and start preparing for a larger force to come toward us. Especially once they fall back to the portal camp and realize that it’s gone. Or will they stay there and try to reopen the portal?

The previous day, in the aftermath of the battle around the portal camp, Sienna had sunk the rune-marked stones deep into the earth to hide them. Arthene had used her massive bear form’s claws to ruin many of the obscene runes carved into the rock as well. He just had to hope that it was enough. With the path back to wherever they’d come from closed to the Crooked, it was hard to guess what the enemy might do.

His thoughts were interrupted when Sienna mentioned his name, and Koda brought his attention back to their conversation.

“I’m just surprised that Koda didn’t get some kind of magic from the Lady,” Sienna was saying, looking upward thoughtfully while she ran and somehow not tripping on anything in her path despite not watching her feet.

“I’m not. My Lady gifted her champion with something far more powerful than base elemental magic after all,” Arthene said with a grin that showed off all of her shimmering white teeth. “Our mate has the same power that I do: primal spiritual energy.”

“How does that even work?” Sienna asked, dropping her gaze back to Koda to find he was staring at her with a quirked eyebrow, making her blush slightly.

“No clue. First I’ve heard of it. Arthene?” Koda said while not looking away from Sienna.

Arthene snickered, shifting her bone club from one shoulder to the other before answering.

“It’s simple enough. Sienna, you can shape the earth with your mind and spirit because that is what your soul was attuned to. Thera simply completed the connection. Now it is a muscle you must train to learn how much and how quickly you can use it. Soon, your magic will be as instinctive to use as your beautiful ears or tail.”

The compliments caused Sienna’s shy blush to deepen, but she had been getting used to it as much as Koda was, so she pushed gamely onward with her questions. Since they were the same ones that Koda had, he let her ask.

“Okay, but how is that like what Koda has? You haven’t taught him how to use any of that yet, and you started teaching me within hours of our meeting.”

“That is where it is different,” Arthene said gently, waving her right hand through the air as if wafting something about while she sought the words she wanted. “While you need to stretch the muscles and learn to use it until it is instinct, the use of this spiritual energy that Koda was gifted is something that is entirely instinctual. Each practitioner taps into it differently. For example, I tap into that primal energy by embracing my nature. I am the primal spirit of the bear, and that power flows through me the strongest when I follow those instincts. I sleep, I eat, I mate, and I protect my young. If I were to spend too long not being true to myself, my power would wane and my strength along with it.”

“So I have to basically experiment a bunch to see what it is that works for me? And what will happen as a result?” Koda asked, glancing over his shoulder to check on the rest of the group of warriors. They were all keeping up, though he could see Hans at the back of the group, huffing and puffing for air.

“You will figure it out, my mate,” Arthene said, catching his eyes with her shimmering yellow ones. “Just pay attention to your instincts. Think about how your body reacted in the past during battle, and you will find your trigger. Then just focus on that and embrace it.”

“And that will make me stronger?” Koda asked. His question got another wave of the hand from Arthene, this time a back-and-forth wiggle as if to say ‘maybe.’

“It depends on what form your power takes. Mine acts the way it does because of what I am as a primal spirit. If I were a wolf spirit, then it might increase my speed more in general. You conjure weapons that are totems of power, crafted from the bones of mighty creatures and the earth itself. With this power, you may unlock access to additional equipment, take on the form of a beast, or even summon spiritual avatars to fight alongside you. There are rituals we can perform to help you delve into your inner self and learn more, but they take time that we don’t have right now.”

“That makes sense; we are kind of racing from place to place right now,” Koda said with a sigh, only to get a shake of the head from Arthene as she held up one large hand behind her and began to slow down, gesturing for the others to stop.

“No. Well, not just because of that. I can smell the Crooked ahead. We are close.”


Chapter Three




Arthene’s sensitive nose was spot on about the Crooked. Todd and Hannah quickly returned to the group to relay that they’d spotted the enemy just around the next hill. Todd had actually spun about and frantically began signaling they stop until he noticed that their group had already halted.

“What—” he began to ask, but Koda hiked his thumb at Arthene. “Tall, dark, and gorgeous over there said she smelled them. I know better than to argue with a woman like her.” Koda’s words brought a storm of snickers out of the group and a grin to Arthene’s lips.

“Oh? You do now, do you?” Arthene hummed, grinning down at Koda.

“I learned it with Sienna. You just benefit from her training,” Koda shot back with a wink, and Sienna began giggling as well.

Behind the trio, the rest of the war party was only happy to take a break and catch their breath for a moment. Hans, in particular, was bent double with his hands on his knees, heaving for air.

“You okay back there, Hans?” Netta teased, and the bull man flipped her off, clearly not thinking it worth the oxygen to respond.

“Well, Miss Arthene’s nose was right,” Todd cut back in, the statement sapping the humor from the group and returning seriousness to the air. “There’s at least three dozen of the Crooked bastards resting in a valley just on the other side of this hill. If we move quickly, we can hit them before they get moving again.”

Koda nodded before glancing at Arthene and Sienna. Sienna had a thoughtful look on her face, chewing lightly on her bottom lip. Arthene was beaming, her yellow eyes brimming with anticipation, as she gently tapped her bone club against her shoulder.

The motion drew Koda’s eyes to the stained knuckle on the end of the club; the dark colors were the remnants of their last battle that had soaked into the ancient bone and refused to budge even with washing. Stains that outlined faint runes Arthene had carved into the bone itself.

“Right, here’s the plan then...”
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They hit the Crooked like a runaway train.

Sienna, Koda, and Arthene led the charge, with the big woman staying in her bipedal form for now. The last thing they wanted to do was scare off the Crooked forces and have them scatter. In order to prevent that, Sienna jogged slightly slower than her two lovers, so she could concentrate on what she wanted her magic to do.

After their conversation the previous day about letting his instincts guide him, Koda approached the fight in a low lope, using both his hands and feet to propel him across the ground. It should have looked and felt ungainly, as the human body was not meant to bend that way, but the flexibility and strength that had been granted to him by Thera as her champion helped propel Koda in a series of bounding leaps that actually had him ahead of the two girls.

Arthene announced their charge with a bellowing roar and a massive stone that she launched through the air like a misshapen shot put. The rock was roughly the size and shape of a large watermelon, and it crashed down on top of two of the Crooked as they turned to see where the noise was coming from.

In their hubris, the Crooked hadn’t even bothered to set a perimeter watch.

As if they had already conquered and claimed these grasslands for their own and had nothing to fear.

Instead, the group was just sitting on rocks and relaxing while a pair of the gnarled champions conversed in low tones toward the back of the group.

One of the champions had overlong arms that hung to its feet on a skeletal thin frame, while the other was one of the robe-wearing Crooked that Koda had seen use magic in the past.

When Arthene’s rock crashed home, accompanied by her bellow of challenge, the two champions whirled toward the approaching trio. Koda knew their eyes would inevitably be drawn to the towering, imposing figure of his bear-like lover—exactly as he’d planned.

The skeletal-thin champion pointed a wave-bladed sword at them and screeched in a voice akin to a dumpster moving on rotted wheels, while the robe-clad individual began gesturing with a pair of shovel-shaped hands, conjuring some evil spell.

Unfortunately for it, the spell would never reach its target.

An arrow zipped from Koda’s left and embedded itself in the hooded monster’s forearm—the only thing that actually kept it from striking the monster’s chest. The Crooked caster shrilled in pain and yanked its hand back, turning to where the arrow had come from, but Koda was already upon them.

His bounding leaps had carried him low to the ground, and the final one brought Koda up into the air to crash headlong into the caster’s chest. He ducked a slash from the gangling champion and drove the clawed fingers of both his totemic gauntlet’s into the caster’s torso.

Musty cloth tore and blood spurted as he rode the other champion to the ground with a crunch of breaking bones. Koda marveled for a moment that the maneuver, which should have broken a few fingers at the very least from using his bone-clawed gauntlets as spears, didn’t even harm him.

The Crooked Koda landed on didn’t fare as well. Koda’s momentum had driven his fingers deep into the caster’s sternum, and when Koda ripped them free, blood spewed in their wake along with a gurgling, sucking noise that told him that his blow had perforated the monster’s lungs.

Koda let his momentum carry him over the caster, scrambling in a tight turn to launch himself back at the downed Crooked to ensure that it stayed that way. Other than dodging the first slash from the gangling champion, Koda ignored that one entirely. He spared a glance for the rest of his group of warriors as they came charging in from the flank with arrows flying from the hunter’s bows.

He didn’t need to think about the other champion, because before it could turn its attention to attacking him, Arthene arrived and slammed into it with a cross-body swing that broke the Crooked over her weapon like it was a simple reed rather than an empowered being.

Arthene’s blow launched the Crooked champion off to one side in a squealing heap that she pursued with abandon. In the same breath, Koda tore into the robed individual he had pinned to the ground, who was only struggling weakly now. Those struggles ended when he drove his claws into the creature’s throat and slashed it open.

With their two champions dealt with like they were nothing more than errant bugs, the Crooked forces broke.

In the last week of time, Koda had seen several reactions to this situation. The foot soldiers of the Crooked were often disorganized if they didn’t have a commander in the form of a champion or higher authority figure. When he brought that figure down, the Crooked usually acted in one of two ways, either fleeing in terror or attacking in a blind rage to bring down their opponents. Either would work for him at the moment, but one would definitely work better than the other, given their situation.

This time, the Crooked ran. Which was exactly what Koda had been hoping for.

“Sienna!” The name had barely left his lips when his redheaded lover finished her spell work.

The group of Crooked had been clumped relatively close together for their rest break, and the attack was so sudden that many of them didn’t have time to react until Koda and Arthene had plowed into their forces. Now, though, they scattered in a disorganized pack, moving in any direction but at Koda and Arthene. This allows the two to basically sheepdog the Crooked into the trap that Sienna had laid.

No sooner had the first three Crooked crossed the invisible line where Sienna’s power had started to work than they began to sink into the sandy soil.

The sudden shift from packed earth to loose sand caused several to tumble over in surprise; this led to a further tripping hazard and bringing more down in a great heap. A few tried to climb over their fellows, using the bodies of those on the ground to find stable footing, but also fell prey to the extremely fine sand on the other side. That or the arrows of the hunters.

The next several minutes devolved into a rather messy swirl of combat as those with longer weapons struck out to kill the Crooked floundering deeper into the section of shifting sands that Sienna had created. The ground would remain relatively stable if one walked slowly, but the furious scrambling that the Crooked were attempting only made them sink in faster. It wasn’t true quicksand, as the ground wasn’t super-saturated with water. Instead, it was Sienna’s magic that infused the earth in a wide curve around the back of the Crooked camp.

When the Crooked realized there would be no escaping, they tried to fight back to escape in a different direction, but the sight of either Koda or Arthene would send them scattering like quail from a bush or the shoals of little fish from the presence of a shark. The other warriors from the village were quick to capitalize on this, driving their foes toward one of the two before darting in to strike while the Crooked were cowering or scampering away.

It took less than a handful of minutes before the fight came to a savage end, with the last of the fleeing Crooked finding its end at the mercy of Hans’s mattock.

“Now that,” panted the broad-shouldered bull man, "is work I can handle. All this running can get stuffed…”

“In an ideal world, Hans, they would be running to you rather than away. But we can’t always have the ideal situation, right?” Koda laughed, bending to scoop one of the dead Crooked up and tossing it into the shifting sands once more. “Cast the dead back in there. It’ll be easier for Sienna to just let them sink. Once the bodies are in there, take a break.”

That got a ragged cheer from his group of warriors, and Koda didn’t bother to hide his smile. It was good to be appreciated by these people, and even better to know that they trusted him enough to follow his orders and believe in him.

I want to bring home only heroes. No fallen, Koda reminded himself before glancing back toward Sienna to check on his mate.

The redheaded huntress had joined in with the fighters, wielding her broad-bladed spear with lethal efficiency while maintaining the wide band of magically infused soil. At a glance, he could tell she was tired but not exhausted yet. At the moment, she was assisting Arthene in dragging the spindle-limbed champion to dump into the loose soil. From the affectionate smile on Arthene’s face, he knew she didn’t need the help but appreciated the goodwill from Sienna, so she wasn’t going to complain.

“I still don’t know how we do this…” Netta muttered as she dragged another of the Crooked past him, pausing to pat the corpse’s pockets before hefting it up and tossing it out into the soil, where it began to sink out of sight.

“Do what?” Koda asked, walking alongside the hawk beastfolk and grabbing the foot of another to help her out.

“We keep getting through these fights when we are outnumbered, severely so, and the worst we got this time was a couple of scratches. If this is luck, I fear for the day that it runs out.” Netta’s voice was low, but he could hear the concern in her tone. It was sobering to hear her echoing thoughts he’d been entertaining only recently as well.

“I think luck is part of it,” Koda said slowly, patting the dead man’s pouches and pulling one open to reveal a handful of tarnished copper coins. He tucked that pouch into one of his own. They had recovered a small chest of coins that Arthene was carrying, since the big woman didn’t mind the weight. He intended to add this to the chest and split it amongst those with him when they got home.

“Just a part?” Netta snorted before joining him in flinging the dead Crooked out to vanish beneath the soil.

“Yes. Another part is the determination we all have. We are all determined to return home safely, and that gives us strength. And Thera watches out for us.”

Netta grimaced at that, glancing up at him warily before she began to speak once more.

“Yes… but you’ve faced and fought how many champions? I don’t mean to decry your achievements, but as easily as you dispatch them... it makes me worry that you will be taken down just as effortlessly. And that is the end of it. If you fall, our goddess is lost to us again.”

Koda felt his insides clench at that statement. It was one that he’d considered a few times over the last few days but had pointedly ignored. He didn’t want to think about how easy it might be to fall in a fight. He’d certainly dispatched enough enemies quickly and nearly died only days before at the Windwalker’s Retreat when the Crooked warleader had clashed with him.

“I understand your fear, Netta,” he said at last. “And know that I do not plan to carelessly throw myself into fights. Thera promised me that she would share the strength she gains from the sites of power with me, and thus I believe I am stronger than the average Crooked champion. I mean, you’ve seen how many we’ve run into over the last few days. They feel less like champions and more like just... empowered versions of their soldiers. Their natures are violent and twisted, and that only grows, exacerbated by their power.”

He paused at that, and they disposed of another body, with Netta letting him think for a moment without interruption.

“I also think... that all of you are growing stronger as well,” Koda said when he finished his thoughts. “Maybe not to the level of a champion, but consider it, Netta. You and everyone else here fought in a pitched battle up on the mountain, rested a day, then marched for several more days to get to the portal camp. There we ambushed that camp and slaughtered half again as many of these Crooked in the ambush and gained only injuries. We fought them again here and got even fewer injuries. We aren’t just fighting them blindly either; we are using their weaknesses against them and fighting smart. I think as long as we keep doing that, we will be fine.”

Netta digested his words for a moment before nodding slowly, her feather-hair flexing slightly before smoothing down once more.

“I think I understand, Koda. I will... do what I can. I want you to be right that we can make this place safe once more. I... miss the innocence I had when I was younger, when I believed the whole wide world was safe and the only adventures I would have would be ones I knew I didn’t need to fear. A dream I have is to bring that safety back for any children I might have in the future.”

“A good goal to have, Netta,” Koda said with a smile, patting her firmly on the shoulder. He was about to elaborate more when Arthene calling his name drew his attention away.

“Go see what she wants before she just comes over and picks you up again,” Netta said with a laugh, giving him a playful shove to the shoulder.

Rather than argue with her, Koda just rolled his eyes and trotted over to where Sienna and Arthene stood over the body of the robed Crooked. Sienna was looking thoughtful again, but not worried. He could tell because her tail was swaying slowly behind her full hips. Arthene was grinning as she stared at a tattered slip of parchment in her large hands.

“What did you ladies need?” Koda called as he got close enough. His words broke Sienna out of her thoughts, and he got a radiant smile from his redheaded lover.

“We found their orders,” Arthene said, speaking before Sienna could and holding up the sheet of parchment.

Koda grimaced when he saw it; the stains and mildew on the paper made him honestly hesitant to touch the thing, and he made a mental note to get Arthene to wash her hands before she was allowed to play with his hair like she seemed to enjoy so much.

“What do they say?” he asked, pushing his concerns away for the moment. Sienna was the quicker one this time, answering his question before Arthene could even open her mouth.

“Report to the siege around Amberpost and reinforce that area. They are to relay orders to the commander there to take the town, or suffer when the next raiding force comes through the portal.”

“Which means that they still haven’t taken Amberpost,” Koda sighed with relief, a weight he’d been carrying since that morning when he’d seen the larger clouds of smoke falling from his shoulders.

“At least not since the order was issued, but that’s not the most important part.” Arthene was grinning even wider now as she wiggled the paper in her hands tantalizingly.

“Oh?”

“Mentioning the next raiding force means that we just trapped them on the other side of the portal with no way through. Someone back home is gonna be pissed at them!”

Now that was a thought that brought a smile to Koda’s face.


Chapter Four




When all the bodies had sunk beneath the shifting soil, Sienna was finally able to cancel her spell. Koda was quick to sanctify the site, and once the billows of gray smoke that carried the taint out of the earth finished, the group picked up their pace along the path.

Finding the orders to break a siege around the town was reassuring, and they slowed their pace from the headlong charge to a more sustainable march while they followed the jagged path in the vague direction of the town. Hans was definitely appreciative of the change in pace, and the hunters in their group ranged a bit to either side in an effort to bag any game that might be hiding in the tall grass. They were quite successful, bringing down four rabbits and a trio of fat game birds that reminded Koda of pheasants before they made it to the road.

“They definitely followed the road to Amberpost.” Netta studied the packed dirt for a long moment. “I have to wonder if they sent smaller groups in all directions until they found a road or not. I hope whichever Crooked went out into the plains were run down by the great herds there.” Netta’s words held such ferocity that Koda blinked down at her in surprise.

Well, I can’t really fault her for that. She hates the Crooked just as much as the rest of us. She told me her reasons earlier as well, he thought before glancing toward the rest of the group where they rested on the side of the road.

Arthene had Sienna in her broad lap, arms wrapped around the smaller woman like she was a stuffed animal. Sienna was doing her best to look annoyed at the attention, but Koda could see the fluffy bundle of her tail bouncing back and forth where it hung off the side of Arthene’s lap. The sight brought a smile to his face to see his two mates getting along so well.

Before he could get lost down that train of thought, and he already knew that the station at the end of that train was remembering their coupling the previous day, Koda cleared his throat and turned his attention back to Netta.

“How much further until we reach Amberpost?”

Netta looked up at him and sighed before glancing back toward the mountains at their rear. The mountains and valley that held his new home still loomed large in the distance, and Koda was reminded of the fact that, despite them having already traveled for days, they were still bound by distance on foot, which was nothing compared to what sort of distance a car could cover after all.

Glancing the other way along the rough and rutted road, Netta sighed before responding.

“Another day at least, maybe a day and a half? If we had horses or could sprint continuously, we’d make it there before nightfall. As it is, we will probably stop for the night within sight of the town and make it before noon the following day.”

“That would be best, so we don’t arrive too exhausted to help with anything,” Todd interjected, walking up with his bow over his shoulder. The older fox beastfolk had a salve smeared on one cheek below his left eye, one of the few injuries that had been suffered in the previous fight with the Crooked. “Sienna will need a night’s rest to recover from using her magic so much. She’s showing a strong front, but if we want to put the best foot forward, we should camp at least once before committing to another fight.”

“I was thinking just that,” Koda said with a sigh. “She’s growing quickly with that magic, but she was only granted access to it days ago.”

“Just think of the sort of things she’ll be capable of with months or years of practice, Aegisclaw.” Todd slapped him on the shoulder with a small smile. “You’ll need to work hard so you don’t get overshadowed by your mates.”

“I don’t think he’s ever going to avoid that. Arthene casts too long of a shadow not to,” snickered Netta.

“Was that a crack about my mate’s height?” Koda asked in mock horror before joining the two in their laughter. It felt good to laugh again and helped drain some of the tension from his body.

“Only if she can’t hear me right now,” Netta responded when she finally got her laughter under control, which set off another, admittedly smaller, bout of laughter from the trio.

“All right,” Todd said once they’d mastered themselves. “We should get moving. I’d like it if we can get close enough to town that we can spy on the situation tonight, even if it’s not practical to actually try to attack them. We need more information to figure out what we are going to do. Our little band of misfits might have made a habit out of turning unbelievable odds against the enemy, but we can’t be slacking off now.”

“He’s got a point,” Koda sighed in agreement before turning to their resting group. “All right, everyone, we make for Amberpost. Keep an eye out as we go though. The last thing we want is to get ambushed instead because they have someone watching the road.”
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While the road was nothing more than a pounded dirt track rutted by the rain and unknown years of passing travelers, it was still a welcome change from the rocky and grassy soil they’d been traipsing over for the last several days. As the sun reached its zenith and then fell back toward the horizon, Koda was able to focus on moving forward steadily, relax, and get to know his new companions better.

Sienna was the one walking in the middle of their group now, with Koda on her left and Arthene on her right. The two took turns asking the redhead questions about her life and goals, as well as the plans she had for the home the headwoman had given them. Arthene was more than happy to leave the decorating and furnishing to Sienna, her only concern being that they have a large enough bed to accommodate them all and leave room for ‘more.’ What or how many exactly that ‘more’ was, Arthene refused to elaborate on. She’d just grin at them when they asked.

They were in the middle of discussing whether or not they should try to plant a garden in the small yard out back or leave it as a workspace for messy projects when Koda felt something tug at his senses.

The road was cutting between a series of rolling hills, winding back and forth where it could and cutting through the sloping hillsides when it couldn’t. Rather than the tall, swaying grasses of the plains, these hills were decorated with rough scrub, sage, and other low and bushy plants that clung to the more rocky terrain. It was a welcome change, as it sheltered them from the constant pressure of the wind, but it also cut down the visibility in a lot of places.

Koda paused, his steady march slowing to a halt as he felt the tug again, this time specifically on his left side. It was a gentle pressure, like someone calling his name just out of earshot.

“Koda?” Sienna had noticed him coming to a stop and slowed as well. Arthene was watching them both with a quizzical look on her face.

“Hang on... something is..." Koda mumbled, closing his eyes to expand his senses. He listened carefully to his surroundings, trying to expand his consciousness as much as possible. At first, it was difficult to cut out the other sounds around him. The rasp of leather on leather, the rattle of wooden arrows in a quiver. A snuffling noise from Arthene as she sniffed at the air firmly, clearly trying to scent whatever it was.

Turning to his left, Koda faced off of the road and just focused his attention as much as possible. The seconds ticked by, and he was about to give up when he felt a gentle hand on his chest and a tugging sensation on his shirt, as if he were being pulled off the road and into the bushes.

Opening his eyes, he stared in the direction the tugging sensation was guiding him, focusing intensely into the light green and brown bushes. The longer he stared, the more details emerged. The bushes clustered together, clinging to either side of a narrow cleft between two hills. At a glance, it looked like a simple fold in the land, but as he continued to stare at it, Koda could make out deeper shadows in spots that told him there was more.

“Wait here, please?” Koda glanced back at the others, getting nods of assent from the hunters but frowns of disapproval from his mates. Rolling his eyes, Koda tipped his head for them to follow him, which brought smiles back to his lovers’ faces.

Together, the three of them stepped to the edge of the road. While he approached it, Koda summoned his totemic gauntlets. As the leather, bone, and stone weapons wrapped around his arms, the tugging sensation grew in strength. It was almost as if someone had both of his hands and was pulling him forward.

Without waiting, Koda gently pushed the thick bushes aside, ducking down and sidling along so that he didn’t get scratched by the gnarled wood of the stems. Sienna followed after him, with Arthene grunting and pushing her way through with less care for injury in the back. Being careful to not let go of the branches and allow them to just slap into the women following him, Koda worked his way into the narrow ravine the bushes had hidden.

The hills had been rocky for the past mile or more, with sharp stone outcroppings and large boulders forcing the road to wind around them. The ravine he emerged into was made entirely of stone, except for the fallen stalks and wood of the thick bushes of sage and other prairie plants scattered underfoot.

Sheer stone sides rose up to his left and right, with barely four feet between them at his shoulder’s height. The ground underneath him was a mixture of gravel and the fallen plant stems from untold turns of the seasons. The bright light of the sun peeked through the intertwined branches of the bushes far above, giving the whole area a surreal and dappled look to its lighting.

“What is this?” Sienna murmured as she pushed through the last of the brush behind him, using her spear’s haft as a pole to shove the thick branches out of her way.

“Not sure…” Koda muttered as the tugging sensation guided him deeper into the narrow ravine. He could hear the crunch of gravel and dried plants under his lovers’ feet as they followed behind him. On either side, the rock walls rose higher and higher, until they were easily twice as tall as he was.

Koda walked for another thirty yards before the wall on his right abruptly curved away from him. The slope of the rock overhead didn’t change, though. Something, or more likely someone, had taken the time to carve a cave out of the sheer rock wall on his right that vanished into the shadows after only a few feet. The cave’s floor was entirely clear of the broken stone and debris that had made up the ravine floor. As soon as Koda stepped off the gravel and wood-covered ground and onto the smooth gray stone, he felt a frisson of power pass over his skin.

Arthene let out a low chuckle when she spotted the cave, and Koda glanced back to see her yellow eyes glowing faintly in the dim light. Sienna watched on in wonder, her cute mouth hanging open slightly in surprise.

“Fortune smiles on us,” Arthene murmured, her normally boisterous voice quiet, as if she didn’t want to disturb a sleeping pet. “Another site of power... How is it that you keep finding these, my mate?”

Koda just shrugged, turning to look back into the darkness. His eyes were slowly adjusting to the dimmer light in here, and he could see the curve of the cave’s back wall now.

The floor sloped upward slightly to meet the ceiling, where it angled downward. The entire cave was maybe ten feet across and about fifteen feet deep. At the very back, he could make out a rough ring of carefully carved square stones denoting a firepit, and then a simple stone bench that had a large crack running through it, which had split the seat in two. Those broken pieces of stone now slumped between the legs of the bench, giving the whole place a feeling of abandonment and aimlessness.

Purpose, Koda thought with a small smile. It feels like it lacks purpose. A house without an occupant cannot be a home. That’s what this feels like—a place of shelter long abandoned. A home forgotten, stripped of its meaning and purpose.

Koda felt that same tugging sensation on his gauntlets and a longing deep in his heart that he recognized from the long nights he’d spent on the street after running away from the shattered mess that his parents called their homes.

He was moving on autopilot as he approached the stone fire ring. A flick of his mind to sheathe his claws, and the left gauntlet vanished. He pricked his thumb with the claws on his right hand and caught several drops on the claw there.

“Shelter, safety, warmth, den, home,” Koda muttered as he flicked the drops onto the stones. Two went into the firepit, and three more splashed over the stone bench set at the back of the cave. He wasn’t fully sure of why he said what he did, but it just felt right.

Follow your instincts. With Arthene's voice echoing in his mind, Koda opened his heart and poured out the memories of security, safety, and love he'd felt when lying with his mates, even that first time they'd slept on the floor of the new house he called his own back in the village.

A pulse of energy shot from his gauntlet as he flicked the last drop and opened himself up spiritually. The pulse raced from his heart, up through his shoulder, and then down and out through his clawed gauntlet. As it passed over the stones embedded there, the stones flickered and glowed with a blood-red fire that launched forth from his claws to land in the circle of stones with a contented crackle, curling up there like an animal finding its den and settling in to bring light and warmth to all that looked upon it.

A flare of light and the quiet crunch of stone marked the bench as it righted itself, the broken slab seamlessly mending. Moments later, a thick buffalo hide settled over the bench, its dense, soft-looking fur cushioning a carved stone bowl perched on top.

In the dancing light of the blood-red fire in the pit, the figures carved on the sides of the bowl seemed to shift and writhe.

“Ha ha! I am so proud of you, my mate!” Koda’s moment of respectful regard was banished like smoke in the wind as Arthene’s arms engulfed him from behind in a tight hug. “Another one! You’ve claimed yet another site of power for our Lady! Another of my sisters will soon wake and come to join us! Thera be praised.”

“Really? Another one already?” Sienna sounded flabbergasted at that statement, and when Arthene used her grip on Koda to swing him in a celebratory circle; he couldn’t help but laugh at the adorable look his mate had on her face. One ear was down and the other was up while Sienna’s head tilted to the side. Her tail was slowly waggingbehind her, and he could see both confusion and interest in her eyes as the wolf beastfolk’s eyes danced between Arthene and Koda alternately.

“No idea, but each site of power we claim, each day that passes with them in our possession, is another step closer to Thera regaining her power. I can’t be certain how much closer this puts us to another of my kind joining us, but it is a large step down a long road, so why not celebrate?" Arthene said with laughter edging her tone before hurrying over with Koda’s boots dragging the ground as she refused to put him down yet. “Come, let us not keep the others waiting. I do not think our Lady will appear to us today. She is harboring her strength at the moment, after all.”

“Okay, can you put me down?” Koda felt absolutely ridiculous like this, despite the fact he was mushed against Arthene’s full bosom. He actually could empathize with a housecat protesting being picked up by just letting his body stretch out.

“Oh, my mate. If we weren’t pressed for time, I’d reward you right here and now.” Arthene rumbled in his ear, sending a thrill of desire down Koda’s spine and tightening his pants in the process. “You’ll just have to wait until tonight for that, though. We can’t delay the others.”

“He’s all yours, Arthene.” Sienna said with a laugh, leading the way out while Koda continued to dangle from Arthene’s loving grip. “I’m still sore from the other day. You have to remember, Koda, I’m not as durable as our wonderful mountain there. Not that I’m going to complain about your attention, mind you.”

Arthene emerging from the bushes again, with Koda dangling from her grip, brought another round of laughter from the other hunters, but she finally did set him down once they got on their way.

The next several hours were filled with teasing, bawdy suggestions, and more than a few off-color stories from both the men and women. Arthene’s affection and physicality were something that the group had embraced rather than be embarrassed by it, especially since it was all aimed at Koda and gave them a chance to embarrass him instead.

As the sun was tickling the horizon, they emerged from the low hills to see the lumpy mass of Amberpost in the distance, maybe two or three hours' steady walk away.

Scattered around the city, though, were dozens of twinkling dots that had to be either campfires or torches prepared for the evening, and those dots encircled the large town. Smoke rose from several places along the village border, and fires had destroyed any outlying buildings, leaving only smeared ashes behind. Debris and impromptu barricades of overturned wagons choked the roads into the town, showing that Amberpost had not yet fallen, despite the attackers’ best attempts.

Koda was filled with renewed determination as he observed the scuttling masses of Crooked moving about their camps around the embattled town, muttering his orders under his breath.

“Make camp here. We will observe for now so we can pick the best moment to strike. We rest for now and begin tomorrow.”

The group didn’t argue, backtracking along the road to get cover from the village before moving off the path to find a spot out of sight to camp. Arthene and Sienna stuck close to him as the hunters prepared dinner and everyone ate.

The sentries, with Sienna’s help, shaped a small hide-up on the peak of the hill where they could keep watch on the town while the rest of the fighters settled in for an early bed.

Koda moved amongst the group, taking ideas and suggestions back and forth while ensuring everyone was doing well. These were more than just his fighters; they were friends of his—family even. He would do everything that he could to ensure they survived this coming fight, as it wasn’t something they could just walk away from.

Previously, they had discussed the need to liberate or protect Amberpost. Otherwise, the forces here would likely come for their town next when the Crooked realized that the forces sent to capture it failed.

It wasn’t until night had fallen and Arthene came to drag him to bed that Koda finally started to relax and slow down. His mind was whirling over the coming fight so much that he forgot Arthene’s earlier promise, until she towed him to where their blankets had been laid down, separate from the rest of the camp and sheltered behind several large bushes.

“Come, my mate. Time for me to reward you,” Arthene rumbled in his ear as she wrapped her arms around him from behind, pinning him against her plush flesh while one hand ran down his front to stroke over the bulge in his pants. “You have worked hard today and will do so again tomorrow. Sienna sleeps already, as she has exhausted herself with her magic. As she said before, though, I am welcome to reward you for your work today. And I intend to make sure you remember what you fight for when we go to battle next.”

Arthene’s hot breath washed over Koda’s ear tantalizingly, turning his anxiety and worry over the coming battle into lust for the lush-figured woman with him now.

“We will need to be quiet,” Koda murmured, reaching back to begin undoing the belt that held Arthene’s waist-wrap up.

“You’ll have to keep me quiet, my mate,” Arthene husked, her voice thick with temptation and promise.


Chapter Five


<3 <3 <3


What is my life now? Koda thought as he settled into the large nest made of their combined bedrolls. I’m about to be ravaged by my most recent mate while my first mate, whom I only consummated my relationship with days ago, is asleep feet away. Oh, and I’m also in the middle of the wilderness with a dozen other people who are going to be able to hear this.

Koda paused to consider the thought for a moment, then shook it away.

It’s no weirder than the fact that Sienna is as into Arthene as I am, and we just had a threesome yesterday... Whatever. My life is weird, but I love these girls, and they feel the same way.

Setting the concerns aside for now, Koda let his gaze be drawn to the six and a half-foot-tall tower of womanhood that loomed over him.

He’d already loosened Arthene’s waist-wrap, but she’d taken over for him and urged him to get comfortable while she finished stripping herself.

Arthene was completely unabashed as she let her skirt fall away, revealing wide hips and muscled thighs. The V of her legs was crowned with a small patch of brown curls trimmed back from the lips of her sex. Just like the curls on her head, her bush was a bit wild, but he could tell she’d put some care into it as well since it was so neatly manicured.

A gesture of Arthene’s hands, trailing her fingers up and over her muscled stomach to where her top covered her breasts, drew Koda’s eyes up from the sight of her delicious slit where it lay nestled between her thighs.

“Do you enjoy the sight of my body, my mate?” Arthene husked, her yellow eyes glowing faintly in the deep shadows.

As she asked her question, Arthene peeled the leather covering away, allowing the pale mountains of her breasts to bounce into view.

The light of the moon gilded her pale skin in silver light, and Koda swore that the distant sparkling dots of the stars overhead reflected in the curtain of Arthene’s hair, giving her the appearance of a wild goddess bedecked in the light of eternity.

“Always,” Koda said, his own voice husky with desire.

A faint scent on the wind—the familiar smell of Arthene’s skin mixed with the musk of the moist arousal he could see dewing the skin of her thighs—sent a thrill coursing through Koda’s body.

He was already as aroused as a man could be by the sight of the incarnation of womanhood that stood in front of him, or at least he thought he was. That scent drove his arousal even higher, and Koda groaned quietly.

Clearly enjoying his appreciation, Arthene kneeled over him and let her long, curly mess of hair fall about her shoulders like a cloak.

“It is all yours, my mate,” Arthene hummed quietly, leaning in to nuzzle her cheek into his before kissing along his jaw. “I owe my life and sanity to you for stepping in and saving me that day. Just as Sienna owes all of herself to you for saving her people.”

“That’s not—” Koda began to protest, but Arthene silenced him by sitting upright and pulling him face-first into her prodigious bust. This ended up with her straddling his hips, but her greater height meant that, while he could feel the heat of her sex, she wasn’t pressing against him yet.

“Shush, my mate. You may not have wished for it, and you may not be willing to take advantage of it, but that does not deny the fact. Sienna and I are yours, just as you are ours. No other man will touch my body as long as you live. The only ones who will be allowed to do so will be your mates.”

Koda felt another pulse race through his body, and he growled into the valley of Arthene’s tits, dragging his teeth over the soft flesh, getting a gasp of arousal from the woman and a shudder of desire that sent delicious jiggles through her full figure.

“I can tell you like that idea, my mate,” Arthene husked, combing her fingers through Koda’s hair for a moment before leaning back from him and pulling his face free of her breasts.

Koda did not like having those gloriously soft mountains taken away from him and growled again, playfully snapping at a nipple as it went by.

Arthene giggled at that, a deep sound that tickled the primitive parts of Koda’s mind before swaying slightly to use the curve of one large breast to smack him lightly in the side of the head. When Koda turned to nip at that breast, she smacked him from the other side lightly as well.

The playful back and forth continued for several seconds before Koda’s patience ran out and he brought his hands into play.

He had been gripping Arthene’s hips, a token gesture intended to keep her from escaping him, but now they had other targets.

Arthene gasped when Koda’s hands cupped her breasts from beneath, squeezing the large mounds together and stroking over her soft curves. That gasp turned into a moan when his thumbs found her nipples and firmly flicked those pebbled peaks.

“Yes, I do like that idea, my mate,” Koda growled back up at Arthene, firmly pinching her right nipple between thumb and forefinger, then tugging on it.

Arthene gasped sharply and moaned at the intense stimulation, biting her lip to try to muffle the noise as soon as she realized it.

“Then we will have to make a point of enjoying each other as a group. I know our sweet Sienna enjoyed our time together last night,” Arthene gasped.

The hand tangled in Koda’s hair gripped his head and pulled him into her breasts once more. He released her left breast and instead engulfed a nipple with his lips, applying firm suction to that sweet bud and teasing it with his tongue.

His left hand continued to play with the other breast while his right slid around to cup her muscled backside, shifting up to fit around the base of her stubby tail and give it a light tug.

“Thank you,” Koda muttered into her breast, shooting a gaze of equal parts lust and love up at the feminine titan crouched over him. “Thank you for not trying to usurp Sienna’s position.”

“Never, my mate,” Arthene purred happily, her yellow eyes hooded with desire. “Now, as much as I love being spoiled by you, I did promise to reward you. Lay back and let me begin.”

Koda didn’t want to separate from the glorious mounds of Arthene’s breasts, but she had asked him nicely. So, after a few more sloppy kisses and pinches of her nipples, he lay back on the blankets once more.

The scent of Sienna filled his lungs as he flopped onto the blankets, clearly clinging to them. Koda glanced toward the sleeping wolf woman, who lay curled up only a foot away from him. Her pointed wolf ears twitched slightly in her sleep, clearly exhausted from the day, but he couldn’t help the swelling of love in his heart when he laid eyes on Sienna.

“It is too bad that she was tired,” chuckled Arthene as she ran her hands over Koda’s chest, hooking his shirt and pulling it up and off of him to reveal his bare chest. “I would have liked to taste our sweet Sienna again tonight.”

“Just have to make it up another time,” Koda grunted as Arthene ran her claws down his chest, leaving faint lines over his skin as she slowly knee-walked down his waist until she could get hold of his belt.

“Indeed. I think the two of us doting on our mate would be a good way to repay her the favor. I don’t want her to ever think that we do not appreciate her in this relationship.” Arthene smiled slowly as she finished undoing his belt and carefully opened the front of Koda’s pants.

A quick tug had both his pants and Koda’s underwear out of the way, allowing his throbbing shaft to bounce into the air. Arthene growled appreciatively at the sight, catching it by the base with one hand while the other continued to push his pants down and out of the way.

Arthene held his cock steady for a moment before leaning forward to press a kiss to the bright red head of his shaft.

“I’ll be right back for you, mighty one.” Arthene’s voice was a purr as she wriggled her way down Koda’s legs to quickly unlace and remove his boots so she could finish stripping him off.

The soft sensation of Arthene’s lips on the head of Koda’s shaft got a grunt of desire out of him, and he had to restrain the urge to just tangle his hands in that mess of curly brown hair and use it as reins to drag her back onto his shaft.

Koda’s patience was rewarded a moment later when Arthene finished stripping him off and sprawled out on top of his legs. The weight of the larger woman ensured he wasn’t going anywhere, though that was the last thing on Koda’s mind as Arthene’s lips met the underside of his cock and she began to layer kisses and little licks over the hard flesh.

The sensation of the cool night air alternating with the wet heat of Arthene’s mouth felt like heaven to Koda. And that was before Arthene wrapped her lips around the head of his shaft and leaned forward to let him sink into her mouth with a cheerful hum.

Her tongue delicately swabbed at the underside of Koda’s cock for a long moment as he sank deeper into her mouth until the head of his shaft bumped into the back of Arthene’s throat. The big woman let out a quiet gagging noise that was followed by a chuckle as she slowly drew back, dragging her lips along his shaft languorously.

The moonlit darkness combined with the cool breeze on Koda’s skin and the heat of Arthene’s body against his to give him a whole new experience.

While their interlude by the river had been just as exposed to the world, the addition of the night’s dark shadows drove this into a whole new realm of experience for Koda. Stars whirled behind his eyes and joined the carpet of twinkling lights overhead even as the distant scarf of the galaxy swayed against the backdrop of the night sky without the light pollution he had grown used to from home.

Arthene continued to torment Koda gently for several long minutes, alternating between slow and loving bobs of her head and laying sucking kisses up and down his length.

Every so often, she would pause to nuzzle into his crotch and just breathe deeply before resuming her loving affections, clearly enjoying his smell as much as he loved hers.

These slight pauses served to allow Koda to fall back from the edge, as Arthene’s attentions continued to drive him toward the precipice of climax with each affectionate lick, kiss, or nibble.

After the fourth such pause, Arthene murmured wordlessly into the base of his shaft before reaching up and finding Koda’s hands with hers. She squeezed them gently before setting them in the dense nest of her curly brown hair, right over top of her rounded bear’s ears.

“Take what you want, my mate,” Arthene husked a moment later, licking the head of his cock like it was an ice cream cone as she felt his fingers dig into her curls before engulfing him in her hot, wet mouth once more.

Taking Arthene at her word and knowing she could handle a bit more of a firm hand after their last encounter, Koda dug into her hair until he had a good grip of her head, tickling the edges of her ursine ears with his fingertips before he began to urge her up and down over his shaft.

Arthene went willingly, letting Koda set the pace of her bobbing while she focused on grinding her tongue into the underside of his shaft while her plush lips stroked his cock. Arthene shifted to wrap her arms around his waist, hands clenching his buttocks while she moaned quietly with each pass.

Occasionally, Koda’s hips would bounce and thrust up slightly as he pulled her down on his cock. This would grind the head of his cock into the back of her throat, and Arthene would gag in response, but she never let up and only seemed to get more enthusiastic in her attentions each time the head of his shaft bumped her throat.

Koda’s climax swelled rapidly as the quiet slurping and gagging noises of Arthene’s loving attention, and he grunted a warning to her, not that he expected her to stop. And indeed, Arthene’s enthusiasm only increased, and she buried her face in his stomach while the head of his shaft slammed into the back of her throat before squeezing past it into the tight confines of her throat. The combination of the sweltering grip of Arthene’s throat and the tickling of her eyelashes against his stomach was what tipped Koda over the edge.

He came hard enough that the contraction forced him into a sit-up, grinding his hips up into Arthene’s face as he dragged her down and pinned her with his cock wedged deep in her throat.

Arthene squealed in surprise and pleasure, her whole body trembling as she clung to him and swallowed each pulse of burning seed Koda sent into her throat. Koda saw stars as his hips jerked in rhythm with each contraction, eliciting another small gag or whimper from his massive lover.

His lover did not give any indication of protest, though. Instead, her hips rocked back and forth in a mouthwatering display in front of him. This movement sent the luscious globes of Arthene’s ass jiggling tantalizingly as he watched them bounce through slitted eyes while it felt like she drained his soul out through his cock.

Eventually, the contractions slowed, and Koda was able to carefully lean back onto the cushion of blankets. A quick glance over at Sienna confirmed their noise hadn’t woken his wolfish lover.

Distantly, through ringing ears, Koda could hear the quiet rustle and movement from the rest of the camp a short distance away. But no one was calling out, and he couldn’t hear anyone coming to check on them, so he pushed that distraction away to focus on the beautiful woman who was still slowly nursing at his cock even though he no longer had her face pressed down onto his shaft.

She’d come up for a gasp of air but went right back to bobbing her head on his shaft as she delicately bathed him with her tongue. Arthene’s eyes had a dreamy, distant look to them as she continued to slowly bob up and down on his tender shaft.

Koda was just glad that he wasn’t one of those who got overly sensitive in the wake of a climax, as Arthene seemed determined to milk another orgasm out of him if he left her to it. Not that it would be hard with the beautiful sight in front of him. Her gentle attention ensured that his shaft did not flag for even a second.

“Arthene, love. Unless you want to stay that way for the rest of the night—which I would have zero complaint about—you should let go of my cock for a bit,” Koda whispered, finger-combing the snarls he’d put into her hair out with one hand while stroking one of her rounded bear ears lightly.

The animal spirit given human form grumbled quietly, her distant look fading as she brought her yellow eyes into focus on him, and she grunted, her tongue lapping at the head of his cock. Koda gasped at the change in sensation before shifting the hand that was combing through her hair down to cup her cheek.

“My mate, I’m not trying to take your toy away. But I’d like to please that juicy slit of yours as well. Will you let me do that?”

At his words, Arthene’s eyes lit up, and she nodded furiously. A motion that elicited another pleased groan from Koda as she still had his cock in her mouth, so the bobbing of her nodding stroked her lips up and down on his cock.

Arthene’s forehead wrinkled at his expression, and a frown marred her lips as she clearly didn’t want to let go of her treat, but the temptation of the pleasure on offer was enough that she eventually released him from the prison of her lips with a quiet pop.

“If you aren’t going to keep me quiet by putting something in my mouth, my mate, you will have to find some other way to ensure I do not disturb the others or wake our sweet Sienna,” Arthene husked.

The sight of her with tear-streaks down her face from gagging on him but smiling lovingly in his direction was enough that Koda would have gone from entirely limp to hard as a rock in seconds. As it was, Koda just growled lustily and leaned down to hook his hands under Arthene’s shoulders and bodily hauled the larger woman up over him.

Arthene squealed in surprise, the bear woman clearly unused to being pulled around like she weighed only a fraction of her actual mass. Koda didn’t give her a chance to react. He sat upright as he pulled her to his chest. Another heave rolled him to his knees, and Arthene’s legs wrapped around his waist instinctively to hold on even as her arms wrapped around his shoulders.

Koda didn’t pause in his movement, even though the sensation of Arthene’s hot, wet slit trapping his shaft against his abdomen would have normally given him pause. Instead, he kept turning and then laid Arthene down in the warm hollow he had just vacated.

“Thera’s tits,” Arthene giggled, clinging tightly to Koda while pressing kisses into his throat. “I forgot how strong you were, my mate. And I just got a pointed reminder of it moments ago when you forced me to swallow your cock. So hot…” The last part was more moan than actual words, and Koda chuckled, kissing Arthene’s cheek lightly before leaning back. She let him go but kept her wrists linked behind his neck while smiling up at him.

“I’ll happily remind you whenever you forget,” Koda growled in reply, his hips slowly pumping to grind his shaft down into the wet lips of her sex.

Arthene moaned openly at the feeling of his burning hot cock rubbing itself between her soaked pussy lips, and Koda shifted to lay one hand over her mouth before draping himself over top of her body. The mountains of her breasts made the position a little difficult, but Koda was nothing if not determined.

“Quiet now, my mate,” Koda growled into Arthene’s ear, the hand on her mouth clamping tightly to reinforce his order.

A shiver ran through Arthene at that, starting at her head and running down her body to send the most delicious ripples through her flesh. That shiver shifted her body just right as Koda ground into her, and the head of his shaft finally caught in the entrance of her juicy slit.

Koda wasn’t ready to take her yet and held back, not letting himself sink more than just the tip into her sweltering sex. Arthene whined quietly under his hand, her eyes rolling in her head while her hips tried to pump and take him in, but Koda swayed back on his knees, keeping from penetrating her fully yet.

“Behave, Arthene Deepclaw,” Koda rasped, his desire making his voice deeper. “Den Mother indeed, I will happily make you a mother again. That’s what you and Thera want, isn’t it? For me to breed more of the lost bloodline, to keep it from dying out?”

Arthene moaned and nodded again, but mumbled something that he didn’t catch, so Koda let his hand up slightly so she could speak.

“We also want you to have the family you desire,” Arthene moaned. Her eyes were dreamy with lust and love, but she was still staring directly into his as she continued to writhe under him.

While Arthene’s eyes didn’t suck him in like Sienna’s, Koda still felt himself lurch and fall into her in that moment, but it was an emotional sensation. He’d been feeling the beginnings of love for this large, brash woman for the last few days. Just yesterday, he’d felt confident that he could trust Arthene with his heart, so he’d finally given in to both her and Sienna’s desires. Now, though, he felt a shifting sensation in his chest, like a chain stretching taut and taking weight in his soul, and Koda knew that in that moment, Arthene had taken hold of his heart with hers and wouldn’t be letting it go anytime soon.

“Then I’d better get started,” Koda growled into the side of Arthene’s neck possessively before he turned and buried his face in her throat and bit firmly on the thick muscle there. As he sank his teeth into her flesh like that, Koda allowed himself to sink into the sweltering, gripping heat of her sex in one long, deep thrust.

Arthene squealed again, this time muffled by Koda’s hand over her mouth, and he felt her nostrils flex as she gasped for air. Arthene’s back arched and her legs wrapped around his hips demandingly as he settled fully into the notch of her thighs. He sank into her until his pubic bone bumped into her clitoris, eliciting another quiet yelp of pleasure.

Koda savored the sucking heat of Arthene’s sex for a handful of breaths before he began to pull back. Arthene fought him at first, her arms around his shoulders and legs around his waist, trying to prevent him pulling away , but he refused to be denied. As soon as he’d retreated a few inches, Koda let himself sink back into her once more, aided by the gripping of his lover’s limbs.

The hand that wasn’t covering Arthene’s mouth shifted to firmly cup the back of her head as their flesh slapped wetly together. The feeling of his hand in her hair was apparently enough to set Arthene off again as her whole body trembled furiously, a gush of wetness bathing Koda’s cock and balls as she squealed into his hand. Shifting, he released the bite on the meat of her trapezius and began kissing and running his tongue over the dimpled flesh. Each swipe of his tongue sent another shiver of pleasure through Arthene, who clearly enjoyed rougher sex. He counterbalanced each lap with a slow thrust of his hips.

The cycle continued, with Koda working his way down Arthene’s shoulder and back up again before switching sides, alternating bites with kisses, licks, and suckling to leave a hickey in his wake. The churning of his hips against hers was as relentless as waves coming to crash into a beach.

More than once, Arthene tried to urge him to thrust faster, spurring him on with her heels against the back of his thighs. Koda refused to be shifted from his slow, gentle thrusts that never paused as her body locked up in two separate climaxes.

Arthene groaned, whimpered, moaned, begged, and squealed in response to his loving treatment. It was obvious to Koda that the big woman loved the fact he could just pin her down and take her like this, and his refusal to change his pace in her direction clearly drove the woman to greater and greater heights of pleasure.

A repeating noise got his attention as he urged her toward her third climax. He’d kept a firm hand on his own orgasm, which had been slowly building after his lover finished her second. The loving blowjob earlier had given Koda plenty of endurance to work with, and he wanted to see how far he could push Arthene.

Now, he cracked his fingers to let her sounds escape to check on her.

“Please come in me... come in me... please come in me..." Arthene mumbled, her yellow eyes unfocused again when they weren’t rolled back in her head as a full-body tremor shook her.

Hearing the big woman begging him to fill her was the last straw for Koda, and he felt his willpower fray and snap. His hips broke their steady rhythm for the first time that night, and he began to slam down into her with a wet, squelching noise. His increase in speed knocked Arthene out of her fugue, and her eyes abruptly focused on him as she squealed, yanking him to her and thrusting her hips up to meet him while he rode her to a third climax and then through it.

Koda had to clamp his hand over her mouth again to muffle that sharp squeal, but he couldn’t resist the temptation, and he pounded into her moist sex. Arthene’s cunt tightened down on him mere seconds before he climaxed as well, with Koda using his feet against the ground to push himself as deep as possible, which actually folded Arthene’s hips and drew another long, muffled shriek of joy out of the big woman.

Throbbing ropes of white hot cum surged down his shaft and into Arthene’s gripping sex. Koda thought she’d sucked him dry earlier, but apparently his body had heard his promise to breed the big woman and decided to give its best shot in the moment. Arthene’s body clearly approved as her snug slit clenched rhythmically around him, milking at his cock enthusiastically.

The tremors continued on for over a minute, with each pulse feeling like it should be the last, but somehow Koda’s body found just a bit more cum to pack into the big woman pinned under him.

Arthene had gone slack. Her eyes rolled back in her head, and only the occasional full-body tremor showed she was still breathing. But her arms and legs remained firmly clamped around Koda, so as he came down from his climax, he laid gentle kisses on her neck and along her hairline, murmuring lovingly to his partner.

After a few moments, the big woman gasped and her eyes focused again, her grip on him tightening as well. This had the effect of clenching her overstuffed pussy on his still-hard cock, as her shakes and occasional clenches had not let him soften yet.

“Thank you again, Koda. For accepting me…” Arthene mumbled, reeling him in to plant a kiss on Koda’s cheek before letting her head fall back with a quiet thump.

“Agreed,” Sienna mumbled sleepily.

Koda glanced over to find his wolfish lover watching them through half-closed eyes, with a small smile on her face.

“Hello gorgeous. Did you want a turn?” he asked with a smile just for her. Sienna grinned sleepily back and shook her head slowly.

“No, maybe in the morning? Waking up to your cock in me would be nice…” Sienna mumbled, wriggling over to snuggle up against Arthene’s side.

“Sure thing, love,” Koda said, leaning over to kiss the back of one of Sienna’s pointed ears, getting a sleepy giggle from the exhausted woman.

Arthene was already asleep herself, apparently completely content to just sleep naked beneath the stars like this, with Koda still lodged inside her.

Not that I have any complaints doing that, Koda thought as he considered his predicament. He could probably wriggle free of Arthene if he wanted to, but why bother?

Instead, he grabbed the edge of a nearby blanket and flipped it over them, not wanting to get any bug bites on his ass in the night. That done, he shifted just enough to use Arthene’s shoulder as a pillow. One arm slipped down to wrap around Sienna’s waist, where the wolf beastfolk lay snuggled into Arthene’s side before Koda allowed himself to drift off as well, still balls deep in his lover.


Chapter Six




Again, Koda dreamed of running.

This time, rather than running down a mountainside, he was running beneath the open sky across a great plain. The familiar tufts of waving grass swayed all around him.

As before, he could hear the sounds of someone else running with him. But rather than the padding of paws, instead he heard the thump of another set of boots on packed earth.

To his left, a section of grass rustled back and forth to mark the passage of something, but when he turned to look, he didn’t see anything other than the stalks swaying back into place.

Koda didn’t feel intimidated by the movement or the fact he wasn’t alone. In fact, he felt reassured at the presence of a companion close at hand. He felt absolutely no maliciousness from the presence.

That would be as strange as the sun or the sky itself being malicious. Koda's mind drifted with the thought, a smirk forming on his lips. He didn’t question the confidence he had in the presence.

Another flicker of movement, this time from the side opposite that the footsteps had come from. Koda turned in that direction to see a blot of gray forming in the distance, a far-flung thunderhead boiling across the open plains, smearing itself across the blue sky, and consuming the fluffy white masses that it passed. The cloud evoked a sense of unease in Koda's heart.

It didn’t scare him. Instead, the presence of that rumbling thunderhead as it boiled over the plains irritated Koda. It was ruining a perfectly good day, and he felt the urge to challenge the coming storm and drive it away from his lands.

There was enough of his logical mind present that as soon as that emotion rose up inside him, it startled Koda enough that the dream began to dissolve. The last fragment he remembered was another rustle in the bushes near him, and then the thump of boots once more, this time accompanied by the pad of paws as several presences made themselves known from the tall grass nearby. But before he could turn away from the oncoming storm to look their way, Koda twitched awake.

While he had fallen asleep draped over top of Arthene, as the night wound on, the big woman had rolled on her side so that he slid off and landed between her and Sienna. Koda’s face was now pressed into Arthene’s bare breasts, and all he could see was the expanse of pale skin glowing in the faint light of the stars. Arthene’s chest rose and fell again once as he stared at it, his brain whirring and trying to catch up with what had happened.

Against his back, Koda felt Sienna shift and burrow her face into his spine for a moment, letting out a quiet breath to tickle his back before she abruptly shifted again, then stiffened.

A moment later, what had woken Sienna finally made it to Koda’s ears: voices from the main camp, whispering urgently.

"Fire... moving... town..." Koda only caught bits of what was being said, but he recognized Hannah’s soft voice as she spoke urgently.

The rustling got louder from the camp, and Sienna gave him a squeeze.

“Koda?”

“I’m awake, Sienna,” he responded quietly, turning to look over his shoulder at Sienna. The wolf woman’s eyes were wide and worried. When he arched his eyebrows at her questioningly, she elaborated.

“Something’s wrong. I heard them talking about fires in the town.”

“We should get up.” This time it was Arthene who spoke, having woken from their conversation. The bear woman’s voice was thick and muddled, clearly still half asleep, but she was coherent enough to know they needed to move.

“Guess I’ll have to wake you up that way some other time, Sienna,” Koda sighed, trying to add some levity to the tense moment.

Koda succeeded, getting a surprised snort from Sienna before she giggled into his chest.

“I’ll hold you to that then, Koda,” Sienna said, kissing the base of his throat before turning to roll over and out of the pile of blankets.

When Sienna had gone to bed last night, she’d stripped off her shirt and pants to sleep in only her underwear without even a breast band. Now she bent over her pack to grab fresh clothes, her tail flicking back and forth idly in a distracting fashion while Koda and Arthene stared for a moment.

The sudden increase in noise from closer to the rest of the camp shook Koda out of his distraction first, and he wriggled free of Arthene’s arms to get to his feet and start searching for where the bear woman had tossed his clothes earlier in the night.

“Come on, Arthene.” Sienna’s tone was cajoling as she quickly wrapped her breasts with the length of linen she used to keep them under control before pulling her shirt on.

Arthene grumbled, still clearly half asleep but understanding enough that this was not the time to be difficult, and began working her way out of the blankets.

Koda had gotten his pants on and was tugging his boots on next when Hannah softly called to them through the shadows.

“Sienna? Aegisclaw? Wake up. We need to talk.”

“What is it, Hannah?” Sienna asked, buckling her belt closed after tucking her top into it.

With someone speaking to her, Hannah must have decided it was safe to approach. She, unfortunately, happened to emerge from the tall grass as Arthene stood, her bare ass pointed toward the smaller cat beastfolk.

Squeaking in surprise, Hannah covered her eyes with both hands and nearly ran directly into Sienna, who had stepped around the still groggy bear woman. Sienna then hooked her arm in Hannah’s and towed the other woman over to where Koda was lacing his boots as quickly as possible.

“Okay, tell us what you needed to, Hannah. Ignore the giant nudist for now.” Sienna rolled her eyes. “Honestly, you act like you’ve never seen a naked woman before. We used to bathe together in the spring with several of the other female hunters.”

“That was different.” Hannah’s fingers twisted together as she shifted her weight from one foot to the other. Koda smothered a snicker and finished tying his boots. “Then we were just washing. That was just…” Hannah let the sentence trail off, clearly unable to find the right words to describe it.

“What is going on, Hannah?” Sienna prodded her friend before turning to smack Arthene on the bare bottom as the other woman continued to root through the blankets for her clothes. Arthene yelped and stood upright, turning to glare at Sienna and finally noticing Hannah with them.

“Oh… sorry?” Arthene blinked sleepily, the burst of awareness from the slap to her ass already fading.

"Get dressed!" Sienna turned sharply toward her, the words cutting through the air before she shifted her gaze back to a blushing Hannah, who raised a hand to stifle her own scolding.

“The sentries saw something suspicious a few minutes ago. One of the braziers at that impromptu barricade turned green for a few minutes, and then the encircling fires near it started going out and smaller ones started streaming toward the barricade. They watched long enough to confirm, but when no signs of fighting broke out near the barricade and it looked like whatever was carrying the torches passed through, they sent word to wake the others.”

“That’s not good.” A faint crease appeared between Koda’s brows. There was only one reason why they’d be letting those outside through the barricade. Someone was letting the Crooked into the town.

“That’s what Todd said. I woke him on the way to confirm before I bothered you.” Hannah’s blush was dark enough that Koda could see it even by the starlight. “What do you want to do, Champion Aegisclaw?”

Koda frowned, her words sending his mind through a spiral of thoughts right now. If the Crooked were breaking through the barricade, then that meant that the town was in the process of falling. Currently, he faced two options: rally his forces to reverse the situation, or abandon the town and retreat.

The threat remains, though. If I order the group to retreat, then we are stuck waiting for the Crooked to return and also dooming those in the city that are captured. But can fifteen people make a difference in this situation?

Koda was drawn out of his thoughts by the movement behind Hannah and Sienna, and he met Arthene's yellow eyes over the heads of the other girls. She nodded to him once, her expression stern after the sleep had finally fallen away from it. In those yellow eyes was a level of confidence and trust that humbled Koda, and he felt a surge deep within his chest. A surge that demanded he live up to that trust.

Follow your instincts. Arthene’s words from the previous day came back to him. But what do my instincts say? Koda asked himself internally, turning back to where Hannah and Sienna waited for him to answer the question. Looking down at his hands, Koda closed his eyes, took a deep breath, and listened for the voice inside his heart.

He’d felt urges before—directions and guidance in how to act or react to situations. It was what guided him to protect Sienna and save both his life and the lives of others in the last few days. He’d felt such satisfaction in the role of a protector; it made him feel whole in a way that nothing else had in years.

Protector.

The word echoed in his mind, bouncing around inside his chest like a trapped bird.

Koda inhaled slowly, and the concept moved quicker around his body. Each time it made contact with the inside of his being, he felt a quiet ringing noise sound out.

Koda exhaled, and the idea rode his breath up and out of his body to swirl around them.

Protector.

He felt, more than saw, the swirl of energy as it settled around first Sienna and then Arthene like a cloak.

A moment later, as he panned his gaze over Hannah, it settled about her too.

Koda felt the ripple of energy trace back through Hannah’s path to find the others and gently wrap around them as well.

Protector.

Koda nodded once. He knew what was needed of him. It was his duty, passed down through antiquity by a bloodline that he may not have been aware of, but it was aware of him. And it would do what it could to help him in this.

His goddess had charged him with a duty: to protect her people.

The most expedient way to do his duty would be to end the threat as far away from her people as possible. If he could save others, they might join the cause—not only to defend his people, but to safeguard their own as well.

No beast fights fiercer than when protecting its den, its young, and its very life.

“Prepare to march. We make all haste to Amberpost.”


Chapter Seven




Koda was glad that no one seemed to be against the idea of trying to help Amberpost. He figured that these people, as natives to the world, were more familiar with what might happen to the people of the town if they were left to the ‘tender mercies’ of the Crooked.

It took only a handful of minutes for everyone to pack their things away. As no one had bothered with tents, instead just laying out bedrolls on the soft grass of the clearing. So all it took to pack up was to quickly dress, fold up the bedrolls, and stuff the bundles into packs.

Hans passed around thick slabs of dried salted meat and hunks of crusty bread while they marched.

“If this turns into a fight, you are going to need the energy.” He gestured firmly toward the food when one of the others protested that they couldn’t eat because of nerves.

Arthene echoed Hans’s statement, though her words were muffled by the mouthful of food as she dug in without hesitation.

Once everyone had eaten and finished waking up, Koda urged their quick march into a loping jog. He could tell that the town of Amberpost was definitely under attack when they came around the edge of the hill that they had been using to hide their presence.

The smattering of lights around the outside of the town were fewer in number now, the campfires of the Crooked having been put out or just gone out during the attack. Smoke rose from several places inside the city now as well, and Koda swore he could hear the distant sound of shouting and screams echoing over the grassland.

Such was the confidence of the tribal warriors in him that they were halfway to the town before anyone raised a question regarding their actions. And even then, it wasn’t an argument or protest in regards to what they were doing.

“So. What is the plan, Aegisclaw?” Todd asked, increasing in speed until he was jogging right beside Koda, between him and Arthene.

“Get closer; scout out what is happening. Help anyone we can and kill as many Crooked as possible,” Koda answered, realizing for the first time since they’d set out that he wasn’t even winded in his run.

Arthene was right when she said that the others would hold us back, Koda thought, glancing over his shoulder at the rest of his forces.

Most of the hunters were breathing quickly, but evenly. Poor Hans was puffing like a steam engine as he ran, but keeping up for now. Both Sienna and Arthene looked as calm as if they were moving at a walk rather than a sprint.

“So you don’t plan on trying to single-handedly liberate the city?” Todd asked, the gruff fox beastfolk sounding amused at that.

“Not if it risks our people.” Koda . “If we can turn the tide, though? You bet your tail I’m gonna do everything I can. I’d rather the Crooked don’t make it out of the plains, and if we can do that by turning their victory here into a defeat? Then all the better.”

“Clever. Never hurts to have another owe you a favor, either. If we can save Amberpost, then the village elders will owe us, too. Can’t argue with a favor owed like that.” Todd dipped his head once, making his red fox ears bounce with the motion. “So I take it we are going to go in quietly? I’m sure the Crooked are going to be taking as many prisoners as possible to make more of their foul kind.”

“Gonna need more information on that.” Koda darted his glance from Todd to Arthene and then back to the older man. “Thera didn’t have time to tell me much about them, other than they were a threat.”

“Crooked are twisted perversions of mortal races, but are ultimately sterile because of that twisting.” It was Arthene who answered him, her lip curling up in disgust. “They raid the other worlds through portals to capture people so they can make more of their own. The rituals they subject captives to will twist those poor, unfortunate people into more of their kind and drive them mad at the same time.”

Koda blinked. He swore that he’d heard something to this effect before, but at the moment, he wasn’t sure. Maybe something Sienna had mentioned to him during their whirlwind charge through the vale previously. But now that Arthene was mentioning it, the memory was starting to resurface. It wasn’t just lives he was trying to save here, but minds and more.

“You are going to have to fill me in on more details later,” Koda grunted, shaking off his distraction. “We need to get off the road soon.”

Todd nodded in agreement. They’d been following the road to allow for easier passage thus far, but as they grew closer to Amberpost and the encircling Crooked camps, it was getting riskier and riskier. No one complained though, as they needed to make all the haste possible, and it was much easier to see the road in the dim light provided by the canopy of stars overhead, as the moon had settled beyond the horizon while they slept.

They continued on for several more minutes before Todd directed them off to the side of the road. They moved steadily through the tall grass, making sure they would remain relatively out of sight as they approached the first camp for inspection.

Much like the ones that Koda had encountered over the previous week, the camp was ramshackle at best. A mixture of tents and half-built hovels clumped around a larger central fire. Everything was asymmetrical in a way that made it more than a little disturbing. Tent poles were too long, and no seam on the tents was straight. Even the canvas had stains in patterns that repelled the eye with just how bizarre they overlaid each other.

Scraps of food, bits of broken equipment, and more than a little bit of blood lay scattered around the open space of tramped grass around the firepit. Koda pointedly ignored the shape of a rabbit that had been flayed and crucified to a piece of wood next to the pit.

The rabbit wasn’t the only one treated that way. None of the animals showed signs of having been eaten. The animals were just cut open and then hung up like some kind of macabre signpost.

They checked the camp meticulously but found no signs of the Crooked that had once inhabited it. The ground around the fire was pounded flat; feet had churned the long grass into the mud as they went back and forth.

Several more paths spread outward from the camp, leading to other small collections of tents around the area.

After finding nothing, Koda gestured for the group to move closer to the town. As they did so, they checked two other camps that were in their way, but each was as empty as the first.

“Do you think they all went into town?” Netta asked, the hawk beastfolk’s voice tremulous as they worked closer to their target. Amberpost was now alight in several places, the burning buildings lighting the night up. The screams had died down as well, though there was the occasional one that would rise through the night.

“Possible. The Crooked haven’t exactly been organized in the past.” Sienna glared at the town ahead of the group. Her tail flicked angrily behind her, and Koda swore that he could hear a growl behind her words.

“Keep moving. If we see any Crooked, do not hesitate to take them down. Until we confirm whether the villagers are fighting still, then we need to be careful. I will not have us be surrounded and overwhelmed.” Koda gaze swept reassuringly over the group as he spoke, and several backs straightened where they had been bent with worry only moments before.

They followed the road until it reached the edge of town, keeping close but not directly on top of it in order to avoid being spotted by anyone on watch. They needn’t have bothered though, as the only thing waiting at the barricade were a couple of corpses.

First, they found several bodies that appeared to have been nailed up to parts of a wooden wall that was badly burned. Koda guessed that it was a stable or warehouse of some kind, as it was one of the burned buildings that had lain outside the protective circle created around the town. Those bodies were mostly destroyed by the fire, but bits and pieces still hung from the wall while the rest lay in sad piles at the base of the wall. He tried not to think about them as his group snuck past.

The most intact corpses he found were closest to the barrier that lay over the road. Almost a dozen Crooked lay sprawled out on the dirt, the tails of crossbow bolts protruding from their chests or heads. But the Crooked weren’t the only dead on that battlefield. As they reached the barricade, Koda came across a few more bodies.

These bodies were dressed in a mixture of leather and chainmail armor, their throats cruelly slit. Two of them lay draped over a barricade constructed from a wagon tipped on its side, reinforced with barrels filled with sand and rocks. Nearby, the wagon had been dragged at an angle in order to open the road up, and Koda could see the marks of scores of feet in the dirt of the street.

“Quietly, keep to side streets.” Koda’s voice dropped as he reminded the others, though he honestly shouldn’t have bothered. Of the fighters with him, he was the least able to move quietly. Even Hans and Arthene stepped softer than him as the group worked their way through the deserted buildings on the edge of town.

About a dozen feet past the barricade, the rough dirt of the road transitioned into ancient gray cobblestone that was pitted and missing cobbles in places. Koda figured the town’s longevity was due in part to the stone construction of most buildings on this edge of town, which provided reinforcement to the barricades.

Yells from up ahead, followed by a shout of pain and the garbled cackling of the Crooked, spurred his group into moving quicker. Koda didn’t need to direct them. He could feel each and every one of his fighters was eager to find their enemies and begin the battle.

Arthene led the charge around the corner, and, when she bellowed in challenge as soon as she came around it, Koda knew that a fight was in the making.

He’d summoned his totemic gauntlets as they’d approached the first camp. Both of the leather, bone, and stone gloves wrapped his arms tightly with the promise of violence, and he knew that before the sun came up, they would taste blood again.

In defense of others, Koda reminded himself.

While he had become numb to the violence of his new life already, having been able to set aside his reservations in order to carry the day and get things done, he still needed to remind himself why he was okay with becoming used to the deaths. To ensure he didn’t lose his way.

Koda was next around the corner, only bare steps behind Arthene, with Sienna hot on his heels. He found his mate already charging a group of a dozen Crooked who had easily twice their number of villagers on their knees in the middle of the street, apparently fastening chains around their ankles.

One of the villagers, a teenage woman by the look of it, was sprawled on the ground between two of the Crooked and bleeding from a wound in her arm. It was good that the teen was down, because Arthene’s sweeping blow took the girl’s attackers off their feet in a single pass.

Still bellowing her fury, Arthene brought her bone club around in a backswing that launched another of the standing Crooked backward, its chest caved in like a stove. The massive bear woman bellowed the entire time, only stopping her charge when she stood over the sprawled teen. She stood astride the injured girl, guarding her as the other Crooked shrieked in fury and charged.

They were met with Koda as he bounded past his mate, claws flashing through the night and the light of the fires reflecting off of the bits of polished stone on his gauntlets. Each strike that landed clove through flesh, clothes, armor, and bone as he led his own charge into the ranks of the enemy.

“Citizens of Amberpost, rise up!” Koda shouted as he drove a right knife-hand into the chest of one Crooked and yanked sideways, his clawed fingertips tearing free of the creature in a spray of gore and sending the monster catapulting to one side.

The villagers watched in numb surprise—some injured, others simply confused—as the tribal warriors crashed into their foes, cutting them down like wheat. But at Koda’s words, several of them stirred and began lashing out with limbs still heavy from their chains. They tripped legs, struck at elbows, and, in the case of one large man with dark green skin, snatched weapons from the Crooked and struck back.

It took only a handful of seconds for the fight to end. Sienna drove into the flank on the other side of Arthene from Koda, and her flashing spear corralled the Crooked together and blocked several attacks directed at the captives that were striking back.

The arrival of the rest of their group spelled the end for this clump of Crooked raiders, though. A storm of arrows combined with flashing spears and the thunk of Hans’s mattock to reap the final tally.

In the wake of the fight, Koda was quick to move from enemy to enemy, making sure that they were dead by slashing the throats of each of the twisted creatures with his claws.

“What the blazes are you doing?” demanded one of the villagers, an older human man with only bits of black still in his graying hair. Koda noted that the man was one of the few who had remained kneeling the entire time, only rising to his feet now that the danger had passed.

“Saving your ass. Now, are you going to help us retake your town from these monsters?” Koda snapped at him, turning a glare at the old man that made him step back slightly.

“Oh, shut it, Yanus!” growled a feminine voice from behind Koda. “If you want to piss and moan about your Savior’s actions, do it where I can’t hear you. Otherwise, I’m going to take your scroat, wrap it up and over your head, then punch you in the taint!”

The impressive bout of vulgarity caused everyone present to hesitate and then turn to look at the speaker, some in horror and others in amusement.

Arthene was helping up the teen that she’d been standing over.

No, not a teen, Koda realized as he got a better look at the brown-haired woman who was grimacing even now, favoring her left arm, which bled sluggishly. She is far too well built to be a teen—dwarf maybe?

“Now see here, Dempsey," blustered the older man before the dwarf woman rode right over top of him.

“No, shut it! You were the idiot who thought you could talk them down since you are part of the town council,” snarled the brunette as she waved her uninjured hand at the other man.

“Easy now,” Arthene said, setting one large hand on the much smaller woman’s shoulder. “Don’t make your injury worse. Sienna, bandages?” Arthene directed the last part of her sentence to the wolf beastfolk, who nodded and unslung her pack and rifled through it, until she produced a roll of cloth, which she tossed to Arthene.

“Thank you, stranger,” the dwarven woman said, sending one last glare at the old man who was glaring right back, clearly offended at being called out by the smaller woman. Arthene kneeled to help wrap the bandage around the woman’s arm, her large hands moving quickly to get the bandage in place while talking in a low tone with the dwarf woman. Koda was now sure that she had to be a dwarf, given her full figure and the depth of her voice during the confrontation.

With the argument resolved for the time being, Koda finished tending to the Crooked and ensuring they were no longer a threat before turning back to the villagers. More than a few were watching him and the others warily. Hans was in the process of breaking locks off of people to get them free of the chains. Once they were free, the villagers clumped up to one side, though several snatched weapons from the dead and were eying Koda’s group warily.

“I need information from one of you,” Koda said, shaking the blood from his claws and looking at the freed villagers. Koda noticed that Yanus was standing with the group that hadn’t bothered to take up weapons, just clumping up like a group of scared sheep.

“What do you need, stranger?” His answer came from the large, green-skinned man. His voice was deep and had a faint burr that reminded Koda of a few of the Samoan guys that used to work construction with him. The man had thick features but an amiable smile. Muscles knotted his shoulders and arms, showing that the man was a hard worker, and the way he carried the bent axe that he’d taken from the Crooked had the feel of someone who was familiar with the weapon.

“What happened? How did you all get captured? How many of the Crooked are there? Is there somewhere safe nearby where you all can hole up?” Koda reeled off the questions rapidly.

“Town hall is safe,” Yanus interjected. Koda glanced his way to see a spark of hope in the older man’s eyes. “If you will escort me to the town hall, then I can guarantee that you will be handsomely rewarded for the effort.”

“And what about the rest of us?” the dwarven woman asked acidly from behind Koda. He glanced back to see her glaring at Yanus again. The light of the fires in the city was reflected in the trio of long, chocolate-brown braids that kept her hair under control, as well as in her olive-colored eyes.

“Not my problem, Dempsey. You failed in your duty to protect me, and—” Yanus started to say airily, only to flinch backward when the dwarven woman lunged at him. Arthene caught her with an arm around the waist, keeping the smaller woman from throwing herself at the man.

“Calandra is right,” grumbled the green-skinned man, nodding toward the dwarven woman. “You act like you alone matter, Councilman Yanus.”

“Look,” Koda cut in, holding up a hand for silence. “I don’t care who is in charge or what position you hold here. I need information if I’m going to risk my people in trying to save anyone else. We need somewhere safe to put those who won’t fight, and I need anyone who will fight to come with me. This is your town. Fight for it!”

“I’m in. I don’t care who you lot are, but if you give me a chance to get even with these bent fucks, then I’m in,” snarled the dwarven woman, her lip curling in disgust as she kicked at one of the dead Crooked nearby even as Arthene kept her from falling over as a result. “Name’s Calandra Dempsey. These bastards took my gear when Councilman Shit-For-Brains over there broke cover and got us all caught. If someone saw where they tossed my axe, I’d be happy to help. Oh, and if we’re gonna scrap together, just call me Cal.”


Chapter Eight




Calandra, or Cal as she insisted on being called, was a font of information once Koda got her away from Councilman Yanus. He couldn’t fault her for being upset with the man, as she explained exactly what had led to their group being captured.

Apparently, they’d been hiding in the extensive building on the corner, which was a caravansary that handled trading groups passing through town.

Their group had been missed during the Crooked’s initial sweep into town because they’d heard the commotion, and Calandra had gotten everyone inside and up into one of the storage lofts.

It turned out Yanus owned the caravansary and had been there late reviewing financial records, which was the reason Calandra had been there as well since she was a member of the city guard and had been assigned to watch over him.

“Why the hell was he doing paperwork so close to the edge of the town when it was under siege?” Koda asked while Calandra shimmied into her armor.

The Crooked had taken her gear and then tossed it into an alley. He helped her get the chain shirt over her head and down her injured arm without making it worse.

While he helped her, Koda did his best to ignore how the armor clung to her lush figure. Calandra’s arms held firm muscle from work and wielding her weapons, but the rest of her figure had a far softer look. Koda guessed that was because of being in town and not having to race across the countryside hunting.

Despite the injury, Calandra was insisting on coming with them.

“Don’t ask me, handsome. He refused to explain it to me when I initially asked. I was told to just shut up and do my job,” Calandra grumbled. “Anyway, after the main group had passed, Yanus insisted we head out and try to make our way to the town hall. All the council folk live near there, and the town hall is the best-defended building in town. We all tried to tell him it was stupid, but he insisted and raised enough noise that another patrol of the beasties heard us arguing and found us in the loft.”

“Do you think he’s going to cause more trouble for us?” Koda asked, handing over the broad, leather kidney belt that Calandra strapped on over her armor with practiced movements.

“Naw. Yanus is a coward. Now that he knows the streets are unsafe and you've flatly refused to take him to safety, I'm sure he'll want to hide in his office. I have no intention of staying here and hiding out. These bastards invaded my town, and they’ve killed more than a few of my friends over the last week.” Calandra’s lip curled in anger as she slapped a rounded iron helmet over her head, letting a chain coif fall to protect her neck and the top of her braids, which she’d pulled out to hang over the back of her armor.

“Good. Defending your home is a noble goal, little one,” Arthene rumbled approvingly, getting a smirk in response from the dwarven woman as she hefted a long-handled Dane-axe and gave it a swing with just her right hand.

Apparently satisfied with being able to use the weapon, Calandra nodded and guided them back up the street to the same caravansary that the group had been hiding in before.

Koda didn’t leave room for argument, ordering anyone unwilling to fight to hide in the caravansary while those willing to fight would come with him.

“We are going to send people back here as we move through town,” Koda explained to the ten people who would be remaining behind. “I need you all to stay out of sight. We can’t protect you and fight the Crooked at the same time. We don’t have the numbers for that.”

“But what about the guard?” demanded a middle-aged woman in a flour-smutched apron. “Who is going to protect us if you take her with you?!”

“Ma’am, with all due respect, your city is literally on fire. If you aren’t willing to do something to protect it, then you are abdicating responsibility for your own safety, and I can’t help you with that,” Koda snapped back, his patience at an end. “Anyone willing to fight, come on. We have lives to save.”

The group fell in around Koda, nearly doubling in size with the addition of Calandra and the villagers willing to fight. They left behind the ten who were unwilling to take up arms, those ten scurrying into the cover of the caravansary after staring at the departing group.

“Harsh, but not untrue,” the gruff green-skinned man said. Koda was fairly certain he was an orc but hadn’t figured out a way to ask yet, so set the issue aside.

“He’s right, though.” Sienna was quick to come to her mate’s defense. “We are risking our lives here to try to save people, and they are arguing we aren’t doing enough to protect them? That right there is grounds to walk away and leave them to their fates, at least in my mind.”

“Easy, miss.” The big man held up a hand to placate Sienna. “I’m not saying they were right or that the good warrior was wrong in confronting them like that. Just that his words were harsh. But as this is a harsh situation, they are warranted.”

For an orc, the man is surprisingly well-spoken, Koda thought to himself as he trotted along just behind the shorter form of Calandra. But then again, I only have Earth media to use as a point of comparison for what an orc might sound like. So for all I know, this is normal for them here. Yay, something else to have to get used to.

“Sorry,” Sienna said, not sounding apologetic in the least. “A little on edge here.”

“All of us are,” interjected Calandra from her point in the lead. "I'm still perplexed as to how these beasties managed to breach the barricades. We’d held out for over a week without an issue. Carrier pigeons had already carried word north about the attack, we just needed to hold out until the Baron’s men got here to drive them off.”

“How come we haven’t run into other groups yet?” Koda asked as they turned another corner and headed up a different cobbled street.

“We evacuated everyone we could to the center of the town,” Calandra said, her gruff voice coming a bit quicker as they ran. “The buildings on the edge of town were deemed to be too risky with the raiders. Even before that, everyone who could afford it moved into the square near the town hall. There was a time that everyone would have been able to take shelter in the town hall, but the council kept repurposing rooms or claiming them for private use. Between that and the fact that no one has needed to shelter there for decades, we didn’t realize until too late.”

“What do you know of how this all happened?” Sienna asked from the dwarven woman’s other side.

Calandra sighed, her shoulders slumping. For just a moment, Koda could see the exhaustion that rode the short woman like a devil on her shoulder, but she brushed it away a moment later and straightened.

“I don’t know much. The major roads were barricaded and any gaps between buildings filled in. The council assigned the City Guard to watch over the barricade in full squads, while half-squads stood watch on roofs to pick off anyone trying to sneak in.

“I was in Yanus’s office, trying my best not to die of boredom, when the first building went up. I ran to the window because the sudden flare of light wasn’t expected. Next thing I knew, there were floods of Crooked in the streets, and other buildings were smoldering. I gathered who I could to get them to safety and buckled in to hide. I might be dangerous, but I’d have just been a speed bump for how many of the monsters were out there.”

“And we appreciate you getting us into cover, Guardswoman,” grunted the green-skinned man, while dipping his head in respect to the shorter woman. “They’d have caught me for sure if you hadn’t dragged me off the street.” His thanks was bolstered by a rumble from the other villagers in the group, and Koda was slightly surprised at it. Apparently, Calandra had been the one to get most of them to safety when the whole situation kicked off if the number of people speaking up was true.

“Anyway, that’s all I know about it. One second, everything was fine; the next, it all went to shit.” Calandra sighed in resignation, clearly blaming herself for not knowing more.

“Wait…” Arthene paused and considered her words for a moment before continuing. “You said that the Guard was assigned to watch the road in full squad sizes? How big is a squad?”

"Ten-person squads are standard, though we’ve been operating undersized at eight to a squad for the last few years.” The final part of Calandra’s sentence was spoken in a growl.

Arthene caught Koda’s eyes with a meaningful glance, and he grimaced, but knew where she was going next.

“Cal, when we came through the barricade, there were only two dead guards. And while there were signs of struggle outside, it wasn’t nearly enough for the whole group to have been fighting there.”

“What?” Calandra’s voice was a snarl now, and she slowed to glare back over her shoulder at Koda. She mastered herself a moment later and frowned, shaking off the snarl. “Sorry, but... that isn’t right. That can’t be right. We all know what the Crooked do to people, so there’s no way the guards at the barricade would let themselves get caught. We all know that it’s a death sentence in the worst kind of way.”

“All I know is what we saw, which was two dead guards with their throats cut,” Koda explained with a shrug. “Whether that has some kind of further meaning or message is something best left for later, right?” Calandra nodded in understanding, sighing cutely through her nose with a flare of her nostrils.

“Right. I still don’t know where you lot came from, but thank you for saving us since I didn’t say it before, even the idiot councilman.”

“You are welcome, Cal. Now, what can you tell me about the town?” Koda shot her a smile, and the dwarven woman wrinkled her forehead with a grin that revealed bright white teeth.

“To the point, something I can appreciate!” The much smaller woman’s voice was fierce as she gestured one-handed with her axe. “Up ahead is the Low Market. I’m sure they are using it as a staging area to hold captives. Let’s hit them hard and fast while they are distracted.”
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Calandra’s summation was correct about where the Crooked were congregating. A group of nearly thirty of the monsters was corralling a cluster of villagers into the center of the market, using the smashed remains of various stalls to create a crude paddock for the people.

Men, women, and children were herded about like animals while the Crooked bayed and cackled. Three of the twisted people worked together to hammer a gruesome sign into the front of a nearby building.

The sign consisted of a dead man. His stomach opened to allow his guts to dangle, crucified against the building with his arms spread out to either side.

Koda’s group hit them without hesitation.

This time, rather than Arthene leading the charge, it was Calandra who spearheaded their formation.

“For Amberpost!” Calandra shouted as she swung her broad-bladed Dane-axe through the knee of one of the Crooked.

The monster spun with the blow, losing the lower half of its leg and tumbling to the ground with a squeal of surprise and pain that was cut short by the knuckle of Arthene’s club a moment later.

The villagers in their corral all surged at the cry, and more than a few of the cowed inhabitants found their courage. Improvised clubs were torn from the remains of the stalls that hemmed them in, and the villagers fell on the rear of the Crooked formation with a will.

Koda did his best to stick close to the pint-sized guardswoman. Calandra was the most talkative of the locals, and he found himself enjoying her coarse humor and brash attitude already. She swore and spat as she explained what had happened the last few weeks, making crude gestures with both hands and swearing even more when the action made her injury twinge.

Sienna and Arthene ran on either side of him, and the four of them worked as a wedge to drive into the enemy formation while the hunters of Koda’s tribe sent arrow after arrow to cut off the enemy from escaping.

Caught between their suddenly vicious captives and the new enemy, the Crooked didn’t know what to do. And the villagers worked to exploit the sudden uncertainty with their own assault.

Koda spotted one of the Crooked in slightly better clothing barking orders in their garbled tongue and bent to snatch a shortsword off the ground that had two different angles knocked into its shoddy forging. Standing upright, he lobbed the weapon at the shouting Crooked.

His throw was off. He knew it the second the weapon left his hand, but Koda had expected that from the misshapen projectile, really. The attack still distracted the commander while the monster in the rough shape of a man batted the weapon aside with his own bent sword.

The deflection actually made the weapon more lethal, as it averted the sharp end of the weapon into a closer target, while it would have been the handle that struck the commander if it hadn’t been redirected.

While the Crooked that the commander had been shouting at gurgled around the sword now stuck in his chest, the commander turned his glare on Koda in time to see the black-haired champion crouch and launch himself forward in a bounding leap that carried him over Calandra like a pouncing cat.

The commander’s eyes widened in surprise, and he tried to bring his sword around into position to parry the human flying at him, but the strength of Koda’s earlier throw had jarred his grip, and he failed to get his sword around in time.

Koda bore him to the ground a moment later, the rippling crunch of his rib cage crushing inward only audible to Koda over the roar of the fight.

All too quickly, the fight was over. Without the commander to get them into some semblance of order, the Crooked were quickly crammed between the two forces and destroyed by the weight of numbers.

They didn’t go without cost, the Crooked’s misshapen weaponry claiming the lives of several of the villagers who had fought recklessly and got in over their heads. Koda did his best to not stare at those still forms, instead checking on his people to make sure they were okay.

“Right, you lot!” barked Calandra. “Anyone who can fight: grab a weapon and come with me. Anyone unable or injured, head back to the Silk Scarves Caravansary. We’ve got folks holed up there, and you should be able to stay safe while we see about kicking these bastards out of our town!”

Koda wasn’t sure if it was her blunt way of speaking, the outfit of the city guards, or just familiarity with Calandra, but a cheer rose up from the newly liberated villagers.

Nearly fifty more fighters joined their group and rallied around them, while a bare handful hurried back along the road to the caravansary.

Koda was gratified to see that even those going to hide still took the time to collect weapons before leaving.


Chapter Nine




Calandra led them down the next side street at a trot. Koda kept closest to the much shorter woman, which in turn kept Arthene and Sienna close to her as well. This gave them a strong arrowhead formation with the armored dwarf in the front. The rest of the group followed behind them, with Koda’s warriors intermingling with the city folk. He could hear them talking behind him, the voices of his companions easily distinguishable despite the background noise of yelling, the occasional scream, and the crackle of fires.

“It’ll be fine. I’ve seen Aegisclaw turn worse odds.”

“Keep yourself under control. If you lose your head in a fight, it’ll get you killed.”

“You see the giant of a woman up there? If she tells you to do something, listen to her. She’s got more combat experience than any of us.”

“We will deal with the fires later. For now, we need to save the other citizens.”

“Sienna, that’s the one with the spear, is special. If you see the ground doing something strange, it’s likely her at work. Don’t be afraid of it.”

Koda shot Sienna a smirk at the last one he heard to spot her blushing furiously, her ears pinned back in annoyance. Clearly, she’d heard it too, but didn’t appreciate being talked up so much. He didn’t have to look to Arthene to know the big woman was grinning fiercely. Even if she didn’t hear the words of the others, there was a fight in the making, which would have her smiling regardless.

Coming around another corner, Koda spotted a group of Crooked physically dragging a screaming woman out of a house, the trio cackling maniacally while they did so. He didn’t wait for any of the others to act, instead crouching and springing directly over top of Calandra, covering a good eight feet of distance before he landed and sprung forward again.

Still feels so ridiculous to be pouncing around like a cat, Koda thought wryly. I cannot argue with the effectiveness, though. Must be something to do with the powers Thera has invested in me as her champion.

His last spring carried him at a charge over top of the trio, and Koda twisted in midair to drive his shoulder into the chest of one while he slashed with his clawed right hand over the throat of another.

Letting his momentum carry him into a roll over the top of the Crooked he’d slammed into, Koda kneed that one in the face as he went by to ensure that it went down too.

After landing on his shoulder, Koda continued his roll and came to his feet, whirling about to confront the third and final of the Crooked, only to see it already collapsing to the ground with Sienna’s broad-bladed spear sticking several inches through its chest.

“Mary!” The shout came up from one of the villagers in the group, a thin blonde man in laborer’s clothes, who raced over to the downed woman.

Leaving the man to tend to her, Koda set about ensuring the Crooked were dead, yanking Sienna’s spear free with a casual tug and tossing it back to her as the redheaded wolf woman got within range. Sienna caught the spear with a smirk and a nod as Calandra came to a stop next to the kneeling man and the prone woman.

“We can’t stop here. We need to keep moving to find others. Did you see where the larger group was going, Mary?” the dwarf woman asked, her gauntleted hands creaking on the haft of her Dane-axe.

“Up Cobbler’s lane toward the High Market,” Mary mumbled, clinging to the blonde man like he was an anchor. “I saw several groups peel off as well, checking the backstreets, but most were heading into the center of town. They’d grab anyone they spotted along the way and drag them with. Cal, what is going on? I thought the guard had the city sealed.”

Koda tuned out the conversation while Calandra talked the anxious young woman through where to go to hide. Instead, he scanned their surroundings, looking for any signs of others that might be hiding. He gave that up after a minute, realizing if they had been bad enough at hiding that he would see them, the Crooked would have spotted them already. He just called out.

“To anyone who is hiding from the Crooked: we have already cleared the road back toward the town’s border of threats. Come out if you want to join us in fighting to save the town, or fall back that way to hide. I don’t care.”

Turning back to Calandra and the two villagers, Koda saw the dwarf woman was ready to move, so gestured for her to lead the way again.

In the next ten minutes, Koda and his group found three more clots of Crooked along the central road Calandra had them on. All three had been collecting in places where guildhalls were based or where groups of craftsmen had set up their businesses. It made sense to Koda, as the crafts-folk needed to stay near their shops to work.

He was just thankful that the number of active fires was small enough that they could simply snuff them out by having Sienna open up the ground beneath the house or stable to swallow the burning timbers. Koda knew that if they got out of control, the fires could consume the whole town. But thankfully, most seemed accidental. Which made sense, as the Crooked wanted captives, not to just destroy everything in town.

Each group that Koda’s team took down further swelled their numbers as they collected more of the townsfolk from capture at every turn, some even leaving hiding to join them.

What had been a small force of around fifty people swelled to over two hundred, and only a bare handful retreated to the caravansary to hide, most of those being the injured, elderly, children, or women with babies. Even the meek were taking up weapons now that it looked like they had a fighting chance.

“Cal,” Koda huffed as they got moving after the third one, having liberated a group of carpenters, their apprentices, and families from the last camp. The dwarven woman rolled her head to glance back at him questioningly, and Koda met her eyes firmly before he spoke. “Why haven’t we seen any of the city guards?”

“They’d be fighting, obviously. Not hiding from sight to keep the Crooked from finding them.” The reply from the dwarven woman was sharp, and Koda shook his head in denial of her statement.

“Not what I meant, Cal. You’d think that the guard would have tried to stop the invasion, but we’ve crossed most of the town and I haven’t seen a single sign of resistance here. Not one dead person or sign of a scuffle other than those citizens that didn’t go quietly. Where is the rest of the guard? If they were guarding the different roads into town, you’d think they’d have fallen back to try to stop this so they weren’t hit from behind, right?”

Cal’s face went white behind the guard of her helmet, and she snapped her head around to look forward. She didn’t speak at first, just increasing her pace as she ran. Koda could tell his words had hit home, but he wasn’t sure whether that was a good thing or not.

He shot a glance at Arthene, getting a helpless shrug from his bear beastfolk lover. Sienna had nothing more to offer him, though he could tell she was thinking along the same lines as he was right now with the questions that he’d asked.

A distant crash of fighting came from ahead and Calandra growled audibly, the clank of her armored footfalls against the cobblestones growing louder and louder by the second as she picked up the pace.

“The town hall is ahead of us. It sounds like they are making a stand there,” Calandra called over her shoulder. “Come on, you lot! We have a town to save!”

Calandra’s voice carried over the rumble of footsteps and gusting of heavy breathing. The citizens in the group let out a roar of agreement, clearly having worked themselves up in the last few engagements, especially since they’d been mostly successful.

Koda knew that, if Calandra’s assumption that the sounds of fighting ahead was the push from the rest of the citizens and the guard to reclaim the town, then that would be where the bulk of the Crooked were. And where he’d find the champions or warleaders of the group. This was going to be where they lost the most people.

He didn’t need to look back to know his warriors were with him. The dozen fighters that had come with him from their distant village, the people that were like family to him. Each and every one of them carried the bloodlines of Thera’s people as beastfolk, while these people here in Amberpost were from many different races. He didn’t think less of them, or consider the villagers expendable. But Koda knew that it would hit him far harder to lose one of his people than anyone else.

Except maybe Calandra. The thought wound through his mind without warning, and Koda blinked in surprise. Where did that come from? I mean… it’s not incorrect. I’d be upset to lose her, but that’s because she’s the only one out here that I’ve seen who had a spine before the mob mentality gave them one, right?

Before he could spend too long thinking about it, the road they were on curved enough that they could see it opening into a larger, central space that lay in front of an elaborate and massive building surrounded by a low wall. The open area was clearly this “High Market” that Mary had mentioned, though the market was trashed just like the Low Market had been.

Stalls were shredded and wares thrown all over the place in the scrum. Men and women fought with the monstrous Crooked while champions crushed anyone who got within reach in a swirling battle at the heart of the town.

“There they are! Forward! For Amberpost!” Calandra roared, her small frame doing nothing to lower the power of her shout and the echoing volume of her voice. Another shout echoed from the group of townsfolk as they increased their speed.

“This is a mistake,” grunted Arthene from Koda’s right. He spared the big woman a questioning glance. She was rolling her right shoulder, club loose in her hand. He didn’t have to ask to get the woman to elaborate further. “We shouldn’t be giving them warnings. Just hit them from behind as fast as possible.”

“It’s not a warning,” Sienna replied from his other side. “It’ll bolster the morale of the defenders.”

“Focus, ladies,” Koda interrupted. “Worry about that later. Now we have a fight to deal with.”

“Don’t threaten me with a good time, my mate,” husked Arthene, her yellow eyes glowing faintly in the dim light of the moon and the small fires that still burned.

Koda locked eyes with Arthene and shook his head, conveying with his gaze that he wanted her to remain in her humanoid form. Arthene pouted, but nodded in understanding.

Only a moment later, the small group emerged from the side street and drove into the market, joining the battle already at hand while the howling horde of villagers followed their charge into the Crooked’s flank.


Chapter Ten




While Koda had fought multiple times in the past week, in a multitude of different locations, this was the first time he’d really committed to a straight-up battle. Every other time, they’d had a chance to either prepare in advance, ambush, or surround their enemy. The closest that he’d come to an outright fight had been when he’d first arrived on this world and helped Sienna drive the raiders from town.

This was far different from what he’d experienced in the past. Equal parts chaotic and strangely organized in how it all happened.

Calandra hit the back ranks of the Crooked just as they were beginning to turn. She slid to a stop only a foot or two back and turned all of her momentum into a spinning, sideways chop at about knee height to the Crooked. The broad blade of her Dane-axe clove through joints with a will, hewing through three different Crooked’s legs before her momentum was spent. But the dwarven woman was not finished yet.

She yanked back on the long handle of her axe, hooking the beard of the blade over a foot and pulling another Crooked off balance before twisting her weapon free and bringing it up overhead to slam down on the now-prone monster with a crunch.

The Crooked who had evaded the small woman’s furious strike whirled, weapons raised to strike her down, but the other three attacked at that moment.

Arthene came in from the right, her club pounding down like a carpenter driving nails as she introduced Crooked skulls to pelvises. Sienna had the left, her spear joined by a pair of earthen spikes driving back three more of the Crooked.

Koda went over the top of the dwarf’s head again.

Landing on top of the screaming wounded, Koda slashed out to either side, his claws opening up faces, throats, chests, and guts. Slashes with the claws were followed by closed-fist punches, elbows, and kicks that sent Crooked flying with each blow. He knew that his lovers had his flanks, and Calandra would dart out to assist either of them as needed and then cut back into the lead ahead of Koda in order to give him a moment to collect himself.

Screams mixed with blood, roars with spittle, all flying through the air as the battle was joined. The weight of the several hundred townspeople wielding stolen weapons crashed into the Crooked a moment later, just as their back ranks turned to try to address the threat at their flank.

Koda saw the hunched form of one of the Crooked champions pushing through the crowd, dragging the corpse of a human man by his leg. Leaning down, Koda snatched up one of the bent spears of the Crooked and launched it toward the champion.

The beast used its fleshy club to deflect the spear, the bent shaft somehow still flying true despite the fact its shape should have seen it veering wildly off course. But that was exactly what Koda wanted to happen.

Sienna acted without a moment of hesitation, seeing Koda’s throw and following the weapon to his target. When the champion was focused on deflecting the spear, she gestured with her own weapon and a spike of dirt hammered upward from the ground, taking the hulking creature through the crotch before emerging from its back in a spray of blood.

The Crooked that were near their champion thrashed and tried to run in response to the beast's death, which allowed the townspeople to reap a bloody harvest while they clove through the forces.

Koda saw out of the corner of his eye one of the townsfolk borne down on by a trio of Crooked with hatchets, the gnarled creatures hammering their weapons home to hack the man to pieces before his fellows could save him. On his other side, a trio of muscular young women in outfits reminiscent of a barmaid used pitchforks to hook a Crooked warrior with a sword and then launch him up and into his allies, bearing the lot to the ground.

“Koda!” Sienna’s voice drew his attention forward, and he growled in frustration. Calandra had gotten away from them, the shorter woman hacking a dwarf-sized path for herself as she went and clearly having expected them to keep up. His pause to deal with the approaching champion had allowed the dwarf to get away.

“After her!” he ordered. “Hunters! Pick your shots, and don’t take chances! Keep yourselves and our allies alive!” Koda barked the second half over his shoulder, getting a muffled shout of agreement from his band.

Sienna and Arthene had already started forward, using their longer weapons to clear a path for him. Arthene’s blows sent Crooked flying while the wild-haired woman laughed in glee. Sienna kept to a silent focus, her spear flashing through a series of jabs and thrusts that would isolate one of the Crooked before ending them.

Koda ran right up the center, slashing at thighs, arms, necks, and faces to wound or off-balance the Crooked so his mates could take them out.

He found Calandra surrounded by Crooked holding bent spears and longswords, an arrow sticking out of the mail on her left shoulder while she swept her Dane-axe in a circle to fend off the weapons of her enemies while spitting curses.

Rather than leap into the fray this time and end up stuck in the circle with her, Koda plowed into the closest Crooked at an angle.

The creature was not expecting this kind of attack, and its wasted limbs provided no resistance to Koda’s goddess-enhanced strength as he wrapped an arm around the man’s head and stepped through to put his back to the creature’s chest, knocking its weapon away with his hip.

A sharp yank and roll of his shoulders forward sent the creature flying up and over Koda, shrieking in surprise and fear as it took flight. A flight that was, admittedly, short as its fellows reacted automatically to something screaming flying in their direction by raising their spears. The Crooked crashed into them, impaling itself on the iron tips before the weight of the creature snapped the hafts off and sent the lot of them sprawling.

“Cal, you gotta stay with us!” Koda snapped, elbowing another Crooked in the throat and snatching its sword away.

“Don’t fall behind then!” laughed the dwarven woman, lashing out with her axe to take an arm off at the elbow before she rammed the thick metal head into the Crooked’s face, sending broken teeth in all directions.

“He’s right, little one. You risk yourself and your allies,” grunted Arthene, wading into the circle next and sweeping away three of the Crooked with her bone club.

“Fineeee,” sighed Calandra, throwing her head back with a sigh and turning to hack downward at the still-groaning and alive Crooked that Koda had thrown.

“Are you okay, Cal? Your arm…” Sienna barked from the other side, concern clear in her voice.

“Just a graze. Barely a nick actually, caught the edge of the chain,” Calandra shot back, reaching up to snap off the trailing shaft. “We are making progress here. This lot seems like they lost most of their focus.”

“Koda killed a champion,” Sienna answered, stepping around to put her back to Arthene’s so she could inspect the arrow in Calandra’s shoulder. Before he could argue that it had been Sienna who killed it, the wolf woman continued. “You are right, not even bleeding. Don’t risk yourself again though. Something tells me we are going to need your help explaining why we are here when this is done.”

“Keep pushing for the town hall,” Calandra said, gesturing toward the large, ornate building with its low wall. “I can see more of the citizens and the guard holding up there.”

“You heard her, girls.” Koda snatched another weapon from a dead Crooked, this time a short-handled axe, and threw it into the group ahead of him. “Push!”
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The fight took another twenty minutes before they finally broke the Crooked’s siege. The force attacking the town hall had to have been easily three or four times the number of townsfolk, but the invaders were stuck between two very focused groups of foes. Together, the town guard with their superior armor and the citizens with their desire to reclaim their land quickly reaped a bloody toll.

It didn’t hurt that Koda’s fighters had learned the ever important key of taking out the champions whenever one was spotted. Koda saw two go down to arrows, knowing they had to be his archers from the direction the shafts came from. Arthene accounted for another two herself, one whose skull she shattered with her bone club and the other by throwing the massive, ugly broadsword that she’d taken from her first kill.

Of the four champions slain, three of the four triggered the flight response in the Crooked, sending the regular soldiers scattering back and away from them, making the running Crooked easy pickings. The fourth set off the frenzy response, but Koda led his group of four into their midst, and they made quick work of the enraged Crooked.

The turning point finally came when a horn sounded from the far side of the Crooked’s group. It was badly tuned, but he caught three distinct notes, though they honestly both sounded like someone had belched into the horn rather than blown. The Crooked who had been trying to flee scattered even faster, now joined by their fellows who had been ignoring them.

“They are retreating!” Koda heard someone shout, and a cheer went up from the embattled forces.

“After them!” Koda heard Calandra shout. “Drive them from our town!”

“Belay that order!” an older man’s voice barked from the head of the crowd, nearer to the entrance to the town hall building. “All guardsmen are to fall in on me, back into the hall!”

“Gods all damn it!” snarled Calandra as the momentum of the pursuit began to falter, the townsfolk hesitating when it occurred to them that they’d be leaving the protection of the town guard behind if they kept after them. “What is Tomlin thinking?!”

Before Koda could stop her to ask, the dwarven woman wheeled and stomped through the piled dead and ruined market stalls to the town hall. He could see a group of others ahead of them, dressed in the uniforms and armor of the town guard, holding back a swarm of townsfolk who were trying to get past them to the safety of the hall.

“You can’t all go through, there isn’t room!” Koda heard one of the guards saying as they approached.

“Bloody likely! I bet there is plenty of room. The Council just doesn’t want us mucking up their floors!” snapped an older woman with the long, pointed ears of an elf. Her hair was tied back in a tight plait, and she had a bloody meat cleaver in one hand, the evidence of her joining the fight speckled over her homespun dress.

“Regardless, you can’t pass. Find shelter in one of the other buildings around the square!” barked the guardsman.

“Why can’t we come through and just take shelter in the yard?” demanded another man, this one a dwarf like Calandra, but wearing the rough clothes of a day laborer and wielding a misshapen hammer that was obviously claimed from a fallen Crooked.

“Orders, now disperse!” snapped another guardsman, this one older and clearly in charge from the badge on the front of his helmet. “If you don’t disperse, we will be forced to move you!”

“Tomlin! What the—” Calandra began to shout as her group got closer to the growing mob of citizens that were trying to force their way past the guards.

She was cut off, however, by Koda as the black-haired champion was fed up seeing the men and women who should have been protecting these folks bully them.

“What is all of this?!” Koda roared, his voice booming out over the collected rabble like a tolling bell. The citizens, those that had been with his group, recognized his voice and quieted, turning with wide eyes at the anger in their savior’s tone. Koda had spoken evenly with them the entire time leading up to this fight, but each and every one of them felt a tremble of fear at the primal fury in his voice.

“Why did you order your men not to pursue?!” Koda demanded. “This is your town! This is your chance to run down your foes and drive them from this place once and for all!”

“That’s not my problem!” blustered Tomlin, the older guard adjusting his ornate helmet. “I am under orders to protect the town hall and the council!”

“Tomlin! Are you serious?!” Calandra barked, her voice cutting like a whip-crack through the silence that Koda had left. “You are the head of the town guard, so you should be guarding the TOWN! Not the bloody council! They have guards already!”

“Be that as it may, Guardswoman Dempsey,” the man tried to bluster, turning a disapproving eye on Calandra. “Where is your charge? Councilman Yanus was in your care!”

“Koda,” Arthene’s voice broke through the boiling anger in the champion’s mind. He turned to his lover with a questioning look and the big woman locked eyes with him. “I’m going to go after the Crooked. We need to thin their numbers as much as possible, and chase them as far from town as we can. That’ll give this lot a chance to sort themselves out, and maybe pull their heads out of their asses. Someone in that group signaled a retreat, so not all of their champions are dead.”

“You can’t go alone, Arthene,” Koda said, doing his best to not snarl at his mate.

“I’m faster alone at the moment. And without an entourage, I can move even faster. Someone needs to press them out of town,” Arthene said with a meaningful raise of her eyebrows. Koda wanted to protest again, but then her suggestion clicked in his mind.

On her own, Arthene was faster than the rest of the hunters and even more so than the villagers. On her own, Arthene could handle herself just fine, especially since she knew she needed to come back to him. On her own, Arthene could tap into her savage nature and utilize her bear form, which was nearly indestructible for a regular Crooked.

“You be safe,” Koda ordered, his anger having cooled once his mind churned through the implications. He couldn’t keep her long if she was to do as she suggested.

“I will. If you need me to return sooner, you can summon me by calling out with your gauntlet. It is as much my totem as it is my Lady’s, as I am your mate and you have fed me power from it,” Arthene bent to press a kiss to Koda’s lips and nuzzle his cheek, ignoring the blood that speckled both of their faces. “Keep yourself safe as well, my mate. Look after our sweet Sienna and keep the little one from getting into trouble. I like her fire.”

Arthene didn’t wait for him to respond, instead turning to break into a loping run down the lane that the Crooked had taken. Koda watched her go, and in a matter of seconds, Arthene vanished from sight.

“I don’t like this,” Sienna muttered from next to him, stepping closer to lean into Koda’s side.

“Neither do I, but I trust Arthene to know what she can handle,” Koda responded, reaching back to lightly pat Sienna’s thigh with the palm of his gauntlet, being careful not to cut her with his razor-sharp claws.

“I don’t care what the council orders, Tomlin! We need to secure the town now! Those fires will claim whole districts, and I know that there have to be more bands of the Crooked roaming through town, capturing anyone they can!”

The growing argument between Calandra and her superior had drawn even more attention as the townsfolk rallied around Calandra, aided subtly by Koda’s fighters as well. There were fewer than a hundred of the Guard in front of the town hall, and they were easily outnumbered five or six to one at this point between the survivors Koda’s team had escorted and those who had been embattled leading up to this.

From the mutters Koda overheard, there had been groups of townsfolk camping in the High Market, and those who had stalls had refused to leave them. When the Crooked had crashed into the market, the fight had broken out and driven them back to the town hall, where the townsfolk had fought for their lives, only joined by the Guard at the last moment.

“We cannot leave the town hall unguarded!” insisted Tomlin. “We have no idea if those creatures will come back while we are halfway across town.

“They won’t,” Koda cut in with a growl, stepping up behind Calandra. The dwarf woman twitched but did not turn her glare away from her commander. “My mate is hounding them even now, doing the job that you should be doing in driving threats from your town. If your council wants to hold on to Amberpost, then they need to give the orders to secure the town once more. Otherwise, those who gave their lives to drive off this force today, and those who died keeping the enemy out, did so in vain.”

Koda’s words stirred a growl of agreement from the assembled townsfolk. Tomlin glared at him now, his sallow face turning an ugly shade of puce under his helmet as he tried to kill Koda with his eyes. Tomlin was about to speak when a pair of shutters on the third floor of the town hall opened and a bearded older man with a pronounced paunch leaned out.

“Tomlin! Take half the guard and work with the citizens to secure the town. The stranger is right. If we cannot reclaim our town, then it gives poor honor to those who sacrificed to protect it.”

Koda could tell that the order was meant to sound empathetic, but with the thready tone of the man’s voice and the fact he immediately pulled back and slammed the window shut again without waiting for confirmation, it came off as weak. An opinion that was clearly shared by others, given the derisive snorts from the citizens nearby and his own fighters.

“Fine!” snapped Tomlin. “Guardswoman Dempsey, you head west with your… allies and see what you can do to clear the town. I’ll take a group and head east.”

“The same direction we already came and cleared? Try at least a little harder to not look like a coward, Tomlin,” Calandra growled before whirling about. She nearly plowed directly into Koda and had to catch herself with one gauntleted hand on his thigh.

“Easy there, Cal,” Koda said, steadying her before she fell.

“Sorry about that,” Calandra sighed, accepting his steadying hand before stepping around him and Sienna. The fact that the flirty and lewd attitude had dropped away from the stout woman was evidence enough to Koda that she was furious. “Remind me to thank your giantess, would you? She at least had the stones to keep up the chase. Is she going to be okay on her own?”

“Arthene? Oh, she’ll be fine.” Koda waved off her question with a smile. “She wouldn’t have gone if she wasn’t sure of herself. I trust her. Let’s see about securing your town, okay? Clan, to me!” The last part Koda shouted out above the hubbub of the citizens as many kept trying to argue with the guardsmen to be let through.

The group that had come with Koda quickly moved in around him and the two women, already moving at a steady march across the market.

“What’s next, Aegisclaw?” Netta asked, the normally playful hawk beastfolk sounding tired.

“Anyone hurt?”

“No.” This time it was Hannah who answered. “No one is hurt, surprisingly enough. None of them even got close. The Lady is clearly watching over us. I would have expected to lose someone at this point, or at least a serious injury. Considering how many of the townsfolk died…”

“She looks after her children,” Koda answered, doing his best to ignore the second part of Hannah’s statement. He didn’t need to look, as he could feel the eyes of the dead all around him. The Crooked had fallen in droves, but had taken a grim toll with them in their deaths.


Chapter Eleven




Moving through the city like they did, Koda was surprised to find very few of the Crooked remaining in town. Those they did come across were inevitably trying to drag off captives. The fact that the captured townspeople were rather resistant to the Crooked’s attempts to remove them was to be expected. No one wants to go with the monsters, after all.

Especially if the stories Sienna and Arthene were telling me are true, Koda thought before wiping at his forehead with one muddy arm, trying not to spread the grit over more of himself than he had to.

The sun had just begun to peek over the horizon and cast its wary gaze over the town when the clouds had rolled in from the north, bringing with them a drizzle of rain that actually was helping to get the fires under control. A portion of the town on the southern side had gone up. A fire that had started in a small stable had managed to spread to a nearby house and from there to several others.

With the growing glow of the fire to the south, it had got the attention of enough people that someone had sounded the fire alarm, the specific clanging of the town bell rallying anyone who was able to deal with the fire.

The rain helped to slow the fire’s spread, but by the time that the last flames were out, and they were confident it was under control, the sun was above the horizon and hiding behind the clouds, and around a tenth of the town was either cinder or blackened by the flames.

“This is such a disaster,” Sienna muttered as she wiped at her own face, using the corner of her cloak to prevent spreading the mud and ashes onto her already smudged forehead.

“Here, let me get that, love,” Koda stopped her with a hand before following her idea, using the inside of his cloak where the least amount of grime was accumulated to help her.

The rain coming down overhead had made everything sodden, so he just did his best to wipe away the accumulated dust sticking to her face and brush her short mop of red hair back behind her upright ears.

Sienna hummed happily at his attention, and Koda could hear the quiet swish of her tail under her cloak.

“It’s weird,” Sienna murmured while he scrubbed at a persistent stain on her left cheek.

“What?” Koda asked, leaning in to kiss the edge of one pointed ear, making it twitch and Sienna snort before smacking him lightly on the chest.

“Not having Arthene crowding close to us right now. I got so used to having her basically pretending to be a really friendly tree at my back that, with her gone, it feels strange.”

“She’ll love hearing that you missed her,” Koda said with a tired laugh, laying a kiss on the other ear, getting a twitch from it too. “Make sure you tell her when she gets back. I sometimes wonder if she is more in love with me or with our ‘sweet Sienna,’ ” Koda teased her gently, getting a faint blush from his wolfish lover.

“I don’t think her mind works like that,” Sienna murmured. “Arthene has such a big heart that⁠—”

“I know,” Koda cut her off gently. “I wasn’t meaning it negatively. Just wanted to tease you some, since she dotes on you just as much as I do. I wouldn’t be surprised if she tows you off to bed for a bit of loving as often as she does for me.”

“Arthene does seem to be far more… in tune with her desires.” Sienna blushed again, glancing over her shoulder to check on the others.

While she and Koda were standing to one side of the road, the hunters from Silverstone were crowded together on the deep porch of a large tavern set on one side of the large square that made up the High Market.

Each of the exhausted hunters had steaming bowls of soup that were being dished up and shared by the tavern owner in thanks for their hard work. A small brazier set on the porch allowed the sodden members of their little group to dry off in turns.

Calandra had wandered off about an hour earlier, saying she needed to report in to find out what the next steps for the town were. The ornery dwarf had looked as ragged as Koda felt, but she’d continued on with a determined grimace, marching up to the town hall in her mud and blood spattered armor.

“That Arthene is. I can’t fault her though,” Koda wiped the last of the mud he could get from Sienna’s face. She still had smudges, but was in far better condition thanks to the attention. “It’s a simple but fulfilling way to live your life, after all.”

“Fair. And I won’t object if you wish to join her in that attitude, my mate,” Sienna said while pulling Koda down for a kiss using the front of his shirt. “Just try to be a bit more reserved in public than she is?”

“As long as I can be uninhibited with my mates in private,” Koda teased back, nuzzling said mate lightly. The action got another cheerful hum from Sienna, and the swish of her tail picked up speed before she began to return the favor.

Sienna used a combination of her rain-soaked cloak and a spare bit of cloth she pulled from her belt to wipe the mud, blood, and other stains from his face while they shared a quiet moment.

As was becoming all too common for Koda, though, their private moment was interrupted far too quickly by a rather unwelcome source.

“So, you are the mercenaries that Guardswoman Dempsey saw fit to deputize then?”

The stiff voice came from behind Koda and he turned tiredly to meet the pristine frown of a well-dressed man in the lead of a group of four others who were bracketed on each side by nearly a dozen of the City Guard.

“Aye, you could say that,” Koda replied, eying the speaker before scanning the group at his back.

He recognized Tomlin at the head of the guard escort, and from the sparkling-clean uniforms the others were sporting and the fine clothes of the five who stayed within the guard’s circle, he guessed this had to be the town council for Amberpost. A thought that was confirmed when he spotted the scowling Yanus amongst them.

Movement at the back caught his attention and Koda saw Calandra scowling from one side of the group, her Dane-axe slung over her shoulder and a belligerent tilt to her chin as she stumped along at the rear of their formation.

“I wanted to thank you and your… fellows for the assistance you rendered our town last night,” the richly dressed man in the lead continued, and Koda had to bite back a snarl at the derision in the man’s tone.

For someone who was hiding in his hole like a scared rabbit last night, he’s on a remarkably high horse, Koda thought. He let his gaze play over the others who stood behind the speaker and the guards nearby. All of them looked to be in fine spirits and as if they’d had a good night’s sleep as well as a bath already. Everyone except for Calandra, that is.

Turning his attention back to the man in the lead, Koda gave him another quick once-over. The man was older, probably in his late forties based on the graying hair and beard, along with the slowly retreating widow’s peak. He was dressed exceedingly well, in finely tailored clothes in a dark burgundy and chocolate brown with gold thread embroidery at the cuffs and collar. He wore a long, open-front jacket of leather with silver buttons on top of it all, and a small, round fur cap. The outfit would have looked good on a younger man, powerful even. But with how his pronounced gut shoved the jacket open and his long beard draped over it like frosting on a cinnamon roll, he looked like a badly done Santa knockoff.

This was the man who shouted from the window last night, then hid again, Koda thought, biting back a wry smirk.

“We are glad to assist. The Crooked are a plague on this land and need to be driven from it for all of our safety,” Koda said at last.

He didn’t need to look to know that Sienna had settled into position on his left and slightly back, her spear held loosely at the ready. A scrape of boots on the porch behind him told Koda that the others were coming to support him.

“Yes, well… that is true. Your assistance saved our people some suffering, and as such I wanted to properly express the gratitude of Amberpost,” the man said, his superior sneer melting into a concerned expression for a moment before he schooled himself.

Digging into one pocket of his leather coat, the man produced a fat pouch about the size of an apple and held it out to Koda with an affected nonchalance.

Koda accepted the pouch, feeling the weight and shape of coins inside. He handed it off to Sienna without hesitation, not looking away from the man in front of him.

“While I am glad to have been of service, I am wondering how it is that a town as large as Amberpost struggled with the Crooked for so long,” Koda said after a moment of awkward staring. He’d had too many supervisors on the construction yard that used awkward silences to try to drag secrets out of their workers for it to bother him, but it clearly made this foppish man nervous.

“It is not your place—” Tomlin began to growl, the guard captain aggressively taking half a step forward, but he stopped when Koda turned his gaze to the man.

“It is my place to ask, as I had to step in to help, since you couldn’t do your job,” Koda said coldly. He watched as Tomlin’s face began to redden, the angry flush on his sallow cheeks turning it a sickly plum color in seconds.

“It is a fair question,” the still-unnamed councilman said. “Unfortunately, the City Guard was stretched thin before. Constraints imposed by poor harvests and insufficient taxes, you see.” The man’s oily smile did not reach his eyes, clearly more comfortable on this ground than he had been earlier.

“So you just happened to be caught at a terrible moment when the town wasn’t ready? Surprising, given that this is a frontier settlement,” Koda drawled, glancing over at the assembled group. Calandra was glaring at the councilman, fury boiling in her olive eyes.

“Yes, it is quite unfortunate, but there was simply nothing we could do. I mean, who expects an army of monsters to show up on their doorstep?”

“Someone who is prepared to look after the people under them,” Koda replied dryly. “Being prepared to defend yourself is necessary out here on the edge of the wilds, isn’t it?”

“Yes, unfortunately. We will have to see about raising the tax—” the oily councilman began to say, and Koda swore he could see the greed floating in the man’s eyes like coins sparkling in a wishing well. But before he could get further along, Calandra’d clearly had enough and spoke up.

“Unfortunately, yes. Because, unfortunately, the Guard is undermanned. Because, unfortunately, there isn’t funding to properly garrison the city guard.” Calandra’s words were spoken in a vehement snarl that made the fat councilman pale.

“The taxes…” he began to protest, but Calandra continued speaking right over top of him.

“Are sufficient enough that the council can afford to continually redecorate the town hall, pay themselves a frankly egregious wage, and all manner of things? But apparently we can’t afford to train and equip more than the bare minimum of guards needed to protect the city!”

“Guardswoman!” Tomlin near-shouted, the volume and his glare finally enough to cut Calandra off. The two of them glared at each other ferociously for several long seconds before Tomlin spoke again. “Councilman Ulyss is correct that we do not have the funds to equip and train more guards. And even if we did have more fighting men and women, they would just be drafted from our forces by the baron, anyway.”

“That’s right!” insisted Ulyss, clearly eager to deflect the blame from what Koda was beginning to suspect was a skimming operation from the town’s coffers. “So we have to make do with what we have, after all.”

Calandra snorted derisively, her glare transferring from her captain to the councilman, making the fat man quail.

“And what are you going to do now that the city is in shambles, part of it is burnt to the ground and we have even fewer guards to protect it with?” Calandra demanded.

Movement behind the group drew Koda’s attention, and he glanced up to see a small crowd of citizens had formed up and were listening to the argument. Many were scowling at the council and more than a few were looking rather murderous in the wake of the information Calandra had so easily bandied about.

“We will have to rebuild!” insisted Ulyss, his nose already rising into the air. “We cannot let Amberpost fall to these savages. It will be tough, but I am sure that our people will be able to band together in these trying times!”

“What about the Crooked?” called one of the onlookers, drawing the councilman’s attention to the spectators and making the man blanch at the number of folks glaring at him. “What if they attack again?”

“We will throw them back!” Tomlin interjected. “This is our home, and we will defend it! Our parents and grandparents tamed this land, and it is ours by right. If we work together, then there is no challenge we cannot overcome.”

For all that the man was limp-wristed last night, he’s not bad at swinging people, Koda thought when he saw nods spread through the group of onlookers.

Calandra, though, was still scowling.

“How?” The dwarf demanded, her free hand planted on her hip. “It’s going to cost money to rebuild, and time, neither of which we have much of.”

“We will just have to… tighten our belts,” Yanus said, the councilman looking pleased with himself for the suggestion, though the mood of the crowd took a downturn at his words again.

“Be that as it may, we will figure something out,” Tomlin interjected, hurrying to cover the other man’s gaff. “We need to prepare for the enemy to return, begin the process of rebuilding, and bury our dead. Leave tomorrow until then. We need to focus on getting through today.”

Fair, Koda thought without letting his own annoyance show on his face. But it’s easy enough to say, since he still has a job. I wonder how well this town is going to fare if Arthene isn’t able to drive the Crooked far enough…

As the crowd began shouting more questions at the council, and the men and women did their best to encourage the citizens, Koda let his mind fall back on his worries for his large mate. As if she could sense his concerns, Sienna stepped up to lean into Koda’s side, her free hand slipping around his waist comfortingly.


Chapter Twelve




Watching the council attempt to argue themselves out of a hole was rather amusing to Koda while he and Sienna leaned together. After the long night of fighting and trying to help people, he was just glad to not have to be moving. He was tired, but not totally drained.

Though it would be better if I had something to sit on. But I have a feeling that if I sit down, I’m not going to be getting back up again for a while, Koda thought wryly.

A flicker of movement to one side of his face drew him out of staring into the distance, and he focused instead on the pointed tips of Sienna’s wolf ears, the black and dark red mixture of fur blending so neatly with the short mess of curly hair. He felt a surge of affection and love for the woman in his arms.

Leaning forward, Koda bumped his nose against the back of one ear, making it flick and whap him lightly in the face before Sienna tilted her head to look at him curiously.

“Thank you, Sienna,” Koda murmured, using the arm he’d wrapped around her waist in turn to pull her against him.

“For what?” she replied, quirking an eyebrow at him with a smile.

Koda could see the exhaustion in the woman’s features, and it tugged at his heartstrings. Sienna looked so worn out right now that he desperately wanted to drag her off somewhere quiet and curl up with her to sleep. The lines of exhaustion on her face coupled with the bags under her eyes told him that she needed rest.

“Thank you for everything. Supporting me and making sure I keep my head out of my ass. Putting up with the sheer ridiculousness that my life is going to be going forward. All of it.” Koda shrugged and Sienna smiled up at him, tilting her head to lean her cheek onto his shoulder, her soft ears tickling his face.

“I wouldn’t be anywhere else,” she murmured quietly.

Their moment of quiet reflection was interrupted by shouting from the group of citizens that had slowly built up around the council and their guards. Koda wasn’t entirely sure if the shouting was directed at the council-members themselves or was just a general expression of annoyance and disagreement. Having Sienna in his arms like this had distracted him from something that was, quite strictly, not his problem.

“I think things are getting tenuous in town!” insisted an older male with the tall ears of a rabbit poking through his short brown hair. “My family moved out to the frontier for the opportunities presented by being further from the center of the barony, but so far the only option I’ve seen is whether we want to starve to death or be mangled by raiders!”

“Now, now,” began Councilman Ulyss, patting the air with his pudgy hands. “The last few weeks have definitely been different from what would normally be expected in our fair town. It would be unkind to pass judgment in these times of trouble.”

“Judgment is exactly what should be discussed!” barked another citizen, this one an older female with canine ears like Sienna’s. “We all pay taxes to ensure we are protected. And while the guard has done what they can, I cannot help but agree with the idea that they have been drastically under-manned! If it wasn’t for our new friends’ assistance, who knows what would have happened last night?”

Koda winced at that one. He’d hoped to stay out of the pissing match between the council and the townsfolk, but he was growing more and more certain that it would be inevitable.

“What has happened in the past is just that, the past. We need to focus on the future instead. With the town secured through the valiant work of our new friends and the guard, it offers us the opportunity to ensure our homes are safe!” insisted Councilman Yanus, stepping up to support Ulyss as well, though Koda honestly wondered if this was a good idea or not, as more than a few townsfolk were looking mutinous.

“And how long are we going to be safe?” demanded the first man, his rabbit ears trembling in anxiety. “The enemy outnumbers the guard now, surely. And the town is damaged. I think we should take the opportunity to get out of here and fall back to the heartlands of the barony, where the army will be.”

“You wouldn’t make it there,” Tomlin interjected, the officious guard staring down his nose at the rabbit beastfolk. “The group that attacked Amberpost was only a small portion of the larger force we spotted passing by town. They only left behind a token force because they expected it to be easy to claim the town.” He puffed up with pride at that statement, clearly quite happy with the fact that they had held out so long.

“And what about the outliers, eh?” Calandra joined in, still standing to one side of the group of council folk and guards, as if she wasn’t sure which side she wanted to be on in this argument.

The dwarven woman had doffed her round, iron helmet and had it under one arm, her trio of thick braids bouncing as she glared between the groups. Several of the townsfolk grimaced, and the proud look in Tomlin’s face dropped into a fierce scowl.

“There was nothing—” the guard captain began to say, only for Calandra to cut him off.

“Horse-shit,” Calandra spat. “There was plenty you could have done as soon as we sighted the Crooked coming over the horizon. Ringing the town alert bell was something, but we didn’t send anyone out to try to get people into the safety of town.”

“There were too many!” insisted Tomlin, his face going red under his helmet. “We couldn’t risk the guard on such foolishness as bringing in reluctant farmers. You know how many of them would have insisted they hole up on their farms, or try to bring their animals in with them when every second counts.”

“Isn’t that what the guard does, though?” shouted someone from further back in the crowd of townsfolk. “Your job is to protect people! My cousin owns a farm out to the west, and when I tried to go bring them in, the guard refused to let me leave town.”

“What a mess,” Sienna murmured from her spot on Koda’s shoulder. “I’m just glad that Kris doesn’t ascribe to this kind of chaos. Her family have been the head men or women of our village for as long as anyone can remember, and they’ve always done all they can to protect people.”

“Yeah,” Koda replied just as quietly, his breath tickling the back of her pointed ear and making it twitch. “I get the feeling the council has been skimming for quite a while and now it’s coming back to roost. I want to help these folks, but I’m also not going to sacrifice our people defending town just because they can’t keep their hands out of the town’s pockets.”

Sienna grunted in agreement and Koda felt the soft pat of her tail swaying against his thigh as she leaned into him some more. Behind them both, he heard the quiet rasp of leather on wood as others from the warriors of Silverstone Vale ambled to the edge of the porch to observe a little bit closer.

“It is unfortunate,” Councilman Ulyss was saying, his best empathic simper on display for the citizens. “But we had to protect the people who were already in town. The last thing any of us wanted was for our friends and neighbors to fall victim to the Crooked.”

Koda saw Calandra’s grimace growing thicker on her face as the councilman and his fellows skillfully deflected and danced their way out of the verbal castigation of the townsfolk. While it wasn’t defusing the situation, it was preventing any one issue from gathering enough steam to lead into an overwhelming demand for action.

A wave of his hand caught the dwarf woman’s attention, and he beckoned for her to come over. Calandra’s furious scowl softened, though it didn’t leave her face. She shook her head once and ambled out around the edge of the council’s group; the movement got a glance from Tomlin, but the guard captain was too busy trying to help his bosses calm down the citizens.

“Hey handsome, I do want to thank you again for helping us out there,” Calandra said in a low voice after she’d gotten within a handful of feet of the two of them.

Koda blinked in surprise at her choice of address, but disregarded it for now. Calandra looked just as tired as Sienna did, and he was sure that he wasn’t any better. But before he could speak, Sienna got the first word in.

“No problem, Cal. While your council wasn’t exactly subtle about trying to buy our approval, we were happy to help. We’ve clashed with the monsters more than a few times over the last week, otherwise we’d have been here sooner to help.”

The brusque dwarven woman just shrugged at that, switching her helmet to tuck it under the other arm while hooking her free hand into her thick belt.

“It’s life out here. I’m just praying that the council pulls its collective heads out and actually properly garrisons the city guard going forward. That is, if they don’t all just decide to cut and run. I know there are more townsfolk who are thinking of trying to get to a larger city for safety, but Tomlin did make a good point, though he was an ass about it.”

“Oh?” Koda asked while glancing up from Calandra toward the man in question, catching Tomlin’s scowl aimed at the back of the short woman’s head.

“Yeah, there had to have been a few hundred more Crooked that passed the city by to the north. Only about a third of them peeled off to come and harass the town. The others kept moving, and I have a feeling they were pushing deeper into the baron’s land. Probably looking for better pickings than this little backwater town.”

“At least you still had some of the guard,” Sienna said with a tired sigh, leaning heavier on Koda. “Silverstone Vale hasn’t had a town guard in decades at this point. We had to throw them back with whoever in town was brave enough to pick up a weapon.”

Calandra’s eyebrows lifted at that, and she glanced over Sienna and Koda before turning to look toward the others who stood idly on the porch behind them.

“Somehow… that feels hard to believe. Not calling you a liar, mind,” Calandra added the last part quickly when Sienna stiffened. “It was meant as a compliment. You and your group move like you were born to the fight. Probably why the council mistook you for mercenaries and everything. Though… don’t take this the wrong way, but I would figure if you were mercenaries, you could afford better gear.”

“It was what we had. These were the people Silverstone could spare to come and lend a hand to our neighbors, though we almost didn’t make it in time,” Hannah said from her spot behind Koda. “Though I suppose there were a few exceptions. Aegisclaw and Arthene aren’t⁠—”

Koda coughed quickly, interrupting Hannah’s ramblings and drawing attention back to himself.

“Regardless of our equipment, we are here to help. You mentioned outlying farms and the like earlier?” Koda said, doing his best to push the conversation onto something other than his position as a champion or the reality of what Arthene was.

That is not something I want getting out just yet. I want Thera to be far stronger before either of those tidbits become common knowledge, he thought, shooting a glance toward Hannah, who was blushing furiously, clearly having realized her near gaffe.

“Yeah…” Calandra said, glancing between the cat beastfolk and Koda a few times before clearly setting her questions aside. “There are a number of outlying farms that supply the town with food. Dozens actually. Their early harvests will be coming due soon, so we need to find out which ones were hit or not, as Amberpost relies on the local produce to survive.”

“And the people?” Sienna asked, her tone pointed.

Calandra didn’t take offense to the wolf-eared woman’s words though, just nodding tiredly and rubbing at her eyes.

“And the people,” the dwarf woman agreed. “I know that not all of them would have escaped notice, with those who lived in the lands to the north being the most likely ones that have already been captured and are gone. But we need to find out who survived, help those we can, and ensure the crops of those we can’t help don’t go to waste. All while reinforcing the town…”

“That’s not your problem to worry about, Cal,” Koda interjected gently, earning a bloodshot glare from the short woman that soon gave way to another tired smirk.

“You are right, handsome. I’m not the only competent member of the guard, but some days it feels like it. Those of us who know what we are doing are more rare than I’d like to believe. Even more so after the earlier fighting.”

“Then you should let the able folks handle what they can. If people try to flee town to make it somewhere larger, then they are going to at least understand the risk they are taking.” Koda’s suggestion was met with another bitter frown, but Calandra nodded in understanding a moment later.

“Yes… It’s just such a bitter pill to swallow that I can’t save everyone. I need to stop beating myself up about that, though. I am doing what I can.”

The way that Calandra said that made it feel more like she was trying to chastise herself into believing it, but Koda wasn’t going to point that out to her.

“So what are you going to do, Cal?” Sienna asked gently, shifting so that she didn’t drape on top of Koda so much.

Calandra’s frown deepened, her forehead crinkling slightly as she thought. The female dwarf pulled one of her braids around to the front and ran her hand down it before picking up the end and tapping it to her chin in thought. The whole process happened with such a mindless ease that Koda had a feeling it was an unconscious habit of hers.

“Outlying farms,” Calandra said a moment later, her eyes abruptly focusing, and she dropped the braid in her hand. “Someone needs to go check on them. The town will take care of itself, and Tomlin’s boys can get their hands dirty with some work for once. It’s gonna take a day or two to make the rounds, but someone needs to let folks know that the town is safe.”

“Koda?” Sienna asked, turning to look up at him with a question in her eyes.

“If you want,” Koda replied, taking a deep breath in and shaking off his own tiredness. The gesture actually made it easier to focus and he felt the exhaustion fall away.

“Want what?” Calandra asked, curiously glancing between the two of them.

“We’ll come along. It’s better for you not to be alone out there with the Crooked still about. Arthene will be doing what she can to drive the survivors further from town to buy folks time as it is.”

“You lot don’t have to do that…” Calandra said, but the softening of her tired features told Koda that she dearly appreciated the offer. “You’ve already done so much for Amberpost.”

“Well, it’s a good thing we aren’t doing it for Amberpost,” Sienna replied, finally standing fully upright and letting her spear fall onto her shoulder so she could do a full body stretch with a quiet grunt at the end as her back popped. “We are doing it to make sure our new friend who wants to do everything herself doesn’t burn out.”

Calandra stared up at the wolf-featured woman with wide eyes for several seconds before snorting a laugh and smiling again, the look much more natural on her expressive face while her weary eyes began to twinkle again.

“Okay, fine. I’m not going to deny a gift. You sure that your group isn’t going to complain about not getting to sleep in a bed, though?”

“What’s a bed?” Hans jumped in to joke, getting a snicker from several others amongst Koda’s band while they all prepared themselves to get moving.

Koda knew that all of his fighters would be thinking the same thing as him, though maybe not in the exact phrasing. They weren’t done yet, and it was better to finish the job first. As he’d heard Sienna say once: “The hunt is done, but the meat isn’t smoked yet.”


Chapter Thirteen




“Cal, are you sure this is okay?” Koda asked, looking up at the dwarven woman with a quirked eyebrow while she steadied herself.

“Sure it is. If those mincing idiots are going to refuse to put them to use, then I’m commandeering the lot,” Calandra grumbled before bouncing a few times to get herself comfortable. “Now, you be a good boy.”

“Somehow, I doubt that will happen,” Sienna added from the other side of the short, armored woman. Laughter danced in Sienna’s tone as she watched the mischief the shorter woman was getting up to.

“She does have a point. I just wanted to make sure as she’s gonna be the one in trouble if someone complains,” Koda shot back at his mate, who just chuckled harder.

“I told that idiot Tomlin that we were doing this, and he was more than happy to see my backside. While I normally don’t mind someone taking a peek, that ass has lost the privilege. If he wants to complain, he can kiss that same ass. That way I can sit on his head and maybe suffocate him. It would make the world a better place.”

Calandra’s words got a laugh from the Silverstone Vale group, who were all crowded around while she got settled. While most were amused, there were a few that had worried expressions on their faces, though they were all too tired to really complain about the plan.

“Rather than worry about my commander trying to yell at me later, you should be thinking about yourself there, handsome,” Calandra said, turning to glare down at Koda. “Why the hell aren’t you up here with me?”

“Don’t need to,” Koda said with a shrug.

“I’m sure your lass wouldn’t complain if you needed to hang on tight if you were scared,” Calandra teased, waggling her eyebrows.

“Naw, not scared,” Koda answered easily, though he darted a glance to Sienna, who was smirking as well. His wolfish lover gave a brief nod of agreement, conveying that she would not, in fact, mind if he had to ‘hang on,’ as Calandra had suggested.

“I’d call you an idiot, but you’ve already proved you are one for passing the opportunity up twice now,” Cal teased back. “We need to get moving before someone comes along who could order us to stop. If you get tired, though, I promise I will only tease you a bit before letting you ride with me.”

Not waiting for a reply, Calandra slapped her helmet back into place on her head and gripped the reins in front of her before giving them a flick. The horse, which had been standing patiently under her, started forward at a trot.

All around them, the horses the other hunters from Silverstone were borrowing from the Amberpost guard started forward as well. The only person on foot at the moment was Koda, something that got him a few looks from the others, but no one said anything aloud. It was obvious that they’d all gotten used to him doing strange things.

Breaking out into a trot, Koda hurried forward as Sienna steered her mount carefully to one side of Calandra.

The wolfish woman knew how to ride, but hadn’t had much of a chance to do so as there were only a few horses in Silverstone, and the last real riding horse had been killed during the initial Crooked raid, she’d explained when he had asked.

Just like Arthene said, Koda thought. The others are the limiting factor of how fast I can move. I fought and worked through the night and I’m tired, but I’m not exhausted. I’m just glad Cal had the thought to commandeer these for everyone else. I know doing this will make her ask questions, but that’s different from Hannah just spouting off.

Koda slipped between the riders, reaching out to steady Hans when the big man slipped and nearly fell from his saddle. He got a nod of thanks from the horned beastfolk before he picked up his speed and dropped into the space between Calandra and Sienna.

The dwarf shot him a surprised look before smirking down at him.

“Seriously, you don’t plan to run the whole way there? We are going to be moving at a trot, at least. I won’t ask new or inexperienced riders to move at a gallop, though I wish we could.”

“You worry about yourself,” Koda called to Calandra, not having an issue breathing as he picked up speed, pushing slightly ahead of the two. “I’ve got this. Let’s go check on folks!”

“And here I thought taking a regular horse rather than one of the ponies would make sense. My arse is going to ache before too long,” grumbled Calandra. “I did this so they’d be able to carry your skinny ass, Aegisclaw.”

“Oh, so you do remember my name?” Koda shot over his shoulder. Despite moving at nearly a flat run to keep up with the trotting horses, he wasn’t struggling to breathe at all. The only thing he was struggling with currently was the instinct to go down on all fours and race like an animal.

I know that it works, I’ve marveled at how quickly I can move when I let my instincts guide me. Is that because of the power Thera gave me, or is it to do with that primal magic that Arthene mentioned? He thought as he loped along. Each step he took carried him further than it really should, and he felt his muscles surge and propel him without any issues. It’s never felt this good to just run before. If this is another side effect of becoming Thera’s champion, then I’m not going to complain. Boosted endurance will help in more ways than one.

Koda glanced to one side at Sienna, who had managed to find her pace and had her horse trotting along without an issue. Her spear was held to one side, the butt set into the stirrup on that side to support it. Letting his eyes roam over the body of his first partner and lover, Koda didn’t bother to hide his grin when she caught him staring at how her chest bounced in time with the trotting of the horse.

Definitely more ways than one, Koda thought when Sienna blushed faintly and blew him a kiss as the group moved through the streets to the edge of town.

They’d decided to follow the same route that Arthene had taken out of town since that was likely to not have a barricade in the way to slow them. Because the horses that Calandra had absconded with belonged to the guard, it was better to not give them a chance to stop her.

While they traveled, Koda scanned the churned earth, looking for signs of his large lover’s passing.

It wasn’t until they were clear of town that Koda spotted the massive, rounded paw prints of Arthene’s bear form, pursuing the general chaos of the Crooked’s prints off to the west and away from town.

Seeing the prints reminded Koda of what Arthene had said the previous night, and he glanced over at Calandra to check on her. The dwarven woman was looking away from him, squinting toward the northwest at the moment, so he focused and unsheathed his totemic gauntlet from wherever it was that the tool went when he didn’t need it, but only on his right arm.

As Koda focused on the feeling of leather under his fingers and the hardness of the bone interwoven on the armored gauntlet, he brought Arthene to his mind and pushed toward her. He felt something stretch out from him, reaching both deep into his soul and outward toward the southwest.

Arthene? Koda’s mental voice echoed in his own mind, and a moment later he felt a dull reverberation return back to him.

Koda? Ah, I see you have figured out how to reach me. Just so you know, before you try to reach out to our sweet Sienna. This only works for us, and any of my spirit sisters that you decide to add to your growing pack. The rich, throaty tone of Arthene echoed back to him from the distance, sending a thrill down his spine.

Will keep that in mind, Arthene. I just wanted to let you know we left town with Calandra. Heading out west to check on the locals and get those that were caught outside of the town to safety. Are you doing okay?

Koda had a bit of trouble focusing on his steps, but he did his best to make sure that he didn’t trip or hurt himself while the thunder of the horses surrounded him.

I’m fine. I’ve run most of the Crooked to ground, those that didn’t just scatter as soon as they left town. The locals are going to be hunting them for some time, but I think I managed to disperse most of them. Arthene’s mental voice was full of amusement, and Koda grinned as well.

Okay, link back up with us when you are done having fun, Koda sent back before releasing his mental ‘grip’ on the conversation. He felt the tension of the connection beginning to fade just as a burst of love surged down the line to him from Arthene, along with a slowly dwindling message.

I’ll start your way. Give our sweet Sienna a kiss for me, love. I’d ask you to do more, but I don’t know who all is watching and some folks don’t deserve the show.

Still grinning, Koda made a note to kiss Sienna at his next opportunity. After all, he didn’t want to disappoint his other mate.
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The first two farmsteads they stopped at were in horrible condition. Damaged at the very least, along with the fields being despoiled.

What the Crooked hadn’t taken lay destroyed. Even crops that weren’t ready to be harvested had been uprooted or set on fire.

The first farm was nothing more than a charred ruin with no living thing within its bounds. The livestock had been either slaughtered or carried away, Koda wasn’t sure. However, there was no sign to be found of anyone who had lived on the farm. The second farmstead was much the same, but this was only scorched rather than burned to the ground, and Calandra took a moment to salvage some supplies from the ruins.

“I can’t believe I forgot to get a damn bedroll,” the dwarf woman grumped as she collected some spare blankets and a pack from the raided remains of the house. “You lot could have said something.”

“You’d never learn then!” Hans laughed, the horned man having accompanied them inside the house in case they needed extra help, while the others remained outside with the horses.

“I’ll be honest, Cal. I assumed that you planned to head back to town or something rather than camp out here,” Sienna added from her spot by the fireplace, studying a dried bloodstain that covered the floorboards there, but had no body to be a source. Unfortunately, it could have been someone from the household or a Crooked, without the body there was no way to tell.

“Bloody hell! No, I’m not going back to town for at least a day. Sure, I might have been ballsy enough to suggest we make off with the horses when no one was using them, but that idiot Tomlin is going to try to do his best to skin me alive when we get back and I have to own up to them being missing.”

“Better make the most of them then, right? That way, any punishment you get is worth it. At least that’s what my mum used to say when she caught me doing something I wasn’t supposed to: ‘hope you made sure it was worth it,’ ” Hans said with a laugh.

“And I suppose she got good at whipping your oversized arse, didn’t she?” Calandra shot back with a grin while bundling the blankets together with an old belt and tucking them into her new pack.

“Oh far too good, broke more than a few switches on me too. But that’s a story for another time.”

Hans’s amusing anecdotes helped to distract from the horror of what they were seeing. Koda was at least glad that they hadn’t found any of the mutilated bodies of people here, though the farm animals hadn’t been spared the “mercies” of the Crooked. He did his best to ignore the skinned forms of the farm dogs and cats that were nailed to the exterior wall of the house.

“How close is the next nearest homestead?” Koda asked as they all trooped out of the farmhouse when Calandra was sure she had what she needed.

“Maybe a mile or two north. We can cut across the field to speed it up.”

“North?” Netta asked from her spot back with the horses. “I see some smoke that way. Not a lot, but some at least. Might be survivors?”

“Better than nothing. Road or over the fields?” Koda asked as the people with him hurried to get to their horses and mount up.

“I’d say over the fields, but with how bad these two have been, I don’t want to damage any more crops than we have to,” Calandra said, biting her lip while she got settled into the saddle. “Smoke worries me, though.”

“Then stop hesitating and start riding,” Koda ordered and smacked her horse on the rump, making the animal jump and begin trotting, which nearly upset Calandra as she hadn’t been settled on the saddle yet—something that took a bit of doing given her far shorter legs and the adjustments needed for the stirrups to work for her.

Swearing sulfurously, Calandra got her mount under control and led the way back down the cart track to the road that they’d been following.

This was only the first rank of the farmsteads, and she’d already explained to Koda that there were several more beyond it in ranks that followed both the road and the nearby river they used for water. Unfortunately, there was enough distance between the homesteads that they couldn’t get a good sight of the houses to check on them from afar. The natural roll of the hills didn’t help matters, either.

Given their current, urgent goal, Koda focused on running and keeping himself ready. He knew he could produce his totemic gauntlets in less than a second, so he just worked to pace himself properly in his speed.

They found the base of the lane that connected to the farmstead before they spotted the actual house, but the thin trail of smoke that Netta had spotted was growing thicker by the moment.

Koda didn’t have to give the order, turning onto the lane at a run that was mirrored by the thundering hooves of his team. He knew that all the Silverstone warriors had already readied their weapons. Koda just hoped that either the horses were trained to handle fighting, or at least stay close once people dismounted if there was trouble.

He prayed there wasn’t trouble, but he knew that it was far more likely they would find some than not. They were nearly ten miles from town, the horses having allowed them to cover ground quickly, and the sun was drifting toward the horizon now after their morning clean-up efforts. Still, these farms were close enough that any of the Crooked who had been watching town could have come to cause problems, and the ones that had been driven off might have tried their luck.

Coming over a rise in the hill, Koda spotted the trouble immediately.

A farmhouse much like the previous one he’d seen stood between a trio of low hills, its sod roof helping it blend in with the hills and giving it a natural look. Beside the house was a simple wooden barn with an attached field for chickens. Rolling away in all directions were different small vegetable plots that held a mixture of regular crops and grains, as far as he could tell. A well sat off to one side nearest to the fields, the top of it capped off with a weighted wooden cover to keep debris from falling inside.

All in all, it was an idyllic-looking scene, except for the dozen Crooked who jabbered and scrabbled at the farmhouse.

None of the monster-people wore the more elaborate equipment or wielded the proper weapons of the upper rank commanders, but there were enough of them that they could cause actual damage.

A fact that was evidenced by how flames licked up one side of the farmhouse toward the sod roof. Koda was fairly certain that it was only because of the recent rain that the house wasn’t burning up quicker; that and the green sod roof wasn’t catching like thatch would have.

“Strike them down!” Koda roared, leading the charge down the hill.

Sienna whooped to his left, and Koda faintly heard the singing sound of her spear’s blade over the rumble of the horses’ passage. On his right, he saw Calandra begin to pull ahead of him, spurring her horse to greater speeds.

“Ho the house! Help is here!” Calandra’s deep voice boomed throughout the little valley, even louder than Koda’s had been.

The Crooked abruptly whirled toward them, several squealing in excitement at the challenge of the oncoming warriors, while others began to scrabble harder at the house, clearly hoping to take shelter inside if they could.

Koda saw one of the Crooked, a spindly man with three arms, each split at the elbow to give him six hands, slamming into the front door with all of his fists laden with rusty hatchets.

Each of the blows hacked hunks of wood out of the stout construction, but the door refused to budge for the moment. A second later, a trio of arrows sprouted from the Crooked’s back, causing the creature to slump to one side as Koda’s archers took the shots they were confident with.

Not wanting Calandra to get ahead of him, and knowing that they needed to end this quickly so that they could put the fire out, Koda threw himself forward and let his clawed gauntlets finally manifest.

His clawed fingers dug into the soil and propelled him forward, and within three strides Koda had closed with the remaining Crooked.

The fight was short and brutal, with Calandra and Sienna dismounting and joining him within moments of the clash beginning. The archers of his band made quick work of those who tried to run, and within a minute of their arriving in the little valley, a dozen Crooked lay dead around the house.


Chapter Fourteen




No sooner had the fighting died down than Calandra was hammering on the door to the farmstead, calling through it to the occupants.

“This is Guardswoman Dempsey. We’ve eliminated the threat out here. Is anyone injured? Do you need aid?”

Koda let the dwarven woman handle the occupants of the house, setting himself to the gruesome but familiar work of stacking the bodies of the Crooked out of the way. Sienna set to work with him as well, keeping her spear close at hand but putting her strength to good use in moving the corpses away from the house.

Four of his team had already uncapped the well and were rapidly drawing up buckets of water to douse the small portion of a wall that was burning, so that last threat was handled.

“We should get them out of sight of the house,” Koda muttered under his breath, getting a nod from Sienna.

Word was passed along to the group from Silverstone Vale, and the work was handled quickly. They shifted the bodies out to an open space behind the large barn, between the building and the trees, where Sienna opened a pit using her earth magic to swallow them up. Koda performed the brief ritual needed to purify the corpses after glancing over his shoulder to check that no one was spying on them. Receiving confirmation from the hunters who stood watch, he set to work.

Once the billow of smoke had finished shredding in the wind, Koda urged the group to go back and check on Calandra, who had managed to convince the farmers to come out and see that it was at least safe.

“The town has driven them off for now, and there is space there to shelter if you want,” Calandra was explaining to an older human man with shoulders broad enough to put Hans to shame.

“No, Guardswoman. While we appreciate you driving those louts off, we won’t leave our land,” the older man said, waving one shovel-sized hand. The other was wrapped around the handle of a pitchfork, but Koda could see the tines of the fork vibrate from the trembling that the man was trying to hide.

“That is your family’s decision. I just wanted to make sure you were aware of the option. I’m not going to try to force you to head to town, but there are still plenty of Crooked loose on the land. Go armed whenever you leave your home and make sure to secure it well at night.” Calandra’s voice was even more tired than before, and Koda could see the brunette woman was leaning heavily on the haft of her axe.

“Hopefully, we will have scattered them enough that the town guard can handle the rest,” Koda added as they approached to check on the dwarven woman.

The human man turned a suspicious look on them, giving Koda and Sienna a once-over with a judgmental gleam in his eye before nodding, clearly accepting what he was seeing.

“You lot don’t look like guards,” the man prompted. He raised one bushy gray eyebrow at Koda, his face resembling weathered, aged leather with all its sunburn and wrinkles. “Mercenaries?”

“You could say that,” Koda said with a shrug.

He was reminded of that pouch of coins the councilman had given him. He’d tucked it away into one of his belt pouches for now, but made a mental note to ensure it was dispersed to the others. They’d all contributed to the fight, after all.

“They were the ones who offered to come help me check on folks,” Calandra interjected. “Consider them deputized under my authority.” The farmer nodded in understanding.

“So, what is your next goal? Do you and your folks want to stay the night? I don’t have space for everyone in the house…” the farmer offered, though Koda could tell that he made the offer more out of a sense of obligation than any genuine desire to put them up.

Kind of reminds me of those “good ole boys” from the construction yard. They’d help you out if you needed, but preferred their own company. What was the name of that one? Corin something, Koda thought before shrugging it off. Not like it matters. I’m never going to see anyone from back home again.

“We are curving generally northwest at the moment. Hoping to find folks that escaped the Crooked’s ravages and make sure they are okay.” Calandra’s words made the old man wince, but he nodded in understanding.

“Most of what we saw of the Crooked was to the north. They missed our farm because it’s tucked into the hills, but we saw groups on the road and they were always heading to the north. Something foul is out that way, mark my words.”

The firmness of the old man’s tone and determination in his eyes surprised Koda. Thankfully, Calandra didn’t seem to be one to hesitate regarding additional information if she thought there was something missing.

“What can you tell us about that? Any news helps, and if we can get concrete information, I might be able to get the town guard up and moving beyond the borders of Amberpost.”

The old farmer grimaced before glancing over his shoulder at the house thoughtfully.

“Clover! Come out here girl, tell the guardswoman what you saw the other night,” the older man called after a moment of thought.

Motion by the door heralded the appearance of a slim human woman with similar features to the farmer. She wore faded brown linen pants, a close-fitting forest green tunic, and a brown vest that concealed her attractive figure. Koda guessed she was about sixteen or seventeen years old, with her long brown hair in a tight ponytail at her back. She had a strung bow in one hand that had clearly seen better days but was well cared for, and a long knife on her belt.

“Yes, Papa?” The young woman’s voice was light, but her eyes flicked over those gathered in the clearing in front of her house warily. She didn’t have an arrow on the string of her bow, but Koda caught sight of the battered leather quiver riding low on her hip within easy reach.

“Tell these folks what you saw the other night,” the older man ordered and the young woman paled but nodded after a moment.

“I was hunting at twilight. It’s the best time to catch deer in the area, as they are getting ready to bed down, and we tend to see fewer Crooked around that time.” The young woman glanced between those in front of her before settling on Sienna, who gave the woman a comforting smile. This seemed to give her courage, and she continued.

“So I was a few miles from the house. I went overland rather than by road as the Crooked were keeping to the roads. The land gets more hilly out that way, so the deer like to bed down in the draws and creases in the land. I was working my way up a draw to the ridgeline when I noticed a distant glow over the hillside. I wanted to make sure I wasn’t seeing things, and I was a bit worried the monsters had set the grassland on fire. When I got to the top of the line, I spotted it off in the distance.”

Koda listened patiently as the young woman rambled on, her nerves clearly evident on her face. Those nerves calmed as her father rested one big hand on her shoulder, and she took a deep breath before continuing while the rest of the group waited patiently for her.

“I didn’t get good details, but I could see what looked like a large camp of the Crooked to the northwest. They’d razed the Dalton and Connor farmsteads from what I could see from the ridge, and marched right through them. But beyond the farms, out on the plains that lead toward the rest of the barony, there was this sprawling camp. I saw them out there doing something. I’m not sure what exactly, but it felt wrong. There were fires there that burned in unnatural colors, and I swear I could hear screaming on the wind…”

Clover gave a full body shudder and Koda could tell just how much this sight had unsettled her.

“About how far away do you think this camp was?” Calandra asked, the shorter woman’s eyes narrowing as she stared into the air over Clover’s right shoulder.

“Miles and miles away. I could only make it out vaguely in the dim light, and because of the little points of fire. Which is why it was so unsettling to hear screaming,” Clover said quietly.

“Koda?” Sienna murmured questioningly, and Koda turned to his lover to see the look of concern on her fine features.

“We should check it out, just to be sure,” Koda said with a sigh.

“Gonna share with the rest of us?” Calandra’s voice was a bit sharp, but when Koda looked her way, he could see the concern there in the way her forehead wrinkled.

She’s going to go check anyway, regardless of what any of us say. Calandra is worried about these people, and the risk that the larger camp poses, Koda thought.

“We wiped out another camp south of town, and it looked like they’d constructed some kind of portal to bring in more of their kind. I wonder if that’s what they are doing, making another portal for reinforcements.”

Koda’s explanation was greeted with growls from the Silverstone warriors and an even more furious scowl from Calandra.

“I hate to ask it of you lot,” the dwarf said a moment later. “But would you be willing to⁠—”

“Come with you to check out this potential camp and figure out what the hell they are doing? Yeah, that was what Sienna was just suggesting to me. It’s why we wiped out that other camp on our way to help Amberpost,” Koda answered with a sigh.

“We should do it, Aegisclaw,” Todd said from behind him, and Koda looked back at the older fox man. Todd had the same exhausted air about himself as the others, but looked determined to continue along this chosen path.

Koda glanced between each of his fighters. They’d come with him to help Amberpost and to ensure that the vale was secure against outside threats. Realistically, they had already done all of that and could go home. But in the eyes of each of his team, Koda could see the determination to finish this.

I don’t even know all of their names, Koda thought wryly, but he didn’t let that show on his face. Each of these warriors were folk he’d fought alongside and would recognize instantly. They’d been moving so fast and working so hard that he’d not had the time to really get to know all of them. Something I need to change, especially if this kind of thing keeps happening. I just wanted to make sure the proverbial door was closed, so more monsters didn’t wander into my home. But now… this feels like we are about to start on a long campaign. Where the hell are the forces of this “baron” that is supposed to be overseeing this section of the countryside?

“Yeah, let’s get moving. We only have a few hours of daylight left, and we should make what distance we can.” Koda turned his attention from his fighters back to Calandra and gave the hesitant dwarven woman a smile. “Yes, Cal. We are with you on that. We need to get this threat handled, and to do that, we need information after all.”

At that, the worried expression melted off of Calandra’s face and was replaced with a brilliant smile.
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The group only remained with the farmer and his family long enough to ensure they were uninjured and that no more Crooked were hiding nearby before they headed out. The horses allowed them to make good time and get to the next homestead before night fell.

Just as the farmer’s daughter, Clover, had mentioned, it was a charred ruin like the others had been. Rather than camp near the road, they made a group decision to stay near, but not in, the farmstead.

Calandra followed along with the group’s recommendation, admitting without hesitation that she was a novice outdoorswoman at best, although she knew more about horse care than the others; she worked to set up a rope-paddock for the animals to graze in while two of the hunters fetched a trough from the farmstead and carried it into the edge of the small wood where they were camping.

They’d opted to eat while on the road earlier, all of them tired enough that the food was necessary to make it to their stop without anyone falling out of their saddle.

The woods gave them shelter from both wind and prying eyes, allowing the group to finally relax. Todd was quick to hash out a watch schedule, with those on the second watch immediately laying out their bedding to get a nap in before their turn to stand guard. Again, Koda and Sienna were excluded from the rotation, and when he brought it up with Todd, the older hunter just rolled his eyes at Koda.

“You and your mates don’t need to stand watch. Not while we are here, Aegisclaw. We know that if the alarm is sounded, all three of you will be the first out of your bedrolls to help, and you are going to be the last ones to actually rest in the event of trouble, so you need to sleep while you can.”

“Koda, just let it go,” Sienna chuckled, tucking an arm into his elbow and dragging him toward where she’d laid out their bedrolls already. “Todd has made his decision, and he does have a point to it. I’m not going to complain about the extra sleep. Besides, look at the others. Do you see any of them complaining?”

Koda listened to his mate as she towed him away from the fire to where their things were laid, on the edge of the camp about twenty feet from the fire. As he passed his other fighters, he did as Sienna suggested and checked on them. Those that weren’t already rolling themselves into blankets were smirking or just nodding in agreement with Sienna’s statement. The sole exception was Calandra, who was grinning wickedly at them as Sienna shoved Koda down onto the blankets.

“Make sure you actually get some sleep!” Calandra called from her spot by the fire. The dwarven woman had set her things up right beside the fire and finally stripped her armor off, leaving her in a sweat-soaked linen shirt and pants that clung to her full body. “No keeping him up too late. The last thing we need is for the poor boy to be useless tomorrow.”

“Trust me, Cal. Koda is the last one who would be left useless by a night with little sleep,” Sienna snarked back as she knelt to tug at Koda’s laces.

Koda was about to say something about her doting on him like this, maybe something along the lines of “I can take my own shoes off, you know,” but before he could find what he wanted to say, something else interrupted him.

“Oh, if you have the bottom, I’ll get the top!”

Arthene’s husky voice came from the deep shadows between the trees behind Koda and he saw Calandra twitch, the dwarven woman’s hand going to her battle axe as the tall bear-woman melted out of the darkness with a near silent tread.

Arthene had sticks in her hair and more than a bit of blood smudged across her face, but was otherwise unhurt. More blood and other stains of hard use marked the end of her bone club slung over her shoulder, but that only served to show off the carvings she’d been putting into it.

“Ah, no you don’t!” Sienna scolded, though the smile on her face at seeing the big woman return softened her rebuke. “You make sure your feet are clean before you climb onto our bedding, Arthene. I’m not going to wake up with mud stuck to my ass because of you.”

“Fine… but only because it’s you that asked, sweet Sienna,” Arthene chuckled, pausing to wipe her bare feet on a large tuft of grass. While her toes were dirty from walking about barefoot—how she did it without hurting herself, Koda could only guess—the bear woman’s feet weren’t that bad.

While Sienna finished unlacing his boots, Koda dragged his pack over, he fished out a clean strip of bandage and his waterskin before patting the blankets next to him.

“Pop that cute bottom down here, Arthene. I’ll wash your face while you tell us what you were up to?”

Arthene grinned, an expression that Koda knew he should have found terrifying. Between the woman’s wild hair, the debris stuck in it, and the blood smeared all over her features, Arthene looked unhinged. But Koda knew the woman on the inside of that crazed look, and it didn’t bother him.

Arthene scampered around the edge of the blankets, her movement drawing looks from the awake hunters that finally noticed her and a bout of swearing from Netta, who was one of the ones on guard duty at the time.

“Gods damn it all, Arthene. You scared the shit out of me. Don’t sneak up on a set camp like that!” Netta called, which brought a round of laughter out of everyone who hadn’t bedded down yet.

“No promises. And good on you for wearing the brown pants today then, Netta,” Arthene rebutted while Koda wet the cloth in his hand and began scrubbing at the dots of dried blood on the fierce woman’s face.

Netta grumbled quietly, but didn’t respond, and Arthene grinned at winning the exchange.

Sienna finished prying Koda’s boots off and set them to one side of the blankets before digging into her pack and producing a simple bone comb, which she used to set about removing the worst of the snarls from Arthene’s hair while they talked.

“I drove the group out of town and chased them south, as I mentioned before. Ran most of them down, but a few splintered off and scattered. Managed to get the commander, so I doubt they’ll do more than harass the locals for a while, unless they starve out in the wild without supplies,” Arthene explained, wincing once as Sienna tugged a stick out of her thick hair. “Wasn’t much to it other than that? I started back this way and followed my connection to Koda to locate you all. Speaking of, glad you protected the little one. She’s sassy and I like that,” Arthene grinned down at Koda before nodding to where Calandra sat.

“Cal is good people. She wants to help folks,” Koda explained while scrubbing at Arthene’s cheek. The big bear woman opened her mouth to say something, but Koda hushed her by continuing to speak. “We both missed you while you were gone, Arthene. It’s good to have you back here. Wouldn’t feel right not having you with us.”

Koda’s words caught the incarnate spirit by surprise and she turned to stare at him, her eyes wide, for a long moment before her surprise melted into affection and she slung an arm around his waist, pulling Koda into her side. Her other arm went behind her and Sienna let out a cute little squeak when she got the same treatment, but Koda had a feeling that his wolfish lover had gotten an extra pinch or two from Arthene.

“I missed you two as well. I demand kisses from both of you in repayment for my hard work, though. And I want you both snuggling up with me. It’s been a long day and I need my sleep.”

Arthene’s words weren’t subtle or quiet, something that Koda was getting used to. So when those nearby snorted in amusement at the big woman’s declaration, he just took it with good grace and finished wiping the last of the blood from Arthene’s face.

Leaning in, he shared a kiss with the big woman that made her growl happily, the arm around his waist tightening for a moment. When they separated, Koda stood to go and throw the bloody scrap of cloth into the fire while Arthene and Sienna shared a kiss between them.

Calandra was sitting cross-legged on her impromptu bedding, inspecting the edge of her axe as he went by.

“Lucky man there, Aegisclaw,” Calandra teased, looking up from her weapon to smirk at him, the firelight painting her face a myriad of colors and dancing in her olive eyes. She darted her gaze over her shoulder meaningfully back at his partners.

Koda just smiled and nodded, not needing to voice his agreement as it was obvious.

“You have a good night, Cal. Arthene will quiet down once she gets settled into bed.”

“Oh? Not much of a screamer, is she?” Calandra teased as he turned to head back. Koda almost didn’t respond, but he knew Arthene well enough that he was positive the bear woman would be more upset that he’d passed up the chance to tease back than she would be of him sharing information.

“Quite the opposite, actually. And it’s rather impossible to muffle her properly without going to greater extents than I’m comfortable with, out here,” he replied with a smirk and a waggle of his eyebrows.

The blush on Calandra’s cheeks at that comment told Koda he’d won that exchange as he returned to both his bed and his mates, who were still happily kissing while they waited for him.

Settling onto his knees next to the girls, Koda waited patiently for them to finish, which Sienna and Arthene did a moment later. The two separated with a quiet pop of lips parting and Arthene bodily scooped the smaller woman onto her lap, making Sienna giggle in surprise before cuddling into her happily and laying her head on top of Arthene’s full bosom.

“Making me a bit envious here,” Koda teased, but Arthene just wiggled her eyebrows at him and patted her unoccupied breast.

Before he could make a move to it, Sienna stiffened and then sat up once more but didn’t try and get down off of Arthene’s lap.

“Actually, before we bed down, I wanted to talk to you both…” Sienna said hesitantly at first. Arthene gave her waist a squeeze to encourage her, waiting for the other woman to decide how she wanted to approach whatever issue she had.

For his part, Koda kneeled on the blankets in front of Arthene so that Sienna was right beside him as well, setting a hand on her thigh as the wolf beastfolk gnawed her lower lip thoughtfully.

“Just say whatever is on your mind, Sienna,” Koda pressed after another long moment of silence. “You know we won’t be upset, whatever you say.”

“Disappointed maybe, especially if it’s that you don’t want to play as a group anymore,” Arthene teased gently, getting a small smile from Sienna before the other woman huffed and nodded.

“It’s just… well, seeing Koda running like he did today, while the rest of us were riding. It got me thinking, is all,” Sienna started, staring down at her lap where her hands began to tie themselves into knots. “Koda is what he is… a chosen champion with a great destiny. Any of the unattached women in the village would happily jump into his bed once word gets out… and I know Thera has plans for him to spread his bloodline wide to secure it.”

“And you are worried that he might forget you?” Arthene asked gently, her curious expression melting into one of understanding.

Sienna just nodded miserably, her face downcast so that her short hair hid part of it.

“Not going to happen, sweet Sienna,” Arthene said quietly, leaning down to bury her face in the wolf-girl’s hair, nuzzling against the drooping points of her ears.

“It’s easy for you to say that, Arthene. You are a goddess in your own right.” Sienna’s voice was small, and Koda felt his heart break a little at the despair he could hear in her tone. “I’m just a silly village girl who managed to catch his eye to start with. There will be—mfph!”

Koda had had enough at that point. He reached out with one hand to grip Sienna’s chin and turn her toward him while she talked. Seeing the tears starting in her eyes, he pressed his lips to hers firmly. This apparently short-circuited the woman’s mind, because she went limp against him.

Still kissing Sienna, Koda carefully scooped her off of Arthene’s lap with the big woman’s help. Once he had Sienna settled on his lap, he wrapped his arms tightly around her and squeezed her to him. Sienna turned and buried her face in his chest, wrapping her arms around Koda in turn.

“I’m sorry,” she murmured into his shoulder as he rocked her slowly.

“Never worry about me forgetting you, Sienna. I will never take my red wolf for granted. She stole my heart first on this world, and no one else will even get a share of it without her permission,” Koda murmured as he rocked her on his lap. He felt Sienna shake slightly on his lap before burying her face into his neck once more.

“Thank you, sweet Sienna. For both agreeing to share your mate with me, and being open to the idea of others,” Arthene added a moment later, stroking Sienna’s back lightly. “I can guarantee that you aren’t going anywhere. Any of my sisters that think they can steal your spot as his first will have to go through me.”

Arthene’s casual threat in her defense got a ragged giggle from the wolf woman on Koda’s lap, but it wasn’t until he felt the gentle stirring of her fluffy red-black tail against his leg that he knew Sienna was coming back out of her depression.

I’m never going to set you aside, Koda promised her silently as he squeezed Sienna a little tighter.


Chapter Fifteen




Koda slept contentedly that night. Arthene got exactly what she asked for, curling up on one side of Koda with her head on his chest and long arms draped over him to cup Sienna from the other side. Sienna lay with her back to them, clutching his other arm to her chest and using his bicep as a pillow.

Arthene’s arm ended up draped over Sienna’s tummy, pulling her tightly into him as the bigger woman cuddled them both. The pile made for quite a warm sleeping arrangement, and Koda was content to enjoy the soft sensations of his lover’s bodies pressed against his.

Occasionally, throughout the night, he would twitch awake and glance around without moving. Every time, what woke him was someone passing nearby either on the watch patrol, heading to their bedrolls after coming off watch, or relieving themselves in the forest. After confirming it was not a threat, Koda would drift back off to sleep, usually with a gentle squeeze from Arthene.

Sienna, now safely secured in her lovers’ arms, slept the sleep of exhaustion, never stirring now that she was safely secured in her lovers’ arms.

The night passed restfully for the most part, but the sun was beginning to color the horizon when Koda lurched fully awake in a single instant. One moment, he’d been dreaming and then the next he was fully awake and every hair on his body stood on end with his eyes snapping open immediately.

Next to him, Arthene jerked away at nearly the same time, with Sienna only a second after when she felt her lovers stiffen against her.

“What—” Sienna began to ask, before a distant flare of light reached for the sky and she cut herself off.

The light was a sickly green in color and splashed against the clouds that hung low in the sky, spreading over the white masses and tinting them the color of spoiled cabbage for a moment before fading away. But the clouds still looked tainted, as if the touch of the light had somehow corrupted their previous purity and left behind a stain.

No sooner had the light faded than a distant boom echoed over the hills and Arthene began to swear, rolling onto her back and out of the covers. Her swearing changed pitches as the cool morning air hit her skin.

“Shit-festered ass-picking sons of a diseased whore,” Arthene growled, her deep voice carrying through the clearing, getting a few noises of confusion from the hunters, who were stirring in the wake of the noise. The horses were already shifting restlessly in their pens.

“Arthene, what was that?” Sienna asked, sitting up and grabbing her shirt from where it sat on top of her pack nearby. The redhead didn’t bother to hide her bare breasts, just tugging her top on over them quickly.

“That was a conversion ritual going off.” Arthene swore, standing naked in the early morning dimness and quickly wrapping her fur skirt around her hips, buckling the belt tightly. “That is our time running out. We need to move. Everyone up!”

Those who had just finished their watch shifts and gotten to sleep grumbled a bit at Arthene’s order, but her words, once they sunk in, quickly calmed them.

“Conversion ritual? Tell me that’s not what I think it is?” Calandra asked, who had already yanked on her tunic and was hopping about, trying to get her pants on.

Koda suppressed the urge to stare at the short woman’s muscular behind as she bounced a short distance away, instead focusing on dressing himself. He had a creeping feeling that he knew exactly what it was that Arthene was talking about and it ruined any sexy intentions that he had at the moment.

“Sorry, short stuff. I wouldn’t lie about that,” Arthene replied, slinging her top around her shoulders and quickly doing up the ties to constrain her full breasts. A few tugs and a bounce got her sorted and Arthene continued while Koda and Sienna struggled with their own pants while remaining seated on their blankets. “A conversion ritual is exactly what it sounds like. And it’s the one thing that anyone captured by the Crooked dreads more than anything else. It’s how they make more of themselves.”
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With Arthene’s announcement throwing into grim relief what had happened only moments before, no one complained again about being up early. Everyone was quick to dress and saddle their horses, determined expressions all around.

Arthene marked the direction that the pulse had been seen while helping pack up. Since she didn’t have much to pack and had no horse to saddle, she had more leeway and when she had done what she could to help, the big woman set about finding them a trail they could take.

Since they had been planning to investigate the camp anyway, the ritual had just moved that timeline up. No one was willing to say aloud whether they hoped that no other captives to be converted were there, or that the ritual had only converted a few of them and there were people they could save.

There was a brief moment of confusion when Calandra asked Arthene if she needed a ride, but the big woman laughed it off before breaking into a run, much like Koda had.

“There’s two of them now! What is this world coming to? Am I that ugly that no one wants to ride with me?” Calandra said, pouting furiously at Sienna, who just snickered and shook her head.

“No, you are quite attractive, Cal. Especially after finally getting some sleep in. It’s hard to look sexy with bags under your eyes,” Sienna called as she urged her horse into a trot after Arthene.

“Hard, but not impossible. You can pull it off,” Koda called to Sienna as she passed before taking up the spot right behind the wolf-eared woman.

“Thank you, dear. Love you too,” Sienna laughed over her shoulder.

The banter helped lift moods some, but as the group wound their way over the ruined fields of the farm and up into the hills behind them, the tension in the air began to weigh everyone down once more. Even as the sun finished rising and bathed the land in fresh light, no one could forget the sickly pulse of green light and the reason for their hurry.

Arthene led them up the ridge, down the other side, and then back up once more before pausing at that crest, waiting for the group to meet up around her. The trip was only a mile or so of travel, and the horses sped it, but it was overland rather than by road, so they had to move slower still.

Koda jogged ahead of Sienna after a short bit, pulling up to run alongside Arthene, while the big woman loped through the grass.

He wanted to check on the bear spirit, ask her if she was doing okay, but from what he caught of Arthene’s profile, Koda swallowed his questions and just jogged on in silence, giving the big woman some quiet companionship instead.

He could tell from her grim expression that she was remembering her own close call with a similar ritual only days before, when Koda had unwittingly come to her rescue.

When Arthene stopped on top of that hill, Koda slid to a stop as well, turning back to wave for the others to group up again while Arthene stared out over the following hills and distant plains. He’d caught sight of the smudge on the horizon as well, but Koda knew that Netta had the best eyesight of the group.

“Yeah, that is definitely a Crooked camp,” Netta confirmed after only a moment of squinting into the distance, the feathers in her hair fluffing up in anger at the sight. “And a big one at that. We need to be careful if we approach it. I see smaller groups moving around the outside. I think they have some of those horse-monsters like we saw before. Gods, I wish I’d bought a spyglass in town.”

“Something to make sure we pick up later,” Koda suggested. “We have the funds to afford a few, and I’d be happier if we had extras.”

“They aren’t cheap, but lacking information can cost lives,” Calandra agreed, grimacing. “I should have thought to get one from the guard stores as well. I was just so angry when we left town earlier that I wasn’t thinking straight. Didn’t pack a tent, supplies, bedding, or anything else. I’d have been in trouble without you lot with me.”

“You would have made it work,” Sienna reassured her while Netta continued to squint into the distance.

“Any idea of the numbers, Netta?” Arthene asked, her voice lacking its usual bouncing amusement.

“A lot is all I can give you. We need to get closer. But do so carefully, as I’m sure they’ll have folks watching out for anyone approaching. That camp has to be four to five times larger than the one near the portal we dealt with. We cannot get caught by them.” Netta’s answer was simple, and it made Koda grimace.

“But what if they have captives? More than just the ones that were already converted?” Calandra’s question was plaintive, and Koda didn’t know how to answer it at first. Thankfully, Arthene responded after a moment.

“We will find out if they do. We can figure it out at that point. Calandra, how many people were in the northern half of the lands surrounding Amberpost? I know the group came up from the south originally. That’s where we found their portal camp, but how many potential victims could they have taken?”

Koda turned his attention away from that distant smudge—he couldn’t help but agree with Clover’s earlier statement about how it just felt wrong to him, which further convinced him it was a Crooked camp.

Instead, he glanced back at Calandra, who was picking thoughtfully at her bottom lip, her helmet in her lap, while the sun glimmered off her rich, chocolate braids.

Sienna had pulled her horse up next to the dwarven woman while the other hunters arranged themselves nearby, some pulling out food to eat while they let the horses rest.

“It’s hard to say, since the farmers tend to keep to themselves. At least a hundred or more. But people were also going missing in the days leading up to the attack on Amberpost. I only know about it because the guard was taking the reports in and Tomlin had ordered us to look into it, but on the sly. He didn’t want anyone panicking.”

“Again, the guard in your town sucks,” Koda said lightly, getting a wan smile from Calandra.

“I know,” she sighed, shaking her head and making her trio of braids bounce. “I wish that it was better, but those of us that were competent have always been in the minority. And more than a few of those with strong morals died during the ensuing fighting. I lost good friends defending Amberpost…” Calandra shook herself, like a dog shedding water, before squaring her shoulders and continuing.

“I don’t have the right to ask this of you all, especially knowing how big that army of Crooked looks to be, but will you check it out with me?” Calandra stared into the distance at the smudge of life, not meeting anyone’s eyes.

Silence descended and Koda glanced at his fighters. He knew they trusted him, but he also couldn’t help but think that things might have changed now that they were confronted with the size of the distant army.

We turned back the raiders in the vale, drove off the small force penning in the town, even counterattacked a badly defended portal. But that could be as many as a thousand Crooked out there. Do we even stand a chance? Koda thought silently, weighing the options presented. Knowing more about the enemy force would help, but the last thing he wanted was to draw their attention back toward Amberpost and thus Silverstone Vale.

“That is a dumb question to ask, lass,” Hans grunted after several more seconds of silence. The amusement in his voice drew the eyes of the others nearby and Calandra finally turned from her staring contest with the distant army to look askance at the horned man.

“What do you mean, Hans?”

“Just as I said,” Hans replied with a laconic shrug. “You need help, and this is our home as much as it is yours. We knew things were dangerous when we agreed to come along. Seeing the danger out there doesn’t change that.”

“He’s right,” Hannah added, the cat beastfolk sighing before continuing. “That out there is a threat not only to Amberpost, but our home, too. We need to be ready in case they turn back this way, and the best way to be ready is to gather information. We just need to get closer to get that information.”

“Not to mention,” Todd drawled from the back of the group, “we already told you that we were with you, Cal. Don’t make us out to be liars now.”

“Well then, let’s get moving,” Arthene interjected, tossing her head down the hill and sending a ripple of movement through the messy curls that hung to her ass. “If we are lucky, we can get an angle to spy on their camp and see what we need in order to figure out the next steps.”

“And if they have captives?” Calandra pressed, even as she strapped her helmet on once more and kneed her horse into forward movement.

“We will make that decision when we see for ourselves. I have a feeling no one will want to leave anyone we could save to the mercy of the Crooked, though,” Koda replied grimly. All around him, heads nodded in understanding as the group got moving once more, closing distance with an army large enough that it could easily overwhelm them, and the entire town at their backs, if the army even thought to turn their attention that way.


Chapter Sixteen




Approaching the Crooked camp was simple enough. Although Koda wasn’t as extensively trained in subtlety as Sienna or the other hunters, he was quickly picking up the details.

Is that the power of necessity? Or is it because of something else, like what Thera is giving me as a reward for the power I’m routing to her? Koda wondered as they crept through the long grass.

The sun was high overhead, dying the long grass of the plains in brilliant colors. They’d made use of the wan light of the dawn and the early morning to creep as close to the enemy forces as possible.

Without much cover other than the hills themselves, and being unwilling to give up the horses they had with them, their limited handful of hiding spots shrank even further. So, rather than taking a direct route toward the Crooked camp, they had instead circled out and around, following a creek-bed that had a small but dense forest girding its sides to allow them to get close. It still took most of the day, though.

“How far are we from town right now?” Koda murmured to Calandra, who was crouched close by, studying the sprawling camp from their vantage point.

“Not far enough,” Calandra growled. “It’s maybe a day or two to march there on foot, less than a day by horseback. This camp was a good deal further out than we expected, because the rolling hills made it hard to gauge.”

“I guess we know where the Crooked who took the town were planning on going next,” Arthene grumbled from the other side of Calandra.

While Koda or Calandra could kneel or squat in the grass, the much larger bear woman was flopped on her stomach amongst the green fronds, her greater height being enough that Arthene didn’t want to take chances.

“I’m just glad you chased them the other way,” Sienna added from her spot just behind Koda. The wolf beastfolk had stuck close to Koda whenever she was off her horse, and Koda honestly couldn’t complain. Having Sienna close at hand soothed his nerves right now.

“It wasn’t intentional, but I won’t moan about the good fortune right now,” Arthene mumbled, her rounded bear’s ears slumping from their spot amongst the curly mess of her hair.

“We should assume this force will become aware that Amberpost is no longer under siege soon enough,” Calandra grunted, shifting to pull one of her trio of braids over her shoulder and toy with it while she thought.

“We need to get word back to town about this larger force. The cowards on the town council will take that as a signal to clam up and stick in town, but it’s going to be the best option to ensure that people survive.”

“Agreed,” Koda replied to the dwarf. “While it’s not the most appealing choice, since it leaves the outlying farms unprotected, it does ensure that the largest number of people will be protected.”

“What about any captives?” Sienna asked quietly, while Arthene grunted in agreement to the question from her spot flat in the grass.

“We don’t even know if they still have captives. You mentioned the conversion ritual going off earlier…” Calandra sighed, turning to glance toward Arthene and then to Koda.

“Yeah, and it was a big one based on how large that pulse was. Whether there are survivors or not will depend entirely on how many captives they had before settling in to perform it.” Arthene’s low growl actually made the long grass near her vibrate in anger. “Thankfully, they aren’t quick things to perform.”

“We need information,” Sienna pressed, and Koda glanced back to check on his red wolf.

Sienna was frowning down at the ground, but he could see she was anxious from the white-knuckle grip she currently had on her spear. He reached back and rested his right hand on her wrist, making the slightly smaller woman jump before shooting him a tired smile.

“Netta and Hannah will be back soon with information,” Koda reminded her, and Sienna nodded, grimacing.

They’d sent the two hunters ahead of their group to scout and learn all that they could, and that had been several hours ago. Now they were waiting to see what news came back. The waiting was agonizing, but Koda had a slightly easier time being patient than the more active Sienna.

It’s obvious she doesn’t like being sidelined. Hell, I hate waiting too, but even I know those two are the best suited for this. The last thing we need is to get their camp’s attention. This wasn’t the first time the thought had gone through Koda’s head, but it still wasn’t any more reassuring this time through than it had been the first three times.

Instead, he gently tugged Sienna’s arm until the redheaded huntress crept forward to press into his side. Koda draped an arm protectively over her shoulders as Sienna leaned into him. He didn’t need to speak to remind her that they would do everything they could.

The scent of the sun-warmed grasses combined with the slight musk of their group, and it was all given a unique tinge from the close contact with the horses for the last day or more. Koda wasn’t sure he liked it, but as he buried his nose in Sienna’s hair, kissing the side of one pointed ear affectionately, he dismissed his concerns and enjoyed the wild smell of his lover.

Horses may not be my favorite, but they still beat out the smell of the Crooked camps. Am I ever going to be able to get away from those monsters? Koda wondered, but he couldn’t dwell on the thought for long before the pointed tip of one of Sienna’s ears slapped against his cheek when she twitched it in response to his affectionate attention.

“Worth it,” Koda mumbled, smirking as his words made her ears flick once more.

“What is?” Sienna asked, tilting her head to nuzzle the top of her head against the side of Koda’s face.

“You are.” Koda’s response got another flick from Sienna, and he felt the gentle pat of her tail stirring against his thigh. He caught Arthene’s questioning look when the big woman rolled onto her side to look back at him, so he repeated himself a little louder for the big woman’s benefit. “Sienna, you would have made all this worth it. All the trials and troubles I’ve dealt with so far, and all the ones yet to come. Add Arthene, and I’m spoiled.”

The spirit-woman smirked and shot Koda a lazy wink.

“Don’t you dare forget it, Aegisclaw,” Arthene drawled, running one hand over her muscled stomach to cup the underside of one large breast before she rolled back onto her belly. But Koda saw the short, fuzzy stump of her bear’s tail flicking happily as well.
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While the waiting was agonizing for them, Koda knew it was better to take time and have the correct information. So as the day slipped past, he and the others amongst his group rotated through taking breaks and catching naps. Racing about without a thought might have worked in the vale with the far smaller groups, but with the sheer number of opponents now, it would be far better to wait and ensure things were done right.

Hannah and Netta arrived while Koda was trying to nap with Sienna to catch up on lost sleep. Arthene had initially threatened to simply sit on Sienna to try to get the smaller woman to sit still and nap, and while that would have been amusing to watch, Koda had taken it upon himself to try to help Sienna relax.

The quiet rumble of conversation among the group, occasionally punctuated by the grumbling of the horses, fell silent. The change alerted Koda that something was happening, and he glanced around.

Despite Sienna not needing the services of Arthene for pinning her down to force her to sleep, Arthene had settled down nearby to watch over her two mates while she worked on her club. Calandra had been conversing in low tones with the much larger woman as well, watching with interest as Arthene carved the marks on her club just a bit deeper before beginning to polish the bone with a fistful of grass.

“Scouts are back,” Arthene said, her voice slightly louder than normal as she reached out to poke Koda in the shoulder.

Sienna stiffening in his arms told Koda his mate was awake and had heard already. He gave her a reassuring squeeze with both arms before shifting to let her out from under the cloak they’d been using as an impromptu blanket.

There are far worse things than being used as a pillow and a space heater at the same time, Koda thought with a smile as Sienna’s head popped out from under the cloak, her ears flicking a few times to get her hair out of the way before she blinked at him and lightly nuzzled his cheek.

“Come on, sweet Sienna. You have to let our mate up if he is going to get the report from the scouts,” teased Arthene.

“I’m getting up,” Sienna grumbled, carefully wiggling herself out of the folds of Koda’s cloak. “If he didn’t wrap me up like he was worried I was going to run away, I’d have an easier time of this.”

“But you were going to try to get away,” Arthene insisted, her words getting a titter of amusement from Calandra as the armored dwarf was already on her feet and ready to head over to where the others were meeting with the scouts.

Sienna responded with as dignified a reaction as was possible, given her bed-mussed hair. She stuck her tongue out at the larger woman.

Arthene managed to smother her laugh before it boomed and caused a problem, showing that the big woman was still aware of their situation despite her usual brash attitude. Instead, she shifted and tugged Sienna upright with one large hand, getting a squeak of surprise from the smaller woman.

Apparently, Calandra decided to take a cue from Arthene, and the shorter woman stepped up next to Koda and offered him one hand. Without thinking, he accepted the hand and was abruptly yanked to his feet, nearly tripping on the folds of his cloak as the much smaller woman easily hauled him upright.

“How the hell did you do that?” Koda demanded, blinking down at a grinning Calandra.

“Dwarves are sturdy folk, built dense, strong, and low to the ground. The extra forty-odd pounds of armor doesn’t hurt; it's just a matter of leverage,” Calandra said with a wink. “Come on, let’s go see what the others have for info. I get the feeling they are waiting for you from how they are sending that horned fellow over.

“Koda!” Hans bellowed in a whisper. Koda wasn’t sure how the man did it, but he managed it. “Good to see you are up. Netta and Hannah are back, but they don’t want to repeat the report, so we need to get everyone together.”

“Yeah, we saw. Coming,” Koda said with a wave to the other man.

Since he was the only one who wasn’t carrying an obvious weapon, Koda took the least amount of time to get himself in order and held Sienna and Arthene’s weapons while the two of them got sorted. It was as simple as shrugging on packs for Sienna and straightening clothes for Arthene, but he still liked to help where he could.

I wonder what life will be like when we aren’t running from spot to spot trying to put out fires and keep the world stapled together long enough to make it through the night? Koda thought as he led his little group to where everyone was waiting.

Netta was squatting next to a section of ground that had been scraped clean of the grass, leaf litter, and other debris in their little hideout by the river. Hannah stood to one side, conversing with Todd while the other warriors from Silverstone spread between the two. The only ones not present at the moment were the two detailed to look after the horses.

“What info were you able to get?” Koda asked, stopping near Netta to see what the hawk beastfolk was doing.

Netta had been drawing in the dirt using a pointed stick, carefully blocking out what looked like a section of local terrain.

“I won’t ask if you want the good news or bad news first,” Netta said distractedly, and Koda winced.

“Is that because there is only bad news?” he asked.

“Somewhat but not entirely correct.” Netta glanced up at him, her eyes sharp as she looked Koda and his small group over before turning her attention back to the drawing on the ground and adding a few more details.

“What Netta means is that there is precious little good news. So I’ll save it for last to soften the blow,” Hannah interjected, stepping over with Todd in tow.

“Okay, fill us in, please?”

“We were able to get close enough to the camp to get a decent estimation of size,” Hannah began, and Netta tapped one curve of her drawing, which looked to indicate a hillside. “Netta was able to find a decent overlook with enough height that we could get a look at the entire camp, and there are a lot of Crooked there.”

“Quantity is a quality all its own,” Koda mumbled, and Hannah nodded tersely at him, her black cat ears flicking while her thin tail flicked behind her in frustration.

“Yes, to the tune of at least four hundred Crooked in the camp, and a good dozen of the more elaborate tents showing the presence of champions spread around the camp. One tent that was even fancier.” The feline growl that followed Hannah’s statement put her opinion of the situation on obvious display.

“Fancier how?” Calandra asked, drawing the attention of the scouts.

“Fancy in that it looked like whatever seamstress that made it didn’t have seven thumbs and owned straight needles, though the linen used wasn’t true,” grumped Netta. Hannah shot her a look before turning back to the others.

“She’s not wrong. It was more cleanly made and actually looked decent, as well as being a uniform color. Not as good as the kinds of tents you can buy in a town like Amberpost, but far and above the garbage we’ve seen in their other camps.”

“Warleader,” Koda sighed, doing his best to suppress his grimace. At the questioning noise from Calandra, he elaborated: “In my limited encounters with the Crooked, I’ve learned one thing specifically: the better equipped or less misshapen one of them is, the more dangerous they are.”

Arthene was nodding along in agreement; her normally bubbly personality was gone now, subsumed in a thoughtful frown while she stared at her hands that sat on the butt of her club, which she’d planted end-first on the ground in front of her.

“Koda handled the last one without a problem,” Sienna said, leaning on her broad-bladed spear.

“That one was one of the weaker warleaders,” Arthene said with a shake of her head. “And he had my help with that even then.”

“Wait, what?” Koda asked in surprise.

He’d remembered the end of the fight, when he’d tackled the warleader when the woman with the many-jointed arms had turned on Sienna. He had vague memories of some kind of anger and power surging up from inside of himself, but he couldn’t quite place where it had come from. At the time, he had other concerns.

“I empowered you, my mate,” Arthene said with a shrug. “I wasn’t going to let that bitch threaten our sweet Sienna any more than you were.”

The bear woman’s blunt statement earned her a smile from Sienna, and the red wolf leaned over to nuzzle the side of her face into Arthene’s shoulder. Arthene grinned down at Sienna and slung an arm around her shoulders before she looked back up at Koda and the others.

“Point is, though, we can’t be sure that Koda can handle them as easily. Not a slight on you, my mate.” She inclined her head to Koda, and he nodded in understanding. “But these creatures have vastly different power levels. A champion is not a fixed power scale, just as the different Crooked can vary in their lethality. Even the weakest of Crooked with a sharp knife can kill you just as easily as a powerful warleader if they have the right opportunity.”

“I get that,” Koda said with a wave of his hand. “I would have assumed whatever Crooked is in charge of this group is more powerful than the one I took down before, just based on the number of people under their command.”

“A decent way to measure it,” Arthene said with a nod of agreement. “Even with the others that were scattered through the vale, the combined force you brought down before was probably less than half of what is arrayed against us now.”

“And that is not even considering the forces that had surrounded Amberpost,” Calandra offered, which drew out another round of nods.

“She’s right,” Todd said, the older fox finally joining their conversation. “There was a lack of proper command structure with the Crooked around Amberpost. While we did confirm champions and take down several, did we actually spot and take down any of their spellcasters?”

“He’s right,” Hannah sighed, glancing down at the drawing in the dirt. “I’d suspected the same thing, that the group around Amberpost was likely under the command of whoever was in charge of this group. That means that we can include the two-hundred-odd Crooked that had been in and around Amberpost in the number.”

“So the total force under this particular Crooked commander was more like three times what we dealt with before,” Koda said, doing his best not to let his concerns show on his face.

“Yes, but it’s not actually your problem to fix,” Calandra remarked. When the others all turned incredulous looks at the shorter woman, she just shrugged. “What? It’s true. This force is encroaching on the baron’s land and has been here for over a week. I guarantee that if he wasn’t aware of the siege on Amberpost before the messengers got to him, he’d have noticed this.”

“How much help can we expect from this baron?” Koda asked, getting a startled look from Calandra.

“He’s the local baron,” she said slowly. “It’s his duty to run these creatures off and defend his land. It’s why the town council of Amberpost was holed up like a bunch of scared rabbits in their warren. They were waiting for the baron’s army to get here.”

“Yes, but can they handle a force of five hundred or more Crooked, accompanied by a dozen champions and a warleader?” Koda pressed, ignoring the startled looks from the others in the group. “From what little I’ve heard of the baron, I kind of doubt he’s rushing this way with every soldier under his command. I also remember hearing something about a war front and there being a need for soldiers elsewhere?”

Calandra grimaced and nodded in understanding at his clarified point.

“Ah… yeah, that is a fair question. The baron has several thousand soldiers under his command. Probably half of that has been deployed to assist on the warfront, two-thirds at worst.”

“So he probably has an equal number of soldiers to the Crooked at worst? What about the champions? I know my perspective of them is skewed because we’ve taken down a number of them in the last week, but they are also very dangerous.”

Calandra shrugged, looking a little lost now in the wake of Koda’s pointed questions.

“I don’t know, Koda. I’m just a guardswoman in a frontier town, not an army strategist. I just know that our orders were to hunker down and wait for the baron’s forces.”

Koda sighed and pushed his anger away. Calandra didn’t deserve his frustrations after all, and demanding answers from someone without them was just ridiculous.

“Anyway.” Netta’s dry tone drew them back onto track. “The point is, there are a good four-hundred-odd regular Crooked and more than enough of the more powerful ones over there to cause a problem. I don’t need to point out that we are drastically outnumbered. I don’t think we are going to be able to have Sienna make a hole big enough to trap them all in. They also had a good-sized pen full of those fucked-up horses they ride, maybe enough to provide mounts for about ten to twenty percent of their force?”

“And they’ve been here long enough—with a commander intelligent enough to think of the need—to set up fortifications. There is a ditch dug around their camp as a sort of defensive perimeter,” Hannah added, her long cat tail lashing in irritation. “We couldn’t get a good line to tell how deep it was or if it had stakes, but the bit we saw was at least five feet across.”

“So we can’t just charge through the camp again,” Koda said, rolling his eyes at the grinning Arthene, who shrugged.

“I dunno. I think I could clear a five-foot gap pretty easily. It would certainly startle the hell out of them,” the big woman suggested.

“No,” Sienna said simply, reaching up to lightly flick the larger woman’s nose. Sienna had not been a fan the last time they’d had to ride on the back of the dire-bear form that Arthene could take.

“All right, so this sums up a whole lot of bad news right now. We are grossly outnumbered and overmatched. What about that bit of good news?” Koda asked, turning back from where he’d been smirking at Arthene’s cross-eyed look of surprise at Sienna’s treatment of her nose.

Netta and Hannah shared a glance before turning their attention back to their champion. It was Netta who spoke a moment later.

“We saw where they’d done that ritual you and Arthene sensed. It’s to the back of the camp, near the hills. They had about twenty people chained up in a paddock next to the ritual circle that were still normal folk, so we did get here before they could convert them all.”


Chapter Seventeen




“We have to help them,” Koda said without hesitation. A shiver ran down his spine as he remembered the unclean feeling of the ritual that had woken him earlier that morning.

Arthene and Sienna were both nodding, while Calandra growled under her breath but nodded a moment later. Casting a glance over the other warriors, Koda was surprised to see grimly determined expressions on the faces of the others. None of them looked like they would speak out against taking action to help the captives.

“We figured you’d say that,” Netta replied wryly, gesturing back to her map with the long stick. “Part of what took us so long to get here was figuring out the best approach into the camp. There are patrols, both on foot and mounted, but they’re irregular. We can use this ridgeline”—she tapped one squiggle on the ground—“to get close enough to access the edge of the camp without being totally exposed.

“We’ll need to wait for nightfall, but based on how slowly they were moving around the ritual site, they aren’t going to try to convert anyone today—assuming that the ritual isn’t something they can do on a whim.”

“No,” Arthene drawled with a snort. “It’s called a ritual for a reason. Even the conversion ritual they tried in my old cave took hours to set up and implement.”

Koda wanted to ask about that, remembering the bizarre ritual that he and Sienna had interrupted days before amongst the bones of Arthene’s last incarnate form. Thera had begged them to act as soon as she’d realized what was going on, but he desperately wanted to know how it was that something that took hours to set up had slipped unnoticed by the goddess for so long.

Then again, she had been basically locked away from the world until that point. I’d only just claimed one of the local sites of power for her. Up until then, she’d been surviving on the last dregs of her power she’d been able to save up to that point, thought Koda, before pushing it aside.

“All right, so we need to get the captives away from the Crooked and into hiding. This prey is too big for us,” Koda said before pausing to let the statement sink in for everyone present. When no one complained—although most frowned—he continued, “If we can avoid even interacting with the Crooked, that’s ideal. Minimal risks, maximum rewards. I’m bringing home living heroes, not fallen ones. Remember that.”

Koda could still remember the grim reminder of the last battle of the vale and the lives it had claimed. Although the loss of five warriors was a minor cost for protecting his home from the Crooked, Koda still felt it was excessive, especially considering the limited number of his new tribe members.

And it seemed like the others also understood his unspoken thoughts, as the frowns melted away into somber nods of understanding. They had all celebrated the win for Silverstone Vale and the Ivory Spear tribe, but none of them would forget those who stood to fight beside them and were called to give their lives for their people.

“What we need to do is figure out the best route to get in, how to get them out, and where to take them after we escape,” Koda said to push past the melancholy moment. His words got a round of nods.
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So tired of sneaking through grass, Koda thought as he crept forward through the moonlit fronds. I’d actually like to get back to the forest, where I could hide in the bushes. Maybe even up in the mountains again, where I can hide behind rocks and trees. I swear, I feel like this grass is the worst cover ever and only works against me.

His previous tactic of looking for the absence of shapes didn’t work since he was surrounded by hundreds of moving shapes in the faint moonlight. Koda made a mental note to bring this up with Thera as something that would greatly help him if she could fix it. He had two solid weapons—his pair of bladed, totemic gauntlets—but with all the night-creeping he’d been doing lately, Koda almost wished he could trade one of them for the ability to see more clearly in the dark.

He knew Sienna was on his left and Arthene to his right because the two of them had promised to keep close to him, and he trusted their night sight far more than his own. Calandra was somewhere behind him. He’d just heard her trip and curse quietly, so he knew he was heading in roughly the right direction.

Half of his warriors were with him; the other half were holding back further up the ridge with the horses for now. Again, Koda wished that they’d had time to better equip themselves. The gear they had was serviceable, but when Calandra unpacked a crossbow from her saddlebags and slung it across her back, he was reminded of what else they were missing.

Koda put the problem aside for later and focused on the moment

Their plan was simple enough: infiltrate the Crooked camp, silence any guards, and release the captives. From there, they’d make a break back into the hills to meet up with the team holding the horses. The captives were likely in far worse condition than any of them, so they’d be placed on the horses, and the entire group would flee back to Amberpost immediately. Sienna would lay traps along their back trail to slow anyone following them, but it was ultimately a race back to town to get the captives to safety.

Another quiet thump and rustle of grass was followed by a low curse from only about ten feet behind him.

“Cal, hush,” Koda said after shifting to face that way and cupping his hands to direct his voice back at Calandra.

The dwarven woman retaliated with a raised hand that Koda could only barely make out in the dark, but he was fairly certain she was flipping him off, even if he couldn’t see well enough to make out individual fingers.

Rolling his eyes, he turned his attention back to the sprawling camp laid out less than a hundred feet away.

As always, the Crooked camps were an organization in utter chaos. Their misshapen tents were arranged in a jagged parody of rows that only barely held to even the idea of being purposeful. Even the tents themselves were oddly shaped, yet somehow managed to stand upright despite the varying lengths of the different guylines that spidered around them in an effort to keep the mess upright.

As Koda watched, a patrol of three Crooked stumbled past, two with torches held high while the third tripped on his own feet but still managed to avoid the tents without an issue. The trip wasn’t that surprising, given the man’s legs terminated into a pair of feet that split from his ankles, one set smaller than the other and sticking out like a thumb to one side of his regular feet.

The three were jabbering in the dissonant language of the Crooked, and even just hearing it made Koda long for a chance to wash out his ears and give them a good scraping with a Q-Tip to get the foul sounds out of them. He waited until the patrol had vanished around another set of tents before picking himself up from between the patches of thick, tufty grass and continuing on.

Finding the ditch that the scouts had mentioned, Koda was glad that he’d expected it to be something disturbing, as that helped blunt his reaction to what he found there.

The bottom of the pit held a thin layer of filth, excrement, blood, and viscera piled in it. As if the trench was doing triple duty as the latrine, trash pit, and defensive structure.

Don’t think about it, Koda reminded himself as he pointedly did not look at the lumps of indefinable matter that were on the periphery of his vision. Just get across; worry about the rest later.

Proceeding across, Koda only paused to check his flanks for signs of the others once.

An enormous shadow on his left told him that Arthene was there with him, even as the large woman nimbly vaulted the trench to land on the other side only about ten feet from him. Turning to his right, Koda spotted the short figure of Sienna using her spear as a vaulting pole to clear the trench as well.

“Ugh,” he heard Calandra grimace from only a few feet away as she got a whiff of the stench billowing up from the defensive trench. Koda glanced back at the over-five-foot-wide trench and wondered if he could vault it like Arthene had.

Probably. Thera has boosted you quite a bit, he thought even as he heard Calandra begin to mutter sulfurously under her breath about how disgusting the Crooked were. I feel bad for Cal, though.

Making his decisions, Koda sheathed his clawed gauntlets, the spiritual weapons slipping once more out of sight.

“Cal, don’t hit me for this,” Koda said before scooping the dwarf up, armor, weapon, and all before turning toward the trench and taking three steps before launching himself forward into a dive over top of the stinking chasm.

Calandra reacted in a fashion he should have expected—thrashing in his arms and nearly wiggling free. She managed to clock Koda in the chest with one armored elbow before she realized what he was doing and went dead still.

They landed on the other side of the chasm with a heavy thump. While he was able to lift Calandra’s weight and jump with it, he wasn’t practiced yet in doing something of that nature, and it made his landing harder than he would have liked.

No sooner had Koda steadied himself on the far side than Calandra began to wriggle again, clearly demanding to be put down. He half-expected the smaller woman to lash out at him, but Calandra remained silent, straightening her armor and stomping over to stand next to Arthene, where the larger woman waited and watched the rest of their assault force cross over the trench.

“That was kind of you.” Sienna’s voice in his ear made Koda jump. He’d forgotten just how quiet his mate could be when she really wanted to.

Koda didn’t respond verbally, just shrugging and gesturing for Sienna to come with him.

They’d spent the rest of the afternoon scouting, preparing, and planning. So no words needed to be said as the group slipped through the network of tents, skirting around the occasional smoking torch set into the ground or campfire.

Twice, Koda took the opportunity to take down a Crooked when one of the twisted creatures stumbled out of the shadows. Both times, he managed to bring them down silently before bundling the body off between two tents to keep it concealed. He knew that the others were doing the same, taking whatever opportunities that they could to thin the numbers of those who might pursue them.

If it wasn’t for the potential of causing a massive grass fire, Koda would have sent some of his people around to fire tents on the far side of the camp. It would have served as a good distraction to pull people away from them.

That kind of thing only works in Disney movies, though, Koda remembered thinking. In real life, fire is far more difficult to control. And I wouldn’t put it past some of the Crooked to intentionally spread the fire to the grasslands rather than try to contain it. They are impossible to predict after all.

Koda snapped his head in response to a low growl emanating from his left. He turned in time to see Arthene snatch up a Crooked who had just emerged from a tent in one hand and wring its neck with all the effort of a farmer’s wife dealing with a chicken for that night’s dinner.

Her strength is both terrifying and sexy. What does that say about me to be thinking something like that? Koda thought with a wry smile before turning his focus back to his path.

He’d honestly expected them to have to kill far more of the Crooked on their route to the crude cages where the captives were being kept. Maybe even deal with being discovered and have to race off to try to lose pursuers amongst the chaotic tents. But the dark of the night and the Crooked’s natural disorder helped provide enough shadows that they were able to remain concealed without a problem.

Turning one corner, Koda spotted the faint glimmer of moonlight on the metal chains and crude cages that held the captives next to a large space that sat open to the air without any of the Crooked’s tents impinging on it.

On the empty space, fire had scorched the ground bare, and then someone scraped it flat before shaping the exposed earth. Designs were cut into the packed dirt, dyed with blood and other fluids, while piles of gruesome offerings lay at seemingly random points all over the field. Koda tried not to look at the piles, as the shapes of some of the ‘offerings’ were all too familiar.

Calandra’s growl was enough of a warning that he wasn’t knocked over when the smaller woman shoved past him, heading toward the cages. He wanted to call out for her, to tell her to slow down and stay hidden, but the risk of making more noise wasn’t worth it.

Instead, Koda picked up speed, hurrying along the muddy lane between tents with Arthene, Sienna, and his six warriors following close at his rear.

He found Calandra crouched over one of the captives, a young woman in a simple linen dress that was torn and stained with mud, blood, and worse. Calandra was inspecting the metal chain that ran through the cuff on the young woman’s leg while the woman tried to hug Calandra at the same time. This resulted in one of the most awkward wrestling matches Koda had ever seen.

“Lass, let me work to get you out of here. Pass word down the line that we are going to get you all free, but people need to stay quiet!” Calandra hissed as Koda came up to her. The manacle was hooked to a rusty iron chain that ran along to about ten others before disappearing into the ramshackle cage at the end of the row.

“There’s no point. The only key to the chain is with their leader,” said an older man further down the line. While the others were all stirring and looking hopeful, Koda noticed that this man remained sprawled out on the grass, staring at the star-speckled sky above them. “Lord Golieas has abandoned us to the Crooked; we must repent our crimes, and perhaps he will take mercy upon our wretched souls in passing.”

“Oh, get up, Jonah!” growled the man chained up next to him. “You whine like an excommunicated priest! Salvation is here, and you continue to bitch. Even if it was Goldheart, you’d piss and moan that he didn’t see fit to ride his fiery chariot over to give us a lift back to the farm!”

Koda was about to interrupt what he saw as a brewing argument when he saw the scowl on Arthene’s face. She caught his eye and mouthed ‘later’ to him before the big woman crept along the chain toward the cage.

Leaving Calandra to calm the people along with his hunters, Koda led Sienna along the chain to the cage. Arthene had clearly found something to lighten her mood already, and Koda looked when she indicated to find that the end of the chain was looped through the cage and locked in place with a padlock. While the girl on the end was padlocked to the chain, the others only had the length of the chain run through their manacles.

“Can you break it without alerting the camp?” Koda asked Arthene, and the bear woman shot him a grin before squatting down to inspect the cage.

Sienna hadn’t waited, creeping up to the cage to peer inside, and her angry hiss pulled Koda to her. He didn’t have to ask what it was, as he spotted the reason inside the cage.

Children.

None of them looked to be older than ten, and all of them cowered in the cage away from Koda. Given the badly bandaged wounds some had and Koda’s past experience with the Crooked, who abused their captives, he knew that these children had already suffered at their captor’s hands.

“Find the door.” Koda’s voice was a low growl that Sienna matched in fury before she peeled off.

“Koda.”

Calandra’s sharp whisper of his name reached him, and he hurried back along the line to find the dwarven woman still at the far end. The young farm girl still hadn’t released her savior, and Calandra was now looking a little put out.

“What?” Koda asked, squatting next to the chained woman but being careful to stay out of her reach in case she decided to try to cling to him right now.

“We have to find the key for her chain at the very least,” Calandra said, motioning with her eyes back up the line. He glanced over to find Arthene helping Sienna with the lock to the cage, the big woman working to get the narrow end of her bone club into the ring of the lock with a thoughtful expression. “If your girl breaks the metal, it’s going to be loud. She said the commander has the key.”

Looking back at Calandra, Koda saw her gesture to a larger tent nearby. In the darkness, Koda had just ignored it as another of the champion’s tents, but with Calandra pointing it out, he studied it and noted the much cleaner lines, remembering the scouts’ thoughts on it.

“I’ll go have a look,” Koda said with a grimace, but Calandra shook her head furiously.

“No, not alone. I’ll come with you. I can recognize the key easily enough from the metalwork on the chains.”


Chapter Eighteen




“You don’t understand, though,” the young woman begged. “The big one, it’s coming back and it said that we would ‘feed the maw of power.’ It’s not going to be gone for very long.”

That did not sound good to Koda. Honestly, anything that implied feeding people to anything couldn’t be good, and he wasn't even sure he wanted to know what a 'maw of power’ was.

“Then you need to let me go so I can find the key to get you out of here,” Calandra insisted, prying at the girl’s fingers.

“Miss, she’s right. If you want us to help you, we need to be able to actually do that. My people will stick close and see if they can find some way to get you out that doesn’t require the key, but Cal and I will try to get it for you,” Koda interjected, getting a dewy-eyed look of surprise from the clearly panicked farm girl.

For whatever reason, she nodded and finally released Calandra from the bone-crushing grip she had on the much smaller woman. Calandra shot him a dirty look, to which Koda could only shrug.

“That’s the commander’s tent, right?” Calandra asked quietly, pointing to the best-kept tent of the group, and got a nod in return. “Okay, keep quiet, and our people will stick close to protect you lot. Our goal is to get all of you to safety.”

With Calandra in tow, Koda slid over to relay the plan to Sienna and Arthene. While neither of his lovers liked the idea, they didn’t argue and joined the warriors in hiding amongst the shadows and the nearby tents.

Sienna stopped Koda with a hand tangled in his shirt before he was able to get far.

“Promise me you aren’t going to try and take the commander if you find them in the tent,” she demanded, pressing herself to Koda and burying her face in his neck. Koda didn’t hesitate and wrapped his arms around Sienna, pulling the wolf girl against him firmly.

“I can’t guarantee it,” Koda whispered into Sienna’s hair, not flinching when her mobile ears slapped him in the face lightly as they flicked in irritation. “I will do my best to avoid having to confront them, though. You know me, Sienna. If I can remove a threat to our family, I will. But I’m not going to risk myself needlessly.”

“I’ll accept that,” Sienna grumbled, but Koda could tell she was less than happy at his deflection from how her fingers dug into his sides.

Sienna didn’t delay him for long. It was hard to forget the danger level of their current situation, given their surroundings. She released him and dashed back into the line of tents, where a large shadow that Koda was sure had to be Arthene rapidly scooped her up into its arms, and the two vanished from his sight.

Really need to talk to Thera about some kind of night vision, Koda thought as he turned and followed Calandra around the edge of the open space to where the back of the warleader’s tent met the open space of the ritual circle.

They’d made it halfway around the edge and were coming up on the corner of the tent when Calandra tripped on a rock and cursed quietly before muffling herself, and Koda grimaced.

And of course, the two of us who are possibly the least stealthy are the ones trying to sneak into the tent that probably has the most dangerous of the Crooked’s agents in it. What were you thinking, Koda? You can be so dumb sometimes, he chastised himself within the echoing walls of his own mind.

But, despite the noise the two of them made, they were able to reach the edge of the tent without a problem. Koda heard the occasional stirring in different tents nearby, but it was the sleepy grumbling of someone turning over rather than the shrill of an alarm.

The camp isn’t entirely asleep, he thought while studying his surroundings once more. We’ve seen a few patrols and killed the ones we’ve had the chance to. So far, our luck has held. But how long?

Calandra was in the lead of their pair and squatted next to the edge of the tent. Koda saw as she drew a long knife from her boot and began to slice into the tent along a seam. The keen blade slid through the mildewed canvas without a sound, and Calandra slid silently inside a moment later. Koda waited for two breaths before following after her.

The exterior of the tent had been hard to make out due to the low light of the campground, but the interior of the tent was relatively well illuminated, much to Koda’s disappointment and restrained horror.

The corner he emerged in held an iron brazier full of burning coals, which gave off more heat than light in the cool evening. It was still enough to spot the silhouette of Calandra, where she crouched just ahead of him, studying the room.

Beyond the brazier, the ground was covered with rolled rugs of decent quality. Though, like everything he’d encountered of the Crooked in the past, they were host to bizarre geometric shapes that disturbed the mind to look upon. He’d seen several fancy rugs in the past, and one thing that always stuck out in Koda’s mind was how the shapes woven into the rugs seemed to interlock so smoothly into a cohesive and flowing pattern. These, though, were not the same.

The pattern that flowed over the rugs was disjointed and bizarre to his mind—a strange mixture of tan, orange, and purple that made Koda feel very uncomfortable to study it. So instead, he just focused on the rest of the room.

Small tables lay scattered around the tent, either piled with equipment, papers, food, or odd tools. There was a large, three-legged table in the corner that held several books that lay open, as well as what looked like half of a high-school chemistry lab worth of glassware that emitted the occasional puff of smoke or flickering, glowing light.

Opposite the chemistry table, on the far side of the tent, was a bed piled with furs and blankets that looked halfway between a disorganized nest and a nobleman’s bed. Koda watched it for several heartbeats to see if there was anyone sleeping within the bed currently, but saw no movement.

The light in the tent was provided by a single, larger fire in a brazier that sat roughly in the middle of the tent, as well as three iron lanterns that hung from the misshapen tent poles that supported the roof. They threw flickering shadows over the space, which made the bizarre designs worked into the rugs and the incorrect shapes of the various bits of furniture all the more disturbing.

Well, at least there isn’t a half-devoured corpse on one of the tables or some kind of bloody trophy crucified in the middle of the room, Koda thought, gritting his teeth as he scanned over the room once more. I almost wish there was. At this point, it’d be less disturbing.

And indeed, the tent and its contents were disturbing on a visceral level, made even worse by the fact that Koda couldn’t quite put his finger on exactly what it was that bothered him. He couldn’t tell if it was how everything felt right, except for the tiny inconsistencies that made it disturbing, or perhaps the faint smell of the chemicals from the table of glassware that made this archaic tent smell like a slightly off hospital.

A nudge to his ribs from Calandra pulled Koda out of his musings, and he glanced down to find the dwarven woman eying him. Koda blinked in surprise at what he saw.

While this space felt odd and off to him, Calandra looked downright terrified. The normally energetic dwarven woman was pale as a ghost. Beneath the edge of her iron helmet, her eyes were wide and flicking nervously back and forth. He heard a quiet creak from the wooden haft of her large axe as she gripped it tightly.

Calandra, the stoic and bawdy dwarven warrior, was scared nearly stiff just stepping into the tent of this Crooked.

Koda didn’t pause to wonder why; instead, he acted on instinct to reassure her, much like he would have if it had been either of his mates.

Stepping toward her, Koda wrapped his left arm around Calandra’s shoulders and pulled the smaller woman into his side in a hug while he scanned the room again for threats. Calandra didn’t fight him, pressing into his side with a shudder that made her chainmail clink quietly.

They stood like that for almost half a minute, and Koda felt the trembles slowly fade away as Calandra leaned into him. She didn’t return his hug; her hands fastened onto her weapon, but being next to him seemed to reassure the dwarven woman. When she finally stopped trembling, Calandra pushed away from Koda and shot him a thankful look.

Not needing to speak, the two of them separated to search for the key in question. With the warleader not currently present, Koda hurried to search as quickly as he could. Something about the pattern on the floor and the disjointed layout of the tent made the space feel simultaneously larger and smaller than it truly was, complicating navigation within it.

Kind of feels like one of my eyes has beer goggles on and the other doesn’t, he thought with a grimace as he approached the bed. As the tent was relatively open, it was the one space that he was concerned might conceal something. But the only thing the bedding held was the shape of something large.

The smell got worse the closer he got to it, but at least it wasn’t the charnel house smell that he had to get used to in other Crooked camps.

A small table by the bed held a collection of knives and small implements like flint and steel, as well as a greasy candle in a tin dish. Nothing that looked valuable or like it would be useful to them.

Calandra hissing his name pulled Koda’s attention to where the dwarven woman stood by one of the tables near the center of the room. She beckoned him with rapid movements of her hands, and he hurried over, nearly tripping on a short stool that hid in the shadows of one of the tables.

When he got close enough, Calandra pointed at the pile of papers on the table in front of her with one gloved hand, and Koda followed the gesture with his eyes.

The papers on the table were a mixture of what appeared to be notes, reports, and other written documents. The language that they were written in had the same bizarre, disjointed slant to the words and letters that he’d gotten used to associating with the Crooked. It almost looked like regular printed characters to him, but heavily distorted to the point he couldn’t make out their meaning.

Almost like someone fused roman lettering with kanji somehow, Koda thought while examining the documents. Then his eyes landed on what Calandra had been indicating, and he felt the bottom drop out of his stomach.

The sheet sat off to one side of the table, and he’d mistaken it for a wrinkled sheet of trash parchment with idle doodles on it, but as he studied the sheet, the shapes began to make sense to him, and he saw what it was.

A massive gateway made of standing stones, with detailed inscriptions along the sides and other smaller stones nearby that looked like altars.

A portal, and much larger than the one we already destroyed. Are these instructions on how to build it, or where? Koda shook his head in annoyance and scanned the other documents on the table. The sheet with the diagram was the only one with images on it, and he couldn’t be sure if destroying it would prevent the Crooked from just producing another.

Not for the first time, Koda wished that he had some way to directly communicate with Thera. He needed some guidance on this, on whether destroying the papers would help his cause or if it would just make it more obvious to the warleader someone had been there. While Thera had given him direction in the past, there was no response from either his instincts or the totemic gauntlets that wrapped his forearms even now.

No, even if I don’t destroy these, they’ll know someone was here when they realize the villagers are gone, Koda decided suddenly. Anything I damage here will make their lives more difficult. While I wish I could burn this whole tent down, I can’t risk the chance of a wildfire. But these documents are another thing entirely.

Koda began pulling sheets at random from the table, scattering the others further to conceal their loss. The diagram with the portal and what he believed were the instructions joined the stack, and he hurried over to toss them into the brazier at the center of the room.

Calandra watched him in confusion at first before understanding dawned on her features, and she nodded in acknowledgment and went back to searching the room. Koda might have imagined it, but it looked like Calandra had more bounce to her step now.

The brazier initially refused to catch the papers, the flames dying down low as the sheets landed on it.

Bending down, Koda blew into the embers to make them flare. A moment later, the first of the pages caught, and from there the others rapidly caught as well. Before long, the entire packet was a curling mass of ashes and flames.

Trusting in his gauntlet to protect him from the heat, Koda reached into the brazier quickly and stirred the ashes around, breaking them up and scattering the pages further to ensure that none of the text was still legible. He froze when he heard the sound of voices from outside the tent.

The speakers were indistinct, their words garbled and yammering, sounding almost like someone had taken a sump-pump and taught it to speak both Russian and French at the same time. But the command he heard in the voice made his hair stand on end.

Ducking down, Koda hid underneath one of the tables near the center of the room. He caught sight of Calandra diving low to conceal herself behind a squat chest that sat open at the foot of the bed.

They were both able to get out of sight barely in time before the entrance to the tent flicked open and a massive man strode in, a man that could only be the warleader for this band of Crooked.

Like the previous warleader that Koda had tangled with, this man was well equipped. He had on a coat of scale-mail armor in blackened steel that was belted close at the waist with a fine belt of leather edged in tarnished silver. A curved sword that reminded Koda of a scimitar or falchion hung from his waist, the blade perfectly straight rather than the usual distorted and bent weapons of the Crooked.

On his head, a mop of long blonde hair hung about his chiseled features, giving him a noble look that was countered by the fact the man’s skin was a fish-belly white and his eyes were milky brown in color, like those of a corpse. A cloak of what looked like human skin hung about his shoulders and twitched as the Crooked warleader stomped across the tent to the chemistry table, muttering sulfurously in the distorted language of the Crooked as he adjusted something and poured the contents of a vial into one of the bottles.

Koda spotted the ring of tarnished keys hanging from the man-monster’s belt on the side opposite his sword and grimaced.

Well, there goes not having to attack him. Sorry, Sienna, Koda thought and began to edge around the table to get behind the Crooked.

The warleader froze, his head cocking like an animal that just caught a scent it didn’t like. This image was further reinforced as the man gave a deep, huffing sniff of the air.

“Dwarf…” The word was hissed more than spoken by the monster, the malevolence thick in the air and Koda felt a chill race up his spine.

Before Koda could choose to act, the Crooked warleader whirled on his heel and charged toward the bed, directly at Calandra’s hiding spot. The scimitar was half out of its sheath as the man passed him by and Koda reacted.

Lunging around the table, Koda swept up one of the stools and threw it at the man-monster. The Crooked warleader’s blade finished clearing its sheath just in time for its sickly green blade to cleave the stool in two. Whirling, the Crooked altered his charge to throw himself at Koda instead, armor jingling and a wild savagery in his milky eyes.

Only for the charge to arrest itself after barely two steps, as the monster’s eyes went wide on beholding Koda.

“Champion?” The warleader hissed in confusion, and Koda could now see what it was about this creature, besides its skin and eyes, that was just slightly off.

The warleader’s mouth did not move to speak, remaining in a compressed line above his chin. But a second mouth opened on the front of his muscular neck, puckering and pulsing like the mouth of a lamprey as it spat words out at him.

“Why do you seek to confront us, Champion? Your patron does not hold sway here... we thought she was wiped out... gone from these lands. How do you wield power?” The voice burbled and hissed, and Koda could understand it just like he could understand the Crooked champions and the last warleader he’d fought.

He didn’t answer, instead hooking another stool with his foot and kicking it toward the warleader and then lunging forward, arms spread wide. He saw Calandra standing behind the warleader, eyes wide in surprise and weapon clutched in her hands. She looked ready to defend herself but uncertain of what to do now that the threat wasn’t bearing down on her directly.

Can’t fault her, Koda thought as he danced to one side to avoid a slash of the sickly blade that the warleader threw his way without hesitation. This whole situation is disturbing and off-putting.

The Crooked warleader opened his mouth to speak again, but Koda didn’t stop to listen. Instead, he thrust out with his hooked claws on his right hand toward the Crooked’s face, while his left slapped out at another target.

With only the one weapon, the Crooked chose to defend the strike aimed at his face, which was what Koda had hoped. The claws of his left hand slashed through the Crooked’s leather belt, sending the ring of keys flying through the air with a jingling chime.

“Cal!” Koda barked, startling the dwarf out of her distraction even as the keys landed on the ground nearby. She jerked and met his eyes before nodding once.

Unfortunately, Koda paid for his distraction as the pommel of the Crooked’s sword caught him in the shoulder when his opponent lashed out with one hand. The blow threw Koda to one side, knocking him rolling over the floor and snapping one of the support poles of the tent in the process.


Chapter Nineteen




Koda didn’t fight the roll, instead allowing it to push him away and get some distance. He heard the ring of the keys as they landed on the ground, followed by an angry grunt from the Crooked warleader.

“Come on, cocksucker! You want to fight, or is that pig-sticker just for show?” Koda snarled as he let the last of his momentum push him to his feet.

His shoulders ached from where the tent pole had struck him, but he wasn’t going to stay down. Koda needed to draw the monster away to give Calandra a chance to escape. If it had been one of his mates alongside him, he’d not have had any reservations about letting them fight with him, but Calandra was just a normal, if skilled, person. She had no blessing or power to bolster her in this fight. Something she would need to survive if the aching bruise from the pommel blow was any indication.

“I would offer you a place amongst us, Champion. But you dared raise your weapons to me. I will shatter you and suck the power from your bones,” barked the warleader, ripping his shredded belt off his hips and striding after Koda.

“I dunno. Sounds kinda gay when you say it that way. Sucking on my bones doesn’t sound nearly as fun when you are drooling that much,” Koda shot back, fighting down the urge to smile at the rage boiling in the pale Crooked’s face. “I prefer a more feminine figure to anyone whose lips get near my bone.”

The warleader’s neck-mouth dialed open in a furious roar that sprayed spittle as well as showed a myriad of razor-sharp teeth. Not hesitating, the warleader lunged forward, moving with enough speed to leave a blur of motion as he hacked his way through tent poles in pursuit of Koda.

Rolling to the side, Koda hooked a nearby table and threw it at the man. His opponent didn’t hesitate, his curved blade hacking the table in half with one blow that sent a flurry of splinters swirling about the tent.

“The Dark Ones will devour your soul!” howled the warleader as he stormed through the splinters after Koda.

Spotting Calandra scooping up the keys that lay on the distorted rug near the bed, Koda did what he could to keep the warleader’s attention. He heard shouts from the tents nearby and the flurry of movement as the camp began waking up.

Shit, Koda thought, ducking as the Crooked returned the favor of throwing furniture with a chair of his own. Koda rolled to one side, casting around for ideas to keep the monster’s attention on him.

Of all the people with him, Koda was probably the best suited to act as a distraction, though Arthene was a close second to him. The bear woman wasn’t subtle, though. She would be far more likely to clash with the warleader and just try to fight it out.

Backing away, trying to buy time, Koda winced as he bumped into another table. At the rattling of glass, he was struck with an idea even as the fury on the warleader’s face grew thicker.

“Don’t—” the warleader began to order, but Koda was acting already.

He spun in place and scooped up the long table with all of its bits of glass and chemical vials. His claws sunk into the wood from below, and Koda continued to turn, lifting the table up like he would an oversized casserole dish.

Continuing his spin, Koda launched the table into the air directly at his opponent, even as the Crooked’s roar of anger turned to one of surprise. The monster stood near the center of the tent, just to one side of the large brazier, and when he reacted to block the table, more than a few of the vials and bottles were thrown into the fire.

Koda half expected the chemical concoctions to flare up into multicolored flames as the fumes caught or something equally frenzied. Instead, the bottles shattered and spread their contents over the embers, releasing a billowing cloud of mist and cutting the illumination of the room sharply.

“Bastard son of a whore! Do you know how much those cost?!” shrieked the warleader, his voice pitching higher from the male bellow into something far more animalistic. “I will render you spleen and infuse acid into your blood while you still live!”

There might have been more, but the billowing cloud of mist enveloped the Crooked and the monster wearing a man’s body let out a shriek of surprise and pain.

Koda took the opportunity to duck away, diving toward the corner where they had entered and vanishing into the night.

The previously quiet night boiled with activity. Torches flared as they were lit, and campfires surged higher in a ripple all around him. Koda saw a large silhouette near the cage on the other side of the clearing slam into the cage and tear it open with a squealing of breaking metal.

Run, Arthene! Get the captives and the fighters out of here. Fall back into the hills and get to the horses. Koda channelled the message through his totemic gauntlets.

While before, finding the connection that led to Arthene had taken a moment, this time it was instantaneous. He felt the boiling anger and protective love of his primal lover wrap around him ferociously as she received his orders.

Arthene didn’t argue with his idea. Instead, she sent him her love, encouragement, and the sensation of warning, along with an image of Sienna’s worried face.

Keep our Sienna safe for me! Koda ordered, getting another surge of assent from the big woman. He saw the shape that he assumed was Arthene bend and scoop someone up before waving for others to follow. He wasn’t sure who it was that Arthene held cradled now, but he saw his forces along with the captives duck into the rows of tents.

“Looks like they have it handled.”

The statement came from the shadows near him, and Koda jerked in surprise.

Calandra stood in the shadows, the ring of keys in one hand and her Dane axe held close to the head in the other.

“Why?”

“I didn’t want to leave you alone,” Calandra answered quickly. “Then I was cut off by these shitpickers before I could get to the others. Looks like they didn’t need the keys to get the captives free after all.”

“Arthene has a lot more power than one might guess,” Koda laughed before glancing around at the milling mass of Crooked that were slowly growing in number even as another bellow of anger and pain came from the tent behind them. “Come on, we need to distract them to give our people time to escape.”

In the flaring light of the Crooked camp, Koda saw the moment that Calandra’s determination hardened, and she nodded, having come to a decision.

“Go, I’ll hold them,” Calandra barked, her eyes flashing as she held the keyring out to Koda. “It’s my job.”

Koda just snorted at her.

“No way I’m going to leave you behind to hold them. Don’t lose those keys.”

Koda didn’t wait for Calandra to agree. As the tent behind him boiled and a blade lashed through the canvas, followed by more furious screaming from the warleader, Koda bent and scooped the armored dwarf up in a princess carry and broke into a run.

Calandra screamed in surprise as she was lifted off the ground like she weighed nothing, despite the armor she was wearing. However, she had enough presence of mind to jam the ring of keys into the neck of her chainmail to free up a hand to wrap around Koda’s arm as he bounded away.

“I changed my mind!” Koda yelled over his shoulder. “Your voice is high enough that I might consider some sucky-sucky fun time with you. I wonder, are you castrated, or is that just natural to hit those high notes?”

The bellow of fury from behind Koda warned him to dodge, and he barely escaped the thrown brazier as the hot metal flew past him, scattering burning embers amongst the tents.

“Find the champion! To the Crooked who captures him will go riches and power!” shrieked the warleader from behind him.

Koda hazarded a glance backward and felt his stomach rebel at the sight.

The warleader’s formerly fish-belly pale skin was a sallow yellow-green now, and along the right side of his face it slumped like melting wax. The eye on that side was gone, leaving a gaping socket that dripped melting ooze down his face while the left one rolled furiously in the intermittent light of the fire.

Shit, apparently those were caustic fumes. Glad I got out of there, Koda thought as Calandra wriggled in his arms and he ducked down another lane of the tents even as the embers scattered by the champion began to catch amongst the tents.

“Damn it, Aegisclaw! I can run on my own,” Calandra growled, her thrashing in his arms, making his grip awkward and throwing off Koda’s balance.

“You can’t keep up with me, Cal, and I’m not leaving you behind,” he snarled back, shifting his grip on her to punch out with the claws on his left hand, opening up the throat of a Crooked who stumbled out of a tent nearby.

The monster fell backward into the tent with a gurgle, only for another shout to rise up from inside, and Koda cursed. Distantly, he heard the roar of a Crooked champion as one of the lumbering creatures started toward him.

“Then at least carry me so I can fight!” Calandra snapped as they stumbled between two rows of tents. A moment later, something crashed to the ground near them, and Koda spun to shield Calandra from it on instinct.

A sharp pain in his back made Koda wince when something dug into him, but he kept moving. Glancing back, he saw it was another of the braziers from the warleader’s tent. A red-hot spar of metal had slammed into his back, but since he didn’t feel blood, Koda hoped it hadn’t pierced him.

Bruises I can deal with, he thought.

Calandra slowed her struggles to get free, but glared at him from under her helmet’s rim.

“I am a dwarf! I will not be carried from battle when I’m not even injured, Aegisclaw!” she demanded. “Leggo! I am no invalid!”

Not wanting to argue, Koda shifted and slung Calandra around to his back with as much effort as he would when sliding a backpack into place. Calandra squealed in surprise, one powerful hand snatching hold of his cloak and using it almost like reins to keep herself in place.

The nearly two-hundred-pound mass of the dwarf plus her armor settled onto Koda’s back, and he stumbled, nearly falling as he overbalanced but was able to keep his feet by a combination of pure luck and Calandra adjusting to change what direction her weight was pulling him.

“Not how I’d planned to ride you, Aegisclaw. But it will do!” Calandra snapped, her tone a mixture of amusement and anger as she steadied herself. “Go left!”

With the female dwarf acting as a very wiggly-weighted backpack, Koda did as she ordered and veered left at his next opportunity. Letting his gauntlets fall away, Koda reached back to support Calandra and held her to his back while she hooked her legs around his back in response. Rather than hold on with her arms, Koda felt her shift and squirm before a sharp twang sounded just above his head.

The sound startled him, and Koda almost missed a step, rebounding off of another Crooked that had surged out of the darkness. This one, a female wielding a knobby axe, had a spike protruding from her face. Koda stumbled off her as she crumpled to the ground.

“You run, I’ll cover you!” Calandra barked, and Koda heard a creak of bending wood before a mechanism clicked over his head.

It’s her crossbow, Koda thought as he lurched around another corner. A second twang sounded in the night, followed by a deep roar of anger.

“This way for sweet dwarven ass, you misshapen son of a troll and a rotten log!” Calandra bellowed before she physically yanked down on the string of her crossbow to cock it again.

Koda was surprised the dwarven woman was able to cock the bow without using the footstrap or a windlass. Those had always been the flaws of the crossbow design, needing mechanical assistance to load them. But Calandra just braced the weapon on her hip and grunted in effort as she manually pulled the string back. The gesture made her legs clamp tight around Koda, and he couldn’t help but remember the last time a woman’s legs had clamped on him like this.

It was a lot more comfortable too, Koda thought with a grimace as he kicked the legs out from under a torch-wielding Crooked that stepped into his way. But Sienna wasn’t wearing armor at the time. Oh well.

The dancing lights of the rising fires amongst the tents illuminated their pathway, and Koda spared a glance back to see dozens of fires spreading throughout the camp. Though he did see scores of spindly forms working to try to suppress the fires as well.

Good, the more of them we tie up, the better, Koda thought. He knew that Arthene was okay, as the communication connection with her was still open, and he could feel a thread of her anger mixed with pride flowing into him from the big woman.

The chase continued for several minutes, with Koda dodging between tents and racing down lanes, while Calandra launched bolt after bolt from her crossbow into any opportunity that presented itself. Twice, Crooked champions surged into his path, the heavily muscled and distorted monsters roaring a challenge before charging after him.

For the first one, Koda just dodged and let Calandra fire crossbow bolts into it while they raced away, covering a dozen or more feet with each bounding stride until they lost the monster. The second one, Koda bounded over, football-punting its bowling ball-shaped head as he soared past. The dry snap of its neck breaking told Koda his attack had been successful.

He didn’t make it through without injury, though. The second champion caught him with a glancing blow to the leg, the blade of his sword carving a fiery line high across his thigh. Another Crooked threw a spear at Koda, and he spun to dodge it, but the weapon still slid past his chest, opening a shallow cut across his front.

And then they were past the last of the tents, the sprawling expanse of the plains ahead of them.

Glancing up at the swirling mass of stars overhead, Koda was able to orient himself and start to curve out and away from the camp, leading a roaring, rumbling army at his rear further and further away from the refugees.

Just above his head, Calandra let out another loud whoop from his shoulders and fired her weapon once more.


Chapter Twenty




My desire to help everyone is going to get me killed. If not today, then someday soon, Koda thought as he stumbled down into a washout, the grass rustling all around him.

Calandra grunted in surprise as Koda shifted, nearly sending her flying from his shoulders.

As she loaded her crossbow, the perky dwarven warrior leaned to lock her legs around Koda’s back, swaying to maintain her balance.

“Shit! Keep me steady, Aegisclaw. I haven’t had this much fun with a crossbow since I was a lass,” Calandra swore.

“Trying, Cal. Normally a girl doesn’t last this long when she’s riding me,” Koda shot back, replying to Calandra like he would Arthene.

The silence that followed allowed his brain to catch up and process what he had just said.

“Ah, shit. Sorry about⁠—”

“You should take it as a compliment right now. I’m having so much fun on top of you that I don’t want to get off,” Calandra fired back, interrupting his apology and patting Koda on the head with one hand. “Chandra bless it! How does a rough and tumble man have such soft hair? This is ridiculous!”

A sharp tugging on Koda’s black hair punctuated her exclamation. The gesture made him wince and nearly trip again as he scampered down the rough divide created by either a long-dried stream or excessive rain at some point in the past.

Rather than argue with Calandra, though, Koda kept up his speed. They’d been running for a good twenty minutes now, and the howling horde of Crooked at their back was still there, though a bit more distant now.

It honestly felt like Koda was being chased by a small army of belligerent fourth-graders from the noises they were making. But whenever he glanced over his shoulder, the sight of so many blades, torches, clubs, and other methods of death and dismemberment urged Koda to keep moving.

They’d already been ambushed once by a small group that had somehow gotten ahead of him when they surged up out of the grass nearby. Thankfully, Calandra had her crossbow ready and was able to sink a bolt into the forehead of that group’s leader, dropping the spindly woman to the ground right in front of the others in her group and causing them to trip and tumble in all directions.

“How much further do we need to go?” Calandra asked before grunting in effort as she strung her crossbow again. “I’ve only got four bolts left.”

“Don’t waste them,” Koda panted. “And I’m just... looking for a spot to hide…”

“Gotta break the line of sight on them and have enough ground to hide in,” Calandra gave another cute grunt, and Koda heard the quiet click of the crossbow bolt locking into place. “Okay, she’s armed and ready, but the safety is on. Are you going to let me down and allow me to run on my own two feet yet?”

Nope.” Koda shook his head, causing Calandra to squeal and nearly fall off. She grabbed his hair with her free hand to stop herself, making Koda yelp in pain.

“Sorry! I didn’t expect that movement was all,” Calandra grumbled and leaned forward, wrapping one arm over Koda’s shoulder and around his neck to help steady herself while he jinked between rocks at the base of the valley.

“I forgive…” Koda panted, catching himself on a rock when his foot slipped in the gravel. “Too bad… Sienna isn’t here. Could shape a hideout.”

“Your girl is damn talented. Enough to make a woman jealous. That Arthene, though… goddess and iron! Her tits alone nearly make my hair catch fire,” Calandra said before making a quiet growling noise in her throat.

Koda had to stifle a laugh at her words, as he couldn’t really fault Calandra but didn’t have the available oxygen to actually say that. Instead, he let Calandra continue to grumble playfully. He’d been in enough hair-raising situations over the last week to recognize the kind of grumbling that marked someone trying to keep their sanity together when faced with overwhelming odds.

“You’d think it’d be against the law for a woman to be that curvy or to show that much skin, but no! And she’s gotta be strong enough to crush a keg between her thighs on top of it. You get to enjoy both ends of the spectrum, you lucky dog. The powerful wild goddess and the stealthy hunter. No need for anything else.”

Koda twitched slightly when Calandra referred to Arthene as a “wild goddess” as that was rather close to home for the moment, but the dwarf didn’t seem to notice as she continued to ramble on, her hot breath stirring the hair near his ear as she clung on to him.

“I’d be upset with you, but it’s not as if you don’t seem to be man enough to handle them both. They certainly stare at you often enough to tell me they are head over heels in love with you, Aegisclaw. So instead, I can’t decide if I’m jealous of you for their attention or jealous of them for whatever it is that keeps them interested. And here I am, the unwanted serious one amongst the town guard, and not a single person is interested in me from either side of the fence!”

“Focus, Cal,” Koda said at last, chuckling quietly. “Who knows? Maybe you’ll get a chance to find out what it is that keeps the girls hooked on me.”

He’d meant it as a tease, not wanting Calandra to get lost down a rabbit hole of self-recrimination. Koda had seen how the other town guards treated her, and he certainly could understand her frustration. He’d been dealing with similar dismissive attitudes his entire time at the construction yard, except for a bare handful of guys that actually did something.

What Koda hadn’t expected was a sudden tightening of Calandra’s arm around his neck that pulled his head into the metal-covered swells of her breasts, which were still ample enough under her chainmail to provide the padding to not hurt him when the metal armor dug into his head.

“I’ll hold you to that, Aegisclaw,” Calandra growled in his ear, and Koda felt a wave of foreboding settle over him.

Before Koda could ask for clarification, a sudden rumble ran through the ground underfoot. A moment later, the rumble picked up in pitch.

“Hooves!” Calandra yelped and smacked him on the shoulder. “The horses!”

Breaking into a sprint, Koda rushed out of the draw toward the sound of hooves. If the others had circled around to get them, they had to hurry. While he could run fast enough to keep up with a trotting horse normally, that was during the day and without carrying a fully armored dwarf as a backpack.

Exiting the fold in the land, Koda didn’t have to look far to find the source of the hoofbeats.

Unfortunately, it wasn’t Sienna, Arthene, and his warriors.

Instead, it was the monstrous cavalry of the Crooked, and they were already turning toward them.

“Shit!” Calandra yelped as the skinned-horse-looking mounts and their bizarre riders closed quickly.

The second time Koda saw the Crooked's cavalry, it was as bizarre and disturbing as it was the first.

While a normal horse stood tall, with straight limbs, a shiny coat, and four hooves, these creatures were a disturbing parody of that noble image.

Some had fur, others had bare, puckered skin covered in sores. Some had equine heads, others looked like someone had grafted the head of a wolf onto the horse’s neck instead. Others just looked like they’d grafted the bottom half of a wolf’s head to that of the horse. Legs ended in hooves, spikes, clawed forelimbs, and paws.

And there were easily a hundred or more of the monsters with gibbering riders bearing down on Koda in a half circle.

He didn’t bother to swear, knowing he was going to need the breath for running. Instead, Koda turned and raced back into the draw, hurrying back up the fold in the land as the shouts and yips of the cavalry behind him picked up, the monsters clearly having sighted him.

“Faster, Koda!” Calandra yelled, and he felt her shift on his back before hearing a sharp twang followed by a roar of pain. Koda shifted his grip behind himself to ensure Calandra was pinned to his back, not caring where his hands ended up.

The dwarf didn’t complain when one of Koda’s hands gripped her ass. She appeared to be just happy to not fall off his back.

Emerging from the other end of the draw, Koda saw that the line of Crooked was curving outward to either side and getting closer by the second.

“Not going to make it.” The words slipped out of Koda’s mouth before he could stop them, and though it was right, he knew that it wouldn’t help to just spit that out there.

But Calandra didn’t say anything, just grunting again as she yanked the string on her crossbow back while it was braced on her thigh. He heard the click of the bolt latching into place a moment later.

She’s not giving up yet. Neither should you, Aegisclaw, Koda reminded himself.

Nodding once, he wheeled about and raced toward the closing gap to the south. Koda could hear the rumble of hooves as the twisted horses continued to chase after him.

You could outrun them if you didn’t have the extra weight, a voice said in Koda’s mind.

A voice that sounded an awful lot like his mother the last time he’d seen her, when she’d been complaining about Koda’s father not being on time to pick him up from the neutral meeting spot—a McDonald’s that had been closed for the last six months—right before she’d just rolled her eyes and told Koda to wait before driving away.

No, Koda snarled inside his own mind, slamming the mental door on the memory. He had far more important things to be thinking about than his fucked-up childhood.

Look after yourself first. No one else is going to. This time the voice was his father’s, a combination of cheap whiskey and expensive cigarettes mangling the man’s voice, leaving behind a tapestry of bitterness and pain.

“I said no!” Koda barked aloud, throwing himself into the running with renewed fervor.

Even here, on an entirely different world, beneath a whole new canopy of stars and surrounded by different problems, the ghosts of his past continued to dog him. But Koda Aegisclaw, formerly Koda Burke, did what he had learned to do since he was a child old enough to make a decision.

He endured.

His legs burned, and his lungs ached as he sprinted while carrying a heavy weight.

He endured.

Panic tried to overwhelm him as the twin tides of his enemy engulfed Koda.

He endured.

The numbers sought to encircle him, with groups of the cavalry taking advantage of their slightly greater speed in the moment to wrap around and get ahead of him.

He endured.

Koda continued to run until the way in front of him was closed by a wall of wicked flesh, flashing weapons, and leering voices.

“Hold on, Cal,” Koda snarled, not slowing as he continued toward that wall.

“There’s too many to get through, Aegisclaw,” Cal shouted from her higher vantage point. “They’ll swamp us if you try. Shit, I’m sorry, Koda. I got you into this by insisting we find those keys.”

“Hush, Cal,” Koda growled as he continued his headlong charge toward the enemy in front of him.

The way behind him was closed. He’d chanced a glance back to confirm that a rolling wall of the horses lay there, ambling along to close the gap and further encircle him. He hadn’t thought there were this many of the cavalry with the camp, but it felt like there were hundreds. The darkness made it hard to count them, though.

Ahead lay his only chance, as it was a mixed line of the bizarre horses and the foot troops. Koda knew that he could mow through the Crooked foot troops with relative impunity.

He just needed to get there.

The voice that tried to rise up and remind him that he could do if only he wasn’t carrying a weight was stomped down before it could utter more than a single word of protest within his mind.

No room for doubts. Only action, Koda chanted in his head as he closed to within twenty feet of the wall of Crooked.

And then the enemy parted before him. The line of foot soldiers and cavalry parted like someone had drawn a great knife to slash the earth, the raving of the horde quieting like someone had thrown a blanket over a cage full of angry parakeets.

A single figure in blackened armor stood in the middle of the opening created by the parting forces, and Koda saw the light glinting off of skin melted like candle-wax and a large, curved sword that shone in the dim light of the stars.

“Face me, champion of the fallen,” roared the Crooked warleader, leveling the blade at Koda as his puckered neck-mouth flexed hungrily.

His declaration was punctuated by the excited squeals of the other Crooked as they raced to enclose the three of them, giving their warleader his chance at Koda.


Chapter Twenty-One




“Are you sure you want to do this?” Koda asked, sliding to a stop ten yards from the armored monster.

“I will dance in your entrails and offer your soul to the Dark Ones for their entertainment!”

The words twisted the formerly handsome warleader’s face, sending bizarre ripples through his melted features even as spittle flew from the fanged maw in his throat. The eye that had burst still oozed clear liquid down his cheek, but the remaining eye was shot through with red lines and bulged in its socket.

“Didn’t work out so well for the last warleader I fought. She ended up strewn across the mountainside. I spent days picking her out from under my fingernails,” Koda shot back.

It hadn’t taken more than a second to realize that his best chance of getting out of this alive was to kill the leader and hope that he could get Calandra out of here in the ensuing chaos. Informing him of the slain warleader had been risky, as it might have revealed to the Crooked that their assault in the mountains failed and drawn their attention that way, but he would deal with that later.

If I stir him up enough, then maybe he’ll make a mistake. If I can eliminate their leader... Koda thought, his eyes darting over the heads of the Crooked all around him. The longer he waited, the more of the foot soldiers arrived and he could see the bobbing heads of the Crooked champions amongst the crowd, pushing their way forward.

“You lie,” hissed the warleader, stomping forward while brandishing his sword. “No way a puny human like yourself could have taken down one of my kind.”

“Dude, I’ve murdered dozens of your kind tonight alone. And I’ve taken down enough champions of your people in the last week that I’ve lost count.”

The warleader’s answer was another snarl that caused the skin on the side of his face to crack and bleed when the acid wounds opened up.

“Koda…” Calandra’s voice was a murmur in his ear.

“I got this, Cal,” he responded, shifting so that he could let her down. “Just be ready.”

“Would help if I knew what to be ready for,” the dwarven woman grumbled as she dropped to the ground with a rattle of metal on metal.

Koda was searching for a flippant answer when the warleader jerked one hand forward from behind his back.

Reacting instinctively, Koda flicked his right hand out while tugging on the mental muscles to express his clawed gauntlets. The leather and bone constructs surged into being a moment later, flowing into existence around his arms with the speed of thought.

The blade of the knife deflected off the bone-armored back of his right hand, sending a small cloud of sparks and a puff of blood-red fire into the air as Koda sent it spiraling away less than a foot from Calandra’s face.

People reacted in a myriad of different ways to life-threatening situations. Some panicked, some froze, and some ran. It was impossible to tell what someone would do when under fire like that until the moment they were faced with the challenge.

Unbidden, Koda was reminded of a shirt he’d seen a senior carpenter wearing: Fear pushes some to run and some to reload.

Calandra reloaded.

Even as the flare of red fire was fading from midair, the dwarven woman’s crossbow was already settling into her shoulder. The thwip of the string slipping free preceded the bolt zipping away to bury itself in the thigh of the Crooked warleader.

Not giving him time to react, Koda launched himself at the armored man, digging into the turf with his left hand to pull himself forward even as his legs powered him into a tackle.

In the moments before Koda reached his opponent, he heard the beginnings of a clearly sulfurous diatribe ripping free of Calandra, though he didn’t recognize the language she was speaking in. He just knew it had ‘rip off your head and shit down your neck’ vibes to it.

And then Koda was upon his foe.

He had no hesitation in attacking in the wake of Calandra’s shot with the crossbow. It honestly felt fair since the warleader had tried to get her with a throwing knife and failed when Koda blocked it. This was nothing even resembling a fair fight, after all. Anything along that line had been abandoned the second the Crooked forces surrounded them.

All Koda knew at the moment was that his best bet at getting both himself and Calandra out of this was through the warleader.

Though the warleader was unable to block the crossbow bolt in time, his massive falchion-esque sword was in motion, and he caught Koda’s first slashing blow on the flat of the blade. Using the weapon as a lever, the warleader heaved Koda to one side, redirecting his charge to send Thera’s champion into the grass.

Koda rolled with it, allowing the instincts that had taught him to use the bladed gauntlet over the last few days to kick in. A twist of his shoulders combined with a flex of his hips brought him around to dig his boots in and arrest the slide before he was able to scramble after the warleader, as the man was turning toward Calandra again even as the dwarven woman was yanking back the string on her crossbow.

It was obvious to Koda that the Crooked was going to take advantage of the moment and try to strike out at his companion. That was not something he could allow.

“Don’t turn your back!” Koda roared before ducking down low. The warleader reacted as Koda’s instincts told him that the monster would. The crescent moon of glittering steel flashed overhead in a flat chop that would have clove Koda’s torso in two if he had still been standing upright.

As the blade passed, Koda slashed upward with the clawed gauntlet on his left hand. The bone talons screeched as the metal of the warleader’s bracer fought the supernatural weapons to prevent injury. A tip of one claw found purchase, though, and Koda wrenched, throwing his bodyweight into it.

The warleader overbalanced, having swung behind himself with only one hand, relying on the weight of the weapon to carry his blow. The sudden increase caused by Koda’s weight and strength pulled the weapon off trajectory and the curved blade sank into the turf a moment later.

Leaning on his left hand, Koda knew he couldn’t pin the weapon or the other warrior for long, as the man’s balance and his fall would be enough to dislodge Koda soon. But he didn’t need long to act.

Punching forward with his right hand, fingers extended to expose the claws like the tip of a spear, Koda drove the blow into the warleader’s side.

Again, bone screeched against metal, but this time the metal won and deflected Koda’s blow, sending it skidding off to one side in a shower of sparks.

A gauntleted fist crashed into Koda’s ribs, knocking him off of the warleader into a tumble of limbs, but the blow put him once more between Calandra and the Crooked.

Bellowing in anger, Koda was on his feet in moments, spinning to meet the Crooked warleader even as his armored foe surged to meet him.

Koda dodged, dipped, and weaved, following the instinctive knowledge gifted to him by Thera on how to wield his weapons. He deflected and redirected blows when he had to meet them and avoided them when he could. The claws on his gauntlets were sharp and deadly, but they were weapons that required him to get very close to his opponent, and after that first exchange, the warleader appeared disinclined to risk it.

The horizontal row of bright scars from Koda’s failed attempt to gut the warleader shone against the monster’s dark armor, and a bloody stain flowed from the crossbow bolt protruding from the warleader’s thigh.

If I could drag it out, I could try to bleed him. But I can’t do that, Koda thought as he feinted again, drawing a slash out of the warleader. The blow went wide and missed him, but whistled within inches of the encircling group of Crooked warriors, sending a few of them stumbling back in an attempt to avoid the weapon.

Calandra had stowed her crossbow, letting the cocked weapon fall onto its sling at her back as she couldn’t get a clean shot now that Koda had to keep corralling the warleader away from her. Instead, she had her broad-bladed Dane axe in hand, held across her body at the ready as she whipped her head back and forth to keep track of different threats.

Koda was glad that Calandra was keeping aware. He wouldn’t have put it past the Crooked behind his ally to try to drag Calandra into their ranks if they could. Out of the corner of his eye, Koda caught sight of one Crooked reaching out to do just that, but lost the hand to Calandra’s axe a moment later.

None wanted to push forward while their warleader fought, and Koda couldn’t blame them. The champions of the Crooked had thus far shown a marked lack of care when dealing with their weaker brethren.

Dragging his attention back to the warleader, Koda deflected another slashing blow from the monstrous man in front of him. The blow had enough power that Koda felt his joints strain with the force but kept the grimace off his face. He knew that every second that passed, the weaker the warleader would become, and the more Crooked would continue to surround them as the force wrapped closer and closer.

“You should have kept out of this, champion,” snarled the warleader, his grimace all the more disturbing for the acid damage to his face.

“I’m not the one who looks like they got a facial from the oil fryer,” Koda snapped back.

The confused look from the warleader gave him a split-second opening, and Koda slashed with his claws at the warleader’s eyes. The swordsman stepped back to avoid it, his curved sword coming up to deflect, but Koda was already changing his direction at this point.

That sword went by in front of him, and Koda punched out, driving the armored knuckles of his gauntlet into the inside of the warleader’s elbow. This threw the block off enough that it sent the blade high. Digging in with the toe of his boot, Koda kicked upward and sent a spray of dirt and grass toward the warleader’s face.

While the Crooked warrior brought his other hand to block the grit from his eyes, Koda brought his clawed left hand around to drive his claws into the inside of the warleader’s wrist. The thinner metal there gave after only a moment, allowing Koda to dig his claws into the seam and yank the swordarm off balance.

Snatching at the blade, Koda tore the falchion from the warleader’s hand with his right before bringing the weapon around to slam the flat of the blade into the warleader’s head.

As he fell, the Crooked’s fist came around and drove into the side of Koda’s head, sending him to his knees. But Koda didn’t let go of the sword. He let the weight of the weapon spin him around, bringing it up and over his head into a two-handed grip before slamming it down at the now-prone Crooked warleader.

The blade drove home into the warleader’s shoulder, cleaving into his chest and slicing through the armor there even as sparks flew from the point where the blade and breastplate met. The warleader thrashed as black blood sprayed from the wound, screaming in pain and kicking Koda in the side hard enough to send the already unbalanced champion sprawling.

“Koda!” He heard Calandra shout as he spun over the grass.

Colors and lights flashed in Koda’s eyes as the stars were replaced with the leering faces of the Crooked Foot soldiers for a moment before Calandra arrived to stand over him, her axe flashing as she fended them off.

Shakily, Koda worked to get to his feet, rage rising in his heart even as blood roared in his ears. Koda felt something shift in his chest where the warleader’s boot had caught him, followed by a shooting pain through his body.

The roaring in his head got louder as he blinked, and Koda looked down, expecting to see a spear or some other weapon sticking out of his chest. It hurt enough. But there was nothing there, just a tear in his shirt that showed where he’d been hit and the beginning of a bruise already welling up.

He could hear the Crooked closing in around him. With the warleader down, there had been a chance that the death of their leader would have scared the Crooked. Or enraged them. And as they closed in around Koda and Calandra, it was clear which had occurred.

Looking up, Koda realized the roaring wasn’t actually the blood in his ears. It wasn’t even the Crooked as they surged and began to close in around him.

No. The roaring he heard was something infinitely more beautiful to his beleaguered mind.

Red hair flying, slashing furiously with her spear, and screaming like an avenging Valkyrie, Sienna bobbed above the crowd . Just below his mate, Koda saw the muscled back of his other partner as Arthene tore her way through the unaware Crooked in her dire bear form.

“Chandra’s tits!” Calandra screamed in surprise as the dire bear swept six Crooked out of the way with one paw the size of a wagon-wheel, sending the monsters cartwheeling through the air in different screaming pieces.

“Up!” ordered Sienna, making a yanking motion toward the two on the ground.

The soil beneath Koda and Calandra abruptly surged into a ramp, leading toward Arthene’s furred flank even as the massive bear lunged forward, maw open wide enough to engulf a grown man as she caught one of the mounted Crooked along with its steed and shook them like a terrier with a rat.

“Go!” Koda ordered, pointing toward Sienna as the spear-woman turned to stab down at another Crooked, this one a champion who had shoved through the crowd to get to the threat.

“But—” Calandra began to argue, but Koda didn’t hesitate.

Scooping Calandra up into a princess carry, Koda accepted the elbow to the side of the head from the wiggly dwarf as she flailed instinctively.

Three steps took him up the ramp and then he felt the texture change from earth to fur beneath his boots. A hand on his belt pulled him down and Koda dropped to his butt on Arthene’s broad back.

“Go, Den Mother! We have them!” Sienna screamed, her voice barely audible above the roaring of the dire bear beneath them.

Arthene knew what was happening, though, and immediately surged into motion. The rolling, bouncing gait of the dire-bear nearly shook Koda off, but Arthene plowed through the Crooked with a wild abandon, shouldering enemies aside without hesitation.

Koda shoved Calandra down between him and Sienna before snatching the long-handled axe out of the dwarf’s grip.

“Stay still!” Koda ordered before using the weapon to slap a mounted Crooked off his saddle, sending the bent creature screaming into the ranks of his allies.

The next ten seconds were a whirlwind of screams, chaos, tugging hands, and flying blood.

And then, Arthene emerged from the encirclement, bounding out across the plains with a will, leaving a straggling crowd behind her as the Crooked couldn’t seem to decide if they wanted to chase the massive bear or not.

“What the hell is this?!” screeched Calandra, clinging onto Sienna now that she recognized their saviors. “Where the hell did this great dirty beast come from?!”

Underneath him, Koda felt Arthene huff in laughter as she broke into her loping, bounding run to put as much distance between the Crooked and them as possible.

“Rescue,” Sienna shot back over her shoulder, twisting in her seat to give Koda a once over, clearly unhappy at his injuries from the frown on her features. “You didn’t think that we were going to leave our mate to die out here, did you?”

“We? Our?” Calandra seized on those questions as firmly as she did the handle of her Dane axe when Koda offered it back to her, and Sienna grimaced at her frantic tone.


Chapter Twenty-Two




Given the disorganization caused by Arthene blowing through the enemy group and the chaos raised by Sienna shifting the ground in their wake, it only took a pair of minutes before they were able to break contact and circle away into the mountains.

As soon as Sienna finished laying her traps and meddling with the earth in their wake, she turned and threw herself onto Koda. Despite the rolling gait of their mount, the nimble wolf woman had no problems keeping her balance as she snuggled into her mate, clinging tight with the hand that wasn’t holding her spear.

“There there, love,” Koda reassured her, wrapping Sienna up in both arms and squeezing her close as she burrowed her face into his neck. “I’m fine. We are both fine, so there is nothing to worry about now.”

“You vanished on me,” Sienna growled.

The fierceness of her growl was muffled by the fact she was pressed so tight to him, and Koda felt the soft rain of kisses working along his throat and shoulder while she knotted one hand in his shirt.

“We had to draw away the warleader so you could get the villagers to safety,” Koda soothed, rocking Sienna on his lap. Beneath him, Koda heard a grunt from Arthene that made it clear the bear woman was likely to treat him to her own version of this when she was able to stop moving.

Calandra had stopped demanding answers to what was going on a bit ago, but from the protruding lower lip and her obvious pout, it was clear she expected an answer, eventually. But for now, the dwarven warrior looked content to just watch as Sienna did her best to squeeze the life out of Koda. Unexpectedly, she actually spoke up in his defense.

“It’s my fault, at least partially.” Calandra’s words got her a brief glare from Sienna before Koda’s gentle hugs soothed the wolf woman enough that her tail started flicking slowly from side to side, her mate’s affection overriding her irritation.

“Explain,” Sienna demanded, squinting at the dwarf woman through her bangs while still holding onto Koda.

A bit of movement got him shifted around so that Koda could pull Sienna onto his lap while still remaining balanced on Arthene’s broad back, and that got her tail really going as Koda snuggled her fully while Calandra explained.

“I went into the tent to try to find the keys. I didn’t want to have to drag that entire chain with the captives and wasn’t sure that we could break it free,” Calandra began to explain.

Below them, Arthene let out a grunt of irritation that made the dwarf woman pause in confusion for a moment before she continued.

“Anyway, we were hoping to find the key in the tent, but the warleader ended up coming in while we were searching, and I nearly got caught. Koda was able to distract him enough for us to escape, but we were cut off. I told him that I’d hold them off, but he refused to let me.” Calandra grimaced, her guilt obvious on her face.

“Good,” Sienna snorted, making the dwarf blink in surprise and stare at her. “If you thought my Koda would leave you behind, then you are a bigger fool than I thought initially. I hope you didn’t argue with him too much about it.”

“No…” Calandra drawled, drawing out the word and getting a scowl from Sienna as a result.

“She didn’t,” Koda reassured his lover, making her tail wag a bit faster, the fluffy mass bouncing against his side a little harder.

“I wouldn’t have made it out of the camp without his help. In case I forgot to thank you in all that, Aegisclaw... I owe you my life,” Calandra grimaced a moment before just inclining her helmeted head. “I don’t know half of what happened during all that, but know that I will take your secrets as my own and keep them to my grave. I want to ask what that monster meant by calling you a champion, but I won’t pry. Don’t get me wrong, I want to know, but I’m not going to ask beyond this.”

“Later,” Sienna said before Koda could respond. “I appreciate your promise to keep my mate’s secrets, but everyone needs to be able to voice their opinion.”

“Aye, I wouldn’t want to try to slip anything past Arthene. That big woman scares me as much as she arouses me,” Calandra sighed, shifting to find a more comfortable spot on the broad back of the bear.

A huffing laugh came from their mount, and Koda spared a hand from soothing Sienna to pat the broad back reassuringly.

Still not sure how much I want to spread around the information that Arthene can shift like this, Koda thought. But I’ll leave that up to Arthene. If she trusts Calandra enough to reveal it to her, then that’s her call. I’m not going to try to usurp that.

Arthene’s route took them wide out over the plains before ducking back into the same set of hills that they’d hidden in the first time. Koda wasn’t sure where they were going, instead just focusing on soothing Sienna’s clearly frazzled nerves with snuggles and gentle kisses that Calandra did her best to diplomatically ignore. He knew that Arthene was going to demand her share of reassurance soon as well, so he wanted to make sure that Sienna was well cared for before the bear woman made her move for attention.

When Arthene began to slow, Koda started scanning their surroundings for any sign of the others. The area that Arthene was angling into was just another hillside, as far as he could tell, though there was a fold in the land a bit further up the hill.

Sienna spotted his intent study of the hillside and giggled from her spot sprawled over his lap. Koda’s wolfish mate would have appeared quite ladylike as she sat demurely in his lap, if not for the bloody spear she clutched in her free hand, the blade held off to one side to prevent dripping on either of them.

“What?” Koda asked his giggly mate, and Sienna just kissed his cheek at first.

“I guess I did a good job of hiding them then, if my powerful mate can’t spot them,” Sienna murmured into his ear, and Koda shot her a sidelong glance.

“Sweet Sienna, you have to remember that I’m basically blind when it comes to the wilderness. I used to like hiking a lot and spent a fair time out in the wild, but I’ve got nothing on you or Arthene for wilderness knowledge.”

“Something that we will have to correct,” Sienna murmured as her fuzzy ears flicked and twitched, tickling his cheek and neck. “You can’t very well do your job if you don’t have the proper skill set, can you?”

“Depends on what you think my job is. If you ask Ther—” Koda cut himself off when he remembered that Calandra was right there listening. While he trusted Calandra, there was a reason that they were keeping his status as a champion as secret as possible.

“Depending on who you ask what my job is, they might say that or they might say producing as many children as possible as quickly as I can,” Koda said after a moment to compose himself, tickling Sienna’s tummy meaningfully and making the wolf-featured woman blush furiously. The tempo of Sienna’s tail picked up again, expressing her clear excitement at that proposal as well.

“True, but give me a minute, my mate,” Sienna said sweetly and turned her attention back to the hillside in front of them.

A gesture with her spear, and what Koda had seen as a hillside shifted and cracked—the low hump of earth peeling back to reveal the entrance to a narrow ravine that extended far deeper into the hills than he’d originally thought.

“That is never not going to be eerie,” Calandra remarked, the dwarfish woman staring with wide eyes.

Calandra had removed her helmet while Koda spoiled his mate and was sitting with it in her lap while playing with one of the three thick braids she kept her hair in.

“You never know, Cal. You’d be surprised what you can get used to, given time. I know I wasn’t expecting to get used to this kind of power so quickly,” Sienna murmured before kissing the underside of Koda’s jaw one last time. “Time to get down, love. We need to head inside so I can close it up once more. This is the safest place we can hole up for a bit, and we all need a bit to catch our breath.”

Koda didn’t see any reason to argue and released Sienna from his arms, allowing the nimble huntress to slide down Arthene’s side to the ground. Koda turned to help Calandra down as well, but the armored warrior was already mimicking Sienna, sliding down the side of the large animal while she held her helmet under one arm and her weapon in the opposite hand.

Knowing what would come if he tried to draw this out, Koda followed the two women down and turned around to face the large animal as Arthene turned slowly to face him, still in her full dire bear form.

“So… I wanted to ask, but where did the dirty great…” Calandra began to ask in a stage whisper to Sienna, only to trail off as the beast in question began to shift and shrink in size. The shaggy, dense fur receded in places and grew thicker in others before Arthene stood where the bear was only moments before.

Koda opened his arms to her, and Arthene slipped into them, crushing Koda in a hug firm enough that his spine cracked and popped several times from the sudden pressure. The scent of fresh, sun-drenched fruit filled Koda’s lungs as Arthene’s wild hair wrapped around him as the six and a half-foot-tall goddess did her best to snuggle into him like Sienna had.

“Don’t run off without me like that again, my mate,” Arthene mumbled into his shoulder. “I couldn’t leave our sweet Sienna behind, and you were gone before I could find her to let her know.”

“Don’t worry, my fierce mate. I wasn’t going anywhere without either of you in the future if I had any say in the matter,” Koda soothed, using some of his precious air in an attempt to reassure Arthene and get her to let up. The abrupt increase in pressure from her hug told him he hadn’t been entirely successful, as did another loud pop from his spine, which actually left Koda able to think more clearly as a result.

“What the hell was that?!” Calandra finally found her voice and whisper-screamed the question to Sienna.

“That is one of those secrets that you promised to keep,” Sienna answered in a stern voice behind him. “Arthene is far more than just our mate. I’m convinced she’s far more than even Koda knows, but she likes keeping some things concealed just so she can surprise us later.”

“Yup,” Arthene answered, shifting to set her chin on top of Koda’s shoulder while still crushing him to her chest. Koda wasn’t about to complain about the situation, given the glorious sensation of the two soft weights pressing to him right now, complete with their hard peaks digging into his chest.

“I… what… who?” Calandra mumbled, and Koda could imagine the normally irascible dwarf blinking blankly.

“It’s complicated,” Koda said, doing his best to keep the laughter out of his tone.

“If your idea of complicated is an ass like that, then I’m down for complications.”

Calandra’s response caught Koda entirely off balance, and he managed to choke on air while trying to gasp and laugh at the same time. Arthene snickered and leaned back, still holding Koda with their lower halves pressed together, but rather than pressing her tits into him, instead they just rested lightly against his chest and threatened to knock him over.

“I suppose I can get behind that sort of complication, too,” Sienna added with dry amusement to her tone. “I mean, I’d be a hypocrite if I didn’t think that, right?”

“We’d still love you, sweet Sienna,” Arthene answered, as Koda was still busy fucking up a basic human trait of breathing at the moment. “Your cute little tail would guarantee that.”

Koda heard a shy laughter, which was enough to know his first mate was blushing furiously, and he was sure that the faint whipping noise he heard was her tail going wild in response to the compliment.

“Look, I don’t mean to sound too forward, but I’d hate myself if I didn’t at least take a shot. You think you might have space for another bit of complicated in… whatever the hell it is you have going?” Calandra’s voice had taken on an excited but also somewhat desperate tone as she asked. “I’m small. I don’t take up much room on the bed, and I guarantee that I can handle complicated, whatever flavor it is that Arthene has stashed in that rack of hers currently.”

“I only have Koda stashed there at the moment,” Arthene replied dryly, and when Koda opened his mouth to speak up, Arthene promptly grabbed him by the back of the head and pulled him face-first into her cleavage to muffle any protest or counter-argument he might have had.

“Exactly.” Calandra’s voice took on a note of hope. “Look, you three are the most capable people I’ve met in a long time, and Koda is the first man I’ve met who just trusts me when I tell him something.

“You have no idea what it’s like to have people either actively undermine you when you are trying to help, or ignore you because you don’t have the requisite political backing. I’m tired of being the only person trying to do a hard job, and none of my ‘peers’ came to help me when I came out here to try to protect people. I’d be dead without you guys, and I would be more than stupid to not shoot my shot.”

Calandra had rambled on at length for some minutes while Koda struggled amongst the soft mountains of Arthene’s bust. Admittedly, he wasn’t struggling too hard and was listening to the dwarven warrior’s reasoning.

He’d not really seen much of Calandra’s figure because she’d been wearing armor nearly the entire time they’d been together, but he couldn’t lie that he enjoyed her attitude and couldn’t fault her for wanting a better life given how shitty her peers amongst the guard treated her.

Plus, a trained guard from a larger town might be able to impart actual tactics to the folk in the village, a more mercenary part of his mind suggested, but Koda crammed that down. If Calandra could help them, then all the better, but he wasn’t going to try to start a relationship based on that.

“We can discuss that inside,” Sienna said once Calandra finally ran out of air and her ramble ground to a halt. “Arthene, stop trying to suffocate Koda. While watching him change colors is fun, he does need to be able to think.”

“I don’t wanna,” Arthene protested, and Koda could just imagine the big woman sticking out her bottom lip in a pout that would look far cuter on someone half her size. That mental image was promptly crushed out of his mind as she squashed him even tighter to her breasts and Koda actually lost the ability to breathe as his head was engulfed in soft flesh.

“You can snuggle up with him better inside, and even put him on your lap,” Sienna offered, and Koda was abruptly released.

“Come on then, you two. Let’s get inside so our sweet Sienna can conceal the entrance again!” Arthene urged, spinning Koda around bodily and pushing the black-haired man toward the cave entrance.

“Definitely want in on this kind of complicated,” Calandra mumbled from behind them, making Koda laugh even as he fought to catch his breath again.


Chapter Twenty-Three




Returning alive from the chaos of the Crooked camp was enough of a win that Koda didn’t really think about how many injuries he’d taken.

The flight through the camp had been quick enough that he’d avoided more than just a handful of superficial scratches. The fight against the Crooked warleader had done far more damage, with several ribs aching enough that he was sure they were cracked as well as a half-dozen thin slashes to his arms and legs from near-miss dodges and only partially successful deflections.

Adrenaline and the desire to survive had done wonders to keep him from realizing just how many injuries, but the ride back with Arthene and the rough way his lovers had sought reassurance from him had aggravated several of those injuries to the point where, when he finally sat down inside the tiny shelter, Koda felt like he’d been thrown down a flight of stairs.

“Good to see you both made it,” Todd said from nearby, where he was doing his best to reassure several of the refugees they’d saved. The farm girl who had been clinging to Calandra earlier was latched onto the older fox beastfolk like he was a rather gruff teddy bear, and it looked adorable to Koda.

“They did their best to stop us, but you know my girls. They’d drag me back from the underworld if they had to,” Koda replied to the older man, making Sienna blush and Arthene puff out her chest. Since she was hugging Koda to said chest, it almost bounced him right out of the big woman’s lap.

“Arthene! More gentle, love,” Sienna quickly chastised the other woman and, surprisingly, the much larger woman ducked her head, with her rounded bear’s ears wilting in response to the rebuke.

They’d made it inside the cave and Sienna had closed the soil cap over the entrance once more, leaving them in only dim illumination. The sole source of light was a small, shielded lantern that sat against one wall, until Sienna hurried over and picked something up from the ground, revealing that there were other lanterns that had been entirely shuttered.

Flipping the lantern cover back, the redheaded huntress hurried back to them while gesturing for them to settle down by the entrance. Since Koda was still trapped against Arthene, he wasn’t going anywhere, but Calandra settled down beside them.

Hans came with Sienna, setting their packs down next to them. Behind the two, the rest of their group and all the refugees huddled in different small groups on the grassy floor of the artificial cave they were hiding in.

“Glad you made it out of there, Aegisclaw. I’d hate to have to listen to the headwoman rag on us all if we lost you, let alone what Sienna would do,” the horned man said with a small smirk and a wink, dodging backward as Sienna swiped at him with a growl.

“Piss off, Hans. Rest while you can, because we need to cover as much ground as possible before the Crooked start combing the hills. Once Koda and Calandra have recovered enough to get moving, we are heading out.”

“Got it, Sienna. I’ll pass the word for folks and start waking those that could sleep.”

“We should let them rest,” Koda began to protest but went silent when Sienna held up her hand.

“We can’t, love. The barrier overhead isn’t strong enough to support more than one person walking on it. I just covered up a natural ravine. I didn’t dig out a cave. We had to move quickly, after all. This is just a stopgap so we could get you back.”

Sighing, Koda just nodded, his aches growing even stronger the longer he sat still on Arthene’s lap.

“Look, I want to have that conversation I started earlier as much as the rest of you,” Calandra began, her brow furrowing as she stared at Koda, “but he looks like shit right now. Sienna, do you have any bandages or something? All that blood can’t be someone else’s and I’m feeling even more guilty the longer I look at him.”

“It’s not,” Koda answered tiredly, leaning back into Arthene’s chest as she nuzzled into his hair, the big woman being far gentler than she normally was. “Got a few cracked ribs and my arms are cut up. Right thigh, too,”

“Right then, strip him off Arthene,” Calandra said firmly, the dwarf’s previous hesitation melting away as she tugged her gloves off before tossing them into her helmet and setting that beside Arthene.

“What?” Koda and Arthene asked at the same time, him in surprise and her in excitement.

“Not like that,” Sienna barked, frowning at Arthene. “You have training, Cal?”

“Basic medic stuff, but even magical healers need to not have bloody clothing stuck to injuries to be able to work,” the dwarf replied tartly, and Koda blinked his eyes open again, realizing they’d drifted closed while relaxing into Arthene.

“Right then, time to strip you, my mate. No peeking, you lot,” Arthene said, directing the last part toward the others in the hideout. A few grumbled insults were joined by stammered assurances from the refugees that didn’t realize she was joking with them.

A clank of metal on metal drew Koda’s attention to that same farm girl who was still clinging to Todd for reassurance, and Koda gestured with one arm that suddenly felt like it was made of lead.

“Cal, you still got that key? Can you get that off her? Poor girl is going to have enough bad memories to deal with even without dragging that chain around with her.”

“Your injuries—” Calandra began to protest, but was cut off by Koda, who rallied enough to try to sit straighter, only to be pinned in place by Arthene.

“Haven’t managed to kill me yet. Ten seconds to pop a lock isn’t going to kill me right now,” Koda explained while struggling ineffectively against Arthene’s grip on his waist.

“Do it, I’ll deal with his shirt while you do that,” Sienna said firmly and Calandra stared at her for a moment before nodding in acceptance with that deal.

The dwarf woman hurried over, digging into her pouch for the key they’d gone to such extents to liberate while Sienna crouched down to study Koda’s wounds.

“I think we can just get his shirt off. We shouldn’t need to cut it away,” Sienna said after a moment and Koda swore he could feel the pout from Arthene on the back of his head.

“What about his pants? Do we get to cut those off?” Arthene near-begged, and the sheer hope in her tone made Koda choke on a snicker.

“Sadly, no. Which is good because we didn’t exactly pack a lot of clothing on this trip. We didn’t actually plan to come this way, just scout,” Sienna replied dryly, getting a sad “aww” from Arthene.

Together, the two of them worked to peel Koda’s bloody shirt off after removing his cloak. Both of them hissed at the deep slashes and the spreading bruise on his chest.

“Damn, lover. You got hammered on hard,” Arthene murmured into Koda’s hair while he grimaced at the grinding in his chest that had been made worse by shuffling about to remove his shirt now that the adrenaline wasn’t blunting the pain.

“Should see the other guy. Pretty sure I was able to take down their warleader, so that should hopefully help weaken the Crooked in this area.”

“That’s my mate,” Sienna said proudly, pressing a quick kiss to Koda’s jaw before she began digging out bandages and other supplies as Calandra returned and quickly used some water from one of the drinking skins to rinse her hands off.

“Too bad I don’t have any strong alcohol,” grumbled the dwarf as she bent to inspect the cut in Koda’s thigh through the tear in his pants.

“Need to drink to be that close to my crotch? Sure you want in on this ‘complication,’ then?” Koda teased, getting a dirty look from the dwarf.

“Not what I meant,” Calandra snapped irritably, straightening to prod carefully at Koda’s chest, making him wince, but she nodded a moment later. “Not broken at least, cracked maybe. Bruised definitely. Sienna, are you willing to assist me with this?”

When the wolf woman nodded in agreement, Calandra got her to work threading one of the bone needles that had been with the first aid supplies while she bandaged the smaller cuts on Koda’s arms.

“Strong alcohol can help clean a wound out to prevent it going foul,” Calandra said, as she accepted the needle from Sienna.

Despite the fact she had just watched Sienna sterilize it with the lamp flame, Calandra heated the tip again before waving it back and forth to quickly cool it.

“I’m going to stitch up these two,” Koda felt a tap on his right arm to indicate the two cuts that burned the most right now. “The rest can go with just bandages. We will need to pack them with a poultice if you have the herbs for it, otherwise I will open the wound back up when we get to town and see that it’s properly treated. I’m not going to let sickness get you after we made it out of that shit pit.”

“Gotta get back to town first,” Koda grunted, opening his mouth to accept the folded leather belt that Sienna gave him to bite on while Calandra stitched. In comparison to the pain from the cuts, the prick and tug of the needle stitching him closed was nothing, though.

“Like I’m going to let something like that keep me from this,” Calandra grunted, patting Koda’s right thigh just to one side of where his bulge sat, making him jump slightly. “If you let me in, fair warning that you are going to need a pry bar to get rid of me. Dempsey’s don’t give up.”

Koda mumbled something that was muffled by the belt in his mouth and Calandra grunted questioningly, not looking up from her work stitching his arm.

“He said ‘seems awful fast,’ ” Arthene supplied helpfully. “What?” she said when Koda turned to glance out of one eye at her questioningly.

“I’m surprised you could understand him as well,” Sienna said with a quirked eyebrow at the big woman.

“When you are my size, you learn to understand a man with his mouth full. I need to know if he’s encouraging me for more or if he needs air when I sit on his face, after all,” Arthene replied blithely, making Koda snort in amusement and Sienna choke.

“Good skill to have,” Calandra replied blandly, though Koda saw her lips turn up in a smile while she worked.

“Seriously though, why so quick? I know that I’m a hypocrite as well, since I didn’t wait more than a few days myself, but we are from an entirely different town. We aren’t going to be staying in Amberpost,” Sienna said when she caught her breath.

“I don’t plan to stay there either if you lot accept me,” Calandra finished stitching the first cut and tied the thread off before cutting it with her belt knife.

“This whole debacle with the Crooked has just highlighted that I can’t trust the town council to even let me do my job here, so I’m done. And I’m telling everyone who will listen that they need to leave town as well. If they aren’t willing to relocate to Silverstone, then I’ll tell them to head away from the frontier. It’s dangerous enough out here without the idiots in the council actively undermining our ability to defend the town.”

“Fair enough, Cal.” Arthene shifted her hug on Koda so that she could gently run her fingers through his long, straight, black hair. The sensation was remarkably soothing for the exhausted man, so he leaned into it.

“So you don’t really have anything binding you to Amberpost? No family or lovers?” Sienna asked, working with a hunk of bandage to daub at the slash on Koda’s thigh, trying to clean it without having to remove his pants in the process.

“Nothing I’m going to regret leaving behind, really,” Calandra agreed, while sterilizing the needle and quickly threading it once more. “There are a few regrets I’m happy to leave behind, but nothing that will make the process harder. Just need to collect whatever back-pay they are going to give me and clear out my bunk. Even if you don’t have space for another complication, I’m done with this town.”

“I suppose I can understand that,” Arthene agreed. Koda could feel the words rumbling through his large lover as she held him steady, the fresh fruit smell of her skin enveloping him entirely at this point. The softness of Arthene and her comforting smell, as well as the little smiles that Sienna shot him, were enough to keep Koda calm even as Calandra set about stitching his next cut.

“Chandra forgive me, but I can’t keep risking my life for these people. I feel bad for those who rely on the idiots who remain behind, but I can’t protect them all by myself,” Calandra sighed, bending close to focus on the stitching.

Koda twitched slightly at her words, trying to remember who Chandra was. The motion made the ancient metal claw necklace hanging around his neck shift and settle, the claw catching a glint of the light and reflecting it over Calandra’s face.

That’s right… Koda thought tiredly, Chandra was Thera’s friend. That’s good… I don’t think Thera is going to have a problem, right?

Since no counter-argument came from his goddess-patron, Koda assumed that Thera agreed with his summary. Shifting again, he settled back into Arthene once more, causing his necklace to slide over his chest.

The movement caught Calandra’s eyes as well, and she stared at the necklace curiously for a moment before going back to her work.

“Nice piece there. I don’t recognize some of the symbols on it, but still nice,” Calandra said quietly before tying off her stitches and then collecting a wet cloth to wipe at the site to remove more blood.

The four of them sat in silence while the bandages were wrapped around Koda’s injuries. The only sound was a grunt of pain while Arthene lent a hand to wrap Koda’s chest to help support the cracked ribs.

Koda knew he wouldn’t be able to just lay about uselessly soon. They were still in dangerous territory with numerous enemies at hand. He and the others had done what they could to sabotage the Crooked and distract them from their goals, but by no means was the enemy force dealt with. They needed to get back to Amberpost and warn the town, as well as deliver the refugees to the relative safety of the town.

Thinking about that, Koda realized Calandra had another reason to appeal to them. Not a big enough deal to worry him, but he didn’t doubt that the dwarven woman had burned more than a few bridges in town over the last few days. Between her contentious attitude with the town council, stealing the horses for their group, and undermining the council’s authority, there wasn’t much left behind for her.

It’s not just my decision, though. I like Cal, but I’ve already got two women jockeying for my affection. Can I handle a third? I know Thera wants me to have a bunch of kids, but it’s been what, two weeks?

Koda sighed and pushed the thought away. He’d let Sienna and Arthene decide, as they would be the ones sharing him after all. He couldn’t lie that Calandra’s attitude and personality were appealing, and from the curves he could guess at under her armor, there was the physical attraction there, too.

Bandaging his leg was easier, as they only had to peel down his pants to quickly wash and bandage the cut, and Koda didn’t even react as Calandra tended to him. Despite her coarse personality and words, her hands were surprisingly gentle, and she talked Sienna through what she did and why, asking the beastfolk huntress to hand her things while she worked.


Chapter Twenty-Four




Shortly after tending to Koda’s injuries, Calandra was called away to speak with some of the locals who needed a person with a measure of authority to reassure them that everything was going to be okay.

Though Koda spotted the stout woman rolling her eyes at needing to coddle the captives more, he also noticed that she hurried over and spoke gently with the older human woman, who immediately latched onto Calandra’s hands and pulled at them.

“You can tell she cares about them,” Sienna murmured while she helped Koda get his clothes settled once more.

Before Calandra had left, she’d asked Sienna if the wolf beastfolk knew how to prepare a specific kind of poultice. Sienna had said that she did, so as soon as Koda was dressed again, she quickly ground together several aromatic herbs from her bag.

Arthene still held Koda close, nearly on her lap, as the big bear woman continued to reassure herself that he was okay.

Koda did his best to ignore her mumbling into his back, as she both chastised herself for being weak and reassured herself that Koda understood.

There is more to Arthene’s long sleep than she is letting on, Koda thought to himself while he watched Sienna grind and mix the herbs. Silently, he reassuringly stroked Arthene’s arm where it wrapped around his waist. Aloud, he responded to Sienna’s observation.

“Yeah. I would hate to take her away from a job she enjoys, but on the same token, I don’t think the council will put up with her for much longer. Her superior looked ready to throw her out a window if it wasn’t for the imminent threat that required all hands on deck.”

“On deck?” Arthene asked questioningly into his hair as she nuzzled the back of his head.

“Ah, a saying from back home. Basically means that they can’t afford to have anyone not doing their job,” Koda explained and Arthene made a hum of understanding.

“Yes. I agree with that summation as well,” Sienna sighed as she fished out a fleshy looking leaf that reminded Koda of aloe, if aloe leaves were bright pink. Sienna quickly cut out the heart of the leaf, tossing the thinner edges toward the entrance of their shelter, then added the heart to her mix and went back to grinding.

“She has skills that will be useful for the Ivory Spear tribe to have,” Arthene mumbled, her voice quiet enough that only Sienna and Koda could hear her even in the tight confines.

“But her skills aren’t the only thing that she brings with her?” Sienna asked gently, a faint undercurrent of teasing running through her voice as her pointed wolf ears twitched slightly while she worked.

Arthene grumbled quietly and tightened the arm around Koda.

He responded by turning his head to one side enough that he could lay a kiss alongside Arthene’s nose, making the big woman blink at him in surprise, her bright yellow eyes shining in the lamplight.

“She’s got a lot to offer, and for all that she grumps and grumbles when our Koda looks after her, you can tell she enjoys his attention,” Sienna continued.

“You can?” Koda asked, turning to look at his wolfish lover while he reached up behind himself with his uninjured arm to tangle it in Arthene’s thick hair, carefully combing it with his fingertips and fishing out more dry grass and a twig from the mess.

“Yes. She smiles when you aren’t looking and has been keeping a close eye on you to ensure that the others respect you. When you talk, she listens. She might challenge you on occasion, but it's good to have people in your group who will do that, to help you find the flaws in your decisions and allow you to make intelligent choices.” Sienna finished with her grinding and carefully dipped her fingers in the resultant mess of orange salve, then began to smear it onto the stitches Calandra had put in so carefully.

The ooze was oddly warm for something Sienna hadn’t heated at all, and Koda did his best to not comment at the pain of having the slime applied to his injuries now that his adrenaline wasn’t there to keep him from feeling it. Instead, he focused on gently combing the messy fluff of Arthene’s hair and tickling the edge of her rounded bear’s ears.

“I think she’s cute. I want to keep her,” Arthene groaned quietly, leaning into the affection from Koda. “She did her best to protect my mate in a difficult situation and is clearly smitten with him. As she should be, he is wonderful.” Arthene punctuated the statement by squeezing Koda about the middle again, making him grunt in surprise at the strong pressure.

“She’s not someone you can collect on a whim, Arthene. She’s a person, not a toy,” Koda scolded.

“She could be a toy. She’s small enough to be one for my big, strong mate. And as she said, she doesn’t take up much space on the bed,” Arthene said, her voice husky with desire as she murmured in Koda’s ear. The sensation of Arthene’s hot breath across the back of Koda’s ear made him shiver. “I think he likes that idea.”

“I think you are just stirring him up, Arthene,” Sienna said dryly, reaching past Koda’s face to boop the big woman on the nose with one poultice-covered finger, making Arthene yelp in surprise at the sticky sensation.

Koda glanced to where Calandra was still talking with the other villager before turning his attention back to his two lovers. Arthene was flailing with one hand at Sienna while the wolf beastfolk was nimbly swaying out of the way, her red-black hair bouncing happily as she did so, a grin on her face at needling the other woman.

“I need to know what you two honestly think,” Koda said, his voice low but insistent, cutting across the growing playful squabble between the two women.

Sienna slowed and turned her attention back to Koda while Arthene grumbled. He felt her shifting rapidly behind him as she wiped the poultice off her nose. With it being so close to his face, Koda could smell the sharp, medicinal scent of the plants now.

“I think it would be a good idea. Cal is clearly sweet on you, and we can’t really turn allies away at this point, Koda,” Sienna said after a moment of thought. The fluffy mass of her tail swayed slowly behind her, telling Koda that, while she wasn’t excited about sharing, Sienna was happy with the thought of someone she could trust to look after Koda.

“And she’s cute,” Arthene interjected, getting a roll of the eyes from Sienna as a result.

“There are more important things than someone being cute,” Sienna said dryly, making a threatening gesture with her salve-covered fingers.

“Fine. How about the fact she’s a fierce fighter already showing an attachment to our mate that we know will work to help protect him in this violent world. Feeding into her emotional connection now will help deepen that protective streak she has. Also, as someone who’s worked in the local guard forces, she has a unique view on many issues that have come up with them and will be able to answer quite a few questions for us too.”

Arthene’s playful tone had melted into a serious one now and Sienna blinked in surprise at the larger woman, clearly not expecting such a response from her.

“I… Well, that is more… mercenary than I had meant to express it, but not inaccurate,” Sienna floundered and Arthene blew her a soft raspberry.

“I may follow my instincts as a matter of course, sweet Sienna, but I know how to plot as well. I wouldn’t have survived as long as I have without it,” Arthene said softly. “Calandra is cute, fierce, and clearly devoted to her duties. She has asked if she may make our mate one of her duties only a day or two after meeting him. Her attraction to him is as strong as yours or mine.”

The finality in Arthene’s statement helped settle Koda’s anxiety and he shifted to lean back against the big woman some more, the hand that was in her hair still stroking through the thick curls and occasionally pulling out another bit of grass or a stick.

“Arthene, have you ever thought about braiding your hair to keep it from being such a mess?” Koda asked on the spur of the moment.

There was silence and Koda imagined that Arthene was blinking at him or thinking, which of the two, he wasn’t sure of at the moment, before she responded.

“I had, but it is such a mess and to be honest? I have too much hair to do one braid, and I struggle to get two even.” The petulance in the final part of her statement made Koda grin, and before he could respond, Sienna had already spoken up.

“I’d be happy to braid your hair for you. That is, if you don’t want to cut it shorter like mine. I got tired of fighting with it and that’s why I’ve kept it this short.”

“First of all, I’m not cutting my hair,” Arthene said with a grumpy voice. “I like it long like this, and it gives my mate something to get hold of. And two, you should grow your hair out too, sweet Sienna.”

“For that same reason?” Sienna asked dryly, her left eyebrow rising as she stared past Koda at the other woman.

“Yes. And because I think you would look good with a flowing mass of hair. If braiding will work for mine, then it will work for yours,” Arthene shot back.

“Koda?” Sienna turned her intent gaze to him and he held up his free hand, wincing as the motion made his cuts pinch.

“Your hair looks great like it is. I will love you regardless of how you look, so do what feels comfortable. I only mentioned the braids to Arthene because she keeps getting stuff tangled in her hair and that has to be annoying.”

“You get used to it,” Arthene responded with a shrug and a squeeze around his middle.

The pressure of Arthene’s hug made him shift, and Koda felt something heavy on his chest for a moment before it slid over his skin.

Glancing down, he caught sight of the claw necklace again. It’d just been sitting there on his chest this whole time, but the most recent wiggle had dislodged it. Now the necklace hung off to his side and the strap was pulling on his neck oddly.

Since Sienna was still working on his injured arm, Koda reclaimed the hand that had been playing with Arthene’s hair and snagged the hanging bit of metal. Arthene whined in faux-disappointment when he stopped, but pressed a kiss to the back of his ear a moment later.

Holding onto the necklace, Koda felt a sudden rush of sensation race up his arm. It was complex and foreign, pressing into him like a sudden racing wind. Koda knew immediately that it was coming from Thera. There was a mixture of longing, loneliness, and a surge of fondness coming to him through the pendant that echoed through Koda’s soul.

Deep within his chest, Koda felt something stirring in response to the emotions. A protective urge, a call to action, coupled with an abiding sense of duty and loyalty to his mates.

To my family, Koda thought and felt a pulse of agreement and approval surge from within the necklace. Clearly, Thera also was happy that he thought of Sienna and Arthene as his family.

The echo of longing was still there, and he remembered the story Kris had told him when she gifted the necklace to him.

They gifted these pendants back and forth to ensure their champions were as protected as possible... It is said that Chandra still weeps at the death of her sister.

Kris’s voice echoed in Koda’s mind, repeating the snippet from his memory of the event and he squeezed the necklace once more. He felt the heartache well up from Thera, coupled with the dying embers of anger and misplaced feelings of betrayal.

He knew Thera was upset that Chandra had turned away from her, believing she was dead and lost. He also knew that Thera was aware her emotions were misplaced, too. Enough time and reflection had dulled the pain and the loss for even a goddess, and now there was a hollow feeling of faint hope that resonated within his connection to Thera. A hope that there might be reconciliation, that her sister might still trust her if Thera revealed herself.

The only way to find out is to try, Thera, Koda sent the thought in her direction, but there was no response from the goddess. Just the lingering feeling of hope, pain, and a longing that he recognized well from the lonely nights he’d spent back on Earth, before he’d been dragged into this dangerous world.

A longing for family, for communion, for someone you could trust.

“We’ll get you there. If Chandra truly is your sister, she’ll accept you regardless, Thera,” Koda murmured to the necklace.

Koda had been so focused on the rush of emotions coming from the necklace that he’d lost track of what was going on around them, and it was only Arthene’s arm tightening on his waist that pulled him back from his thoughtful fugue to see what stood in front of him.

Calandra stood only feet away and staring at him with wide eyes, her mouth hanging partway open. The dwarven woman’s eyes bounced rapidly between him and the pendant he held tightly in his fist, and Koda realized it was glowing with a faint silvery light.

“That… you… I heard…” Calandra stammered, and Koda felt Arthene tense behind him.

Whether Arthene was getting ready to defend him or jump on Calandra to keep the dwarf from saying something out loud that might be dangerous, Koda wasn’t sure. So he spoke up quickly, catching Calandra’s eyes with his as he spoke.

“Look, Cal. There are a lot of things going on right now. I need you to trust me, okay? I’ll explain everything when we have time and are in a safe place. Got it?” Koda directed his eyes past Calandra toward the villagers that were still within casual hearing distance if they tried, though many were dozing.

Calandra’s eyes locked on his and she followed his look quickly before glancing back at him.

“You promise you’ll explain?” she asked after another moment, biting her lip warily, obviously concerned that she’d overstepped somehow.

“I have to,” Koda said, feeling the weight of certainty settle on his chest. Just as he was sure that he would find a way for Thera to once more reunite with her sworn sister. “You need to understand what you are asking to join in properly before I can give you an answer, I’m not going to lie to my partners.”

It took a moment for his words to fully sink in, but Calandra nodded moments later, despite the hundreds of questions evident in her eyes as she watched him. Her resolve hardened and she nodded.

“Then we need to get your bandages done up. We should try to cover as much ground as possible before morning. The further we are from the Crooked camp, the less likely one is to stumble onto us.”


Chapter Twenty-Five




Leaving the campsite was easy enough. Those that had been evacuated from the Crooked encampment had gotten much more rest than Koda’s team of warriors, and in turn his team had gotten more rest than he or his mates. But Koda kept reminding himself that waiting and resting now might lead to more deaths and injuries, so he powered through as best he could.

The poultice that Sienna had put on his wounds helped to numb the pain some, and it wasn’t as if they could move fast.

There weren’t enough horses to have everyone moving quickly. Instead, the captives and the injured were loaded onto the horses and everyone else moved as a group on foot.

Sienna initially protested being the only one of Koda’s immediate team on a horse, but when Koda argued that she would need to use her earth magic to conceal their trail and had to be able to focus, she relented.

Todd and Hannah worked to guide the group from the front, while Koda’s warriors spread throughout the rest of the group to help corral the former captives together so that none were lost in the darkness. They couldn’t light any torches or even use the lanterns they carried amongst them, as the light would only draw the Crooked’s attention their way.

Their passage was slow due to the lack of light and the need to walk to cover distance because of their numbers. Koda could see flickering lights on the horizon behind them where the Crooked continued to comb the fields and low mountains, and the more distant glow of their camp, which was burning but looked to be under control as it hadn’t turned into a firestorm.

The sun rising was both a blessing and a curse. It allowed the group to pick up speed, but it also made it that much easier for the Crooked to find them.

Koda’s group was forced to hide from small patrols of mounted Crooked twice while they crept through the night. With each pass, Koda was certain it would blow their cover and alert the enemy to their presence. Each time, though, they were able to escape notice of the Crooked either through finding fortunate folds in the landscape to hide them, or through the small copses of trees that straddled the many small rivers and streams of the plains.

The entire time, Calandra stuck close to Koda and his girls. The stout dwarven woman had gotten her armor and equipment settled once Koda was bandaged the previous night and had not moved more than ten feet from the raven-haired man since then.

Koda knew that Calandra wanted answers and that was likely why she was sticking close. Sienna explained it to him during one of the brief respites where Arthene was talking to Calandra about her training as a guardswoman.

“She wants to prove herself,” Sienna whispered into Koda’s ear under the guise of checking his bandages. “You’ve expressed an interest in her, you know that we approve of her, but you want to wait to give her a solid yes or no until she understands everything. Which I approve of by the way,” Sienna said the last part quickly to cut off the protest that was rising to Koda’s lips.

“It’s not right to lie to her about this. Especially if she wants to join the family,” Koda said anyway, getting a soft kiss from Sienna before she locked eyes with him. Koda felt himself falling into those familiar blue-green orbs, and let himself go and luxuriated in their depths as Sienna continued to speak.

“That’s a good thing, Koda. You shouldn’t ever need or want to lie to your mates. Just be aware that if she reacts badly to the information, then we’ll need to do something. I doubt she will, but we have to be ready just in case.”

Lost in her eyes as he was, Koda couldn’t refute her words or the harsh stance. He knew that everything with and for Thera was extremely tentative right now. Her entire future and that of the Ivory Spear clan hinged on him, and taking risks like he had been doing was foolish. But Koda couldn’t stop himself or leave people in need unaided without losing part of what made him Koda Aegisclaw, as the goddess had named him.

Again, Koda felt something shift within his chest. A sense of pressure, purpose, drive, and determination rolled in his chest and then hardened once more as it brushed against his drive to protect his lovers and new family in the form of the tribe.

I can trust Cal, Koda thought as the emotions locked into place around his protective urges, reaching out to encapsulate the dwarf woman as well. But it is only right she knows everything from the start.

Sienna released him from her hypnotic gaze a moment later by leaning in to kiss him lightly. They set back on the trail shortly afterward.

The initial plan had been to camp as the sun was rising, rest through the morning, and head out in the mid-afternoon again, banking on using the end of day and twilight to keep out of sight while maximizing travel time during the midday sun. But the second group of Crooked outriders nearly stumbled upon them while they were searching for a spot to rest.

Koda conferred with his team and they all agreed that it would be better to push through the day and look for a road. If they could get the former captives onto a road, it would not only make the going quicker, but then Sienna wouldn’t have to work nearly as hard to conceal the passage of the horses. So they elected to keep moving through the morning and rotate the villagers off the horses to let them have a walking rest.

“I’m just glad the grasslands didn’t catch on fire,” Hans said with a sigh.

The large, horned man had dropped back to chat with them after the sun had crested the horizon. His clothes were marked with old stains of blood and other fluids from the fight, but like many of the others, Hans had declined to change into fresh clothes as they weren’t safe yet. His mattock was another thing entirely, and he’d taken the time to clean and polish the weapon while they rested the first time and got Koda stitched up.

“Yeah, same here,” Koda agreed, shooting a glance over his shoulder at the faint, lingering clouds of smoke that still marked the horizon. The fires at the Crooked camp must have been taken care of by now, as the smoke had continued to thin throughout the morning, and he was fairly certain that if the fire had gotten out of control, there would have been a lot more of the thick, dirty clouds.

“Did I tell you that I managed to bring down one of their champions?” Hans asked a moment later, and Koda blinked in surprise at the taller man who was sporting a wide grin.

“You did? How did that happen? I didn’t see this!” Arthene interjected from the other side of Hans. The bear woman had been keeping Calandra company and talking quietly with her, but Hans’s claim had clearly gotten her attention.

“One of the thick bastards came roaring out from between the tents and snatched up one of the villagers. Looked like he was about to use the lass as a club to beat the rest of us, but I didn’t hesitate. I remembered you slashed the back of one’s arm during one of your fights, Aegisclaw. So I did the same with my belt knife,” Hans patted the antler-handled blade on his waist.

“Hans got him right on that tendon along the back of the arm, the whole thing went limp and the girl was able to get away,” Sienna added from her spot on Koda’s other side. “The reason you missed it, Arthene, was because you were busy trying to drive that one wretch into the ground like he was a tent-stake.”

“What?” Koda asked incredulously and turned his attention back to Arthene, who was blushing.

“He came running at me without any pants on! The only man who can approach me in such a state of undress is my mate,” Arthene insisted, her blush darkening and Koda couldn’t help the laugh.

“Fair enough,” Hans chuckled in agreement. “I will make sure to keep that in mind in the future. Do you expect all men to wear pants, or are those who wear a priest’s cassock also allowed near?”

Arthene’s lip curled to display her teeth and she shook her head.

“I do not like being in the presence of priests or the like, but they will be spared retribution as long as they do not blather endlessly about their faith,” Arthene said to elaborate on her earlier snarl.

“I want to hear how you finished the Crooked off. Their champions can take something of a pounding to bring down unless you get lucky,” Koda said, drawing the conversation back to where it had started.

“Oh, once it dropped the woman, I shoved it away. The Crooked tried to backhand me, but I ducked it and got him in the chest with my mattock here. It knocked him back into a mess of tents and he landed badly on top of one of the tent poles.” Hans grimaced at this point in his tale but continued. “It was sticking up out of his guts and he was flailing about, but I took the opportunity to end him with a blow to the head. Gut wounds are nasty enough, but they aren’t a guarantee either. I didn’t want to take a chance.”

“You did well, Hans,” Sienna said from her spot on top of her horse. “We can’t hesitate with these monsters, otherwise they’ll outright overwhelm us. They don’t have the same kind of hesitation or propriety that we do. Better to ensure they cannot become a threat in the future when you have the chance.”

“Agreed, you did good, Hans. I’m proud of you. I’m sure your girl back in the village will be excited to hear of your bravery,” Koda added, turning back to the big man and punching him lightly in the arm. “Don’t want someone else to swoop in and take her, do you?”

“We’d have to spend more than a day back in the village first, Aegisclaw,” the big man said with a laugh. “You keep towing us off on missions and the like to save the countryside. But by the time I get back, I’ll have more than enough coin to finish wooing her and start myself a family.”

“That reminds me, where did we end up putting that pay-chest we got from the Crooked?” Koda asked, snapping his fingers as he remembered the collection of tarnished coins they’d found after destroying the portal that was bringing in reinforcements for the Crooked.

“It’s secured,” Hans said with a wink and tapping the side of his nose with one large finger. He leaned over to whisper to Koda. “It’s buried along the route back to the village. Not surprised you didn’t notice though, since you were busy keeping Arthene and Sienna happy. Todd had the idea so we weren’t having to carry it around. That much coin would weigh us all down even if we split it up. It’s less than a day outside of Amberpost, so we can fetch it quickly to buy supplies if we need to, or just unbury it on the trip back to Silverstone.”

“Makes sense to me,” Koda replied in a low tone as well, nodding along with the horned man.

“Good,” Hans said with a grin. “I’m hoping that with enough coin, I can pay to have my house expanded. I wouldn’t mind having more than one wife like you do, but I want enough space to keep them happy. The last thing I want to do is annoy my⁠—”

Hans’s words were cut off as a shout of surprise sounded from the head of their little group, followed a moment later by a dissonant and distant whoop.

The sound drew everyone’s attention forward, but it was Todd’s shout from the head of the company that explained what was going on.

“Crooked!”

Koda didn’t hesitate, springing into a run around the edge of their formation. Arthene was right behind him, with Sienna spurring her horse out to flank them. The jingle of armor behind him told Koda that Calandra was doing her best to keep up as well.

They made it around to the front of the group to find Todd waving his arms to push the civilians back, away from the oncoming threat.

They’d been following the curving path of one of the many rivers, using the trees as shelter and to keep from being spotted to the north. To the south and east of them was open land, and while Koda couldn’t see the shape of Amberpost, he knew it lay in that direction.

A group of five Crooked riding their bizarre mounts had emerged from the trees directly to the east of his group, effectively cutting them off. They had to have been riding over the low hills and were circling back while searching for the escaped captives.

Only five, this won’t be a problem, Koda thought. And immediately grew to regret tempting fate.

The middle Crooked raised a vaguely square-shaped horn to his lips and blew through it, sending a dissonant note echoing over the countryside. A note that was repeated from no less than three different locations that Koda could pick out, but the noise rebounded oddly amongst the hills and it could have been far, far more of them.

“Fuck!” Koda swore, his clawed gauntlets lancing into position even as he slid to a stop in front of Todd while the harried fox beastfolk kept urging the civilians into the trees.

“Nothing to do about it now. We fight!” Arthene snarled as she skidded to a stop next to him.

“Not if I have a say in it!” snarled Sienna as she cantered past with her spear held high.

The redheaded huntress had her arm wrapped around the shaft of her spear like it was a flag banner, and she swung it at the ground in a wide arc as she rode by. There was a sharp rumble of noise and then the first of the mounted Crooked pitched forward, the clawed forepaws of his mount suddenly going out from under it and sending the screeching Crooked flying to the ground in a tangle of limbs and breaking bones.

Moments later the others hit roughly the same line, the crazed monsters moving too quickly to change their path of travel, and the other four were unhorsed in similar fashion. The horn-blower was still blowing furious signals on his horn before he flew through the air to land with a crunch on the earth a mere fifty feet from Koda.

Koda, Arthene, and Calandra did not hesitate, surging into a counter-charge of their own. The falls had killed several of the riders and injured all of their mounts, but the threat was still there.

Targeting the signal-horn first, to ensure that no more information got out, Koda found that Crooked had died on impact. The square-bodied horn had been at the creature’s mouth even as it landed, and the front had caught on the turf to drive the horn through the Crooked’s mouth and out the back of its neck, breaking it in the process.

Calandra laid about with her Dane axe, swinging for heads and necks like she was splitting wood. From the ferocious snarl on the short woman’s face, Koda knew that she was aware of their situation now too. Only a matter of time separated their group from enemy reinforcements, so they had to do this quickly.

Arthene and Sienna handled the gnarled mounts. Arthene accounted for three of the four that had survived their falls, the long reach of her bone club making it easy work to shatter skulls or break necks without getting into range of the twisted monsters. Sienna simply widened the trench she’d opened up and it swallowed the front half of the Crooked horse-monster, then shoved the earth together again to pin it there. The creature struggled for a bare minute before going still, just its rear-half protruding limply from the earth.

“Get everyone moving!” Koda called back to the group.

He was proud to see that his warriors had formed up in front of the civilians, ready to catch any of the threats that made it past their champion and his mates. He also knew that if the fight had dragged on much longer, the archers amongst his group would have started slipping arrows in where they could.

Todd nodded immediately to Koda’s orders and began urging the exhausted civilians to move. They made a wide round past the fallen Crooked even as Arthene went around and brutally ensured each of the Crooked were dead with her club. The wild woman had a snarl on her lips as she did so, highlighted by the wild mess of her curls and the blood spattered across her features.

Because of how playful she is, I sometimes forget Arthene’s savage nature, Koda thought with a small smile.

His bear beastfolk was beautiful to him regardless of what side of herself she showed. This was a savage world and would require savagery to survive, but he knew that her fierce side only made an appearance when her people were threatened.

“We need to get moving,” Sienna called as she brought her horse around to them in a wide arc. While the animal had been trained for the guard, Koda could tell that the presence of the Crooked was unnerving it with how wide its eyes were and how its nostrils continued to flare. “That horn blew our chances of sneaking. All the work of evading now is trashed. We need to get as much distance as possible and go to ground to break contact.”

“Shouldn’t we make all haste for Amberpost?” Calandra asked, quickly swiping blood from her axe blade and checking the edge for damage with her thumb.

“No. I heard the return signals. There are easily a dozen or more groups searching for us, and they will harass us and call in more and more. We could handle this small group, but if more than four or five of them get together?”

Sienna shook her head, and Koda could see the exhaustion his lover carried in the bags under her eyes. Concealing their trail was taking a lot out of her, as well as the explosion of power she’d used to open the trench up and unhorse those Crooked in their charge.

Looking to his side at Arthene, Koda could tell that she was tired too, but not as tired as Sienna. A quick glance to Calandra showed Koda that she was flagging, but determined.

Scanning the civilians as they passed, Koda could see limbs shaking in exhaustion and fear, combined with their many injuries. Those riding were the only ones who looked like they had more than an hour or two of easy walking left in them.

“We need to get them into cover.” Koda gestured to the civilians before he continued. “Then we need another distraction.”


Chapter Twenty-Six




It took them five minutes to hash out the plan and then another ten to convince the others it was a good idea. The former captives looked terrified as their protectors argued all while hurrying them along.

The argument ended when Sienna stopped them near a small ravine carved by the closest river.

A few quick gestures and the ravine’s walls deepened and then grew sheer, providing space on either side of the trickling creek for people to stand. She then urged everyone in and sealed it off from above, creating a cave with a stream running through it.

“Rest, recover for an hour or so, then race to Amberpost,” Calandra ordered as Sienna worked. “Your best bet of survival is to make it to town. Find the town guard and alert them that the Crooked army might be coming back this way and to be sure that they are ready to defend the town if it does.”

“Aegisclaw,” this time the jovial expression on Hans’s face was gone, replaced by one of mixed anger and fury. “You and your mates better return, Kris will skin all of us if you don’t.”

“I’ll do my best to spare you that fate and try to survive. I’ve got a lot more I plan to do here, so forgive me if saving you from a tongue lashing isn’t the highest on my priority list right now.” Koda slapped the bull man on the shoulder with a grin, getting a gruff nod from Hans.

The Ivory Spear warriors weren’t happy that they were, again, being left behind to guard the citizens. More than a few voiced their complaints that the entire reason they were there was to look after Aegisclaw, not babysit. But after Arthene reminded them that the reason they had come out here was to protect people, and by protecting these people for him, Koda would be able to focus better, they caved.

“There,” Sienna said with a tired sigh, rubbing at her face with one hand as she finished reinforcing the impromptu roof overhead. “That should support the passage of troops, unless they walk right along the middle. Hopefully, they won’t be anywhere near here and you can sneak out soon. I’ll seal this end when we leave, but it’ll be a thin layer and Hans can break through easily with his mattock.”

“I don’t like that you folk are being a distraction for us,” grumbled one of the civilians, an older human man with graying hair. “We’ve always been self-sufficient out here. If we can get some weapons⁠—”

“Then we’d just get captured again, Grandfather,” growled a younger man with red hair. “Stop being stubborn and let these people help us! None of us asked them to do it, they volunteered. Stop insulting their resolve by whining.”

“We need to get going,” Koda reminded them. His injuries still ached, but they weren’t screaming with the fierce burning and throbbing that they’d been the day before. He could fight, but it would be hard.

He hoped that all of this would be a distraction, that they could draw away the enemy while riding on Arthene’s back, then get into cover and hide themselves. The stoic bear woman had volunteered to be a distraction by herself, but Koda had refused to let her go alone.

Sienna had stood beside him on not letting Arthene run off alone, with Calandra immediately joining them and ignoring any attempt to talk her out of it.

At least Cal is merging with the group seamlessly. I’d have been worried about her commitment, but she’s been right beside us this whole time. And even without having the time to tell her everything, she’s still right here with us, Koda thought with a smile.

“Fine. Go off and be a hero again,” Netta snapped, her eyes flashing in irritation while her feather-hair flexed outward. “Just don’t get anyone killed.”

“I’m not being a hero, Netta,” Koda answered simply. “I’m just being who I am. If anyone is the hero, it’s you all. You’ll be on foot, potentially locked in a running battle with any Crooked who spots you, trying to evacuate those who shouldn’t have been involved. I’m just going for a run and making a fool of myself to draw attention.”

“Let them get moving. The longer we talk, the more dangerous it’s going to be.” Todd pushed into the conversation, his words mollifying Netta before he turned his attention to Koda and the others. “Walk with the gods, you four. May you all run free beneath open skies.”

“As all should,” Koda replied instinctively, and Todd nodded in acceptance. “Let's go, girls.”

The four of them trooped out of the impromptu cave and Sienna gestured to seal it up. As soon as the opening was closed, leaving only a small space between two large rocks for the stream to flow out, they turned and scanned the horizon.

“North and west? Draw them away from these folks and Amberpost?” Arthene asked, leaning her club against one shoulder while she adjusted her fur-lined bodice.

“That’s the plan. We have enough food on hand for three days, but no other supplies. So we need to be careful,” Koda replied, rolling his head on his neck and popping it quietly.

They had left behind all their gear aside from some food, which was loaded in Koda’s pack. Calandra had even left her crossbow behind, saying that the two quarrels she had left for it weren’t worth the weight. Other than the food, the only things they had in hand were clothing and weapons.

“I’m assuming you have a plan for getting us out there? I’m not much of one for running. I can march for days, but sustained running is not a dwarf thing,” Calandra said, adjusting her helmet on her head slightly before rolling her shoulders to settle her armor into place with a quiet jingle.

“What do you think, Arthene?” Sienna asked, turning a smile on the larger woman who just smirked.

“I’ll let my mate ride me any day, you others are just a bonus,” Arthene snarked as she passed off her bone club to Koda before leaning forward.

Calandra watched in awe as Arthene’s form boiled, thickened, and swelled in size until her dire bear form stood before them. At nearly eight feet tall at her shoulder, the gargantuan bear measured over twenty feet long from nose to her stubby tail. Arthene’s yellow eyes danced with amusement in a head the size of a V-12 engine.

“Chandra’s tits! I forgot about that,” Calandra murmured, staring up at the massive animal in astonishment, only to yelp in surprise when Arthene leaned forward and flicked her broad tongue at Calandra threateningly.

The dwarfess stumbled backward, falling on her ass in surprise as she dodged the large, wet appendage. Arthene chuffed an ursine laugh before settling onto her belly and extending a leg for them to use as a step.

“Up we go, Cal,” Koda urged, reaching down to pull the dwarven woman back to her feet. “Better to get some distance before we get spotted.”

Calandra clasped his hand without thinking, then squealed in surprise when Koda yanked her upright as if she weighed nothing more than a child would, despite her heavy iron armor.

“Here, I’ll help,” Sienna said, having already clambered up onto Arthene’s back and settled into place. She bent down to help Calandra scramble onto Arthene’s broad back, while Koda leaped nimbly up to settle in at the front of their group. The girls obligingly scooted back to give him room, with Sienna sitting in the rear of their group this time to sandwich Calandra between herself and Koda.

“You are surprisingly relaxed up here, considering how squirrely you were the first time we did this, Sienna,” Koda called back as Arthene rose and rolled her massive shoulders, making them bounce slightly.

“You’d be surprised what you can get used to when you are desperate,” Sienna shot back with a mock scowl that Koda only caught because he turned to blow her a kiss over the top of Calandra’s head. The scowl immediately melted into a loving smile, though Koda could see the exhaustion in the lines of her face.

All right, you are going to make me jealous since I can’t join in, Arthene sent him mentally through their bond and Koda turned back to scratch the back of one large ear. Ooh… okay maybe I’m not so jealous… more to the right please?
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They were quick to get moving, but after less than ten minutes of steady jogging away from the hiding spot, the first Crooked patrol caught sight of them. Another dissonant signal horn echoed over the fields, rebounding amongst the small hills and forests like a fart reflected off a wooden pew.

Without needing to be told, Arthene picked up speed from the slow trot she’d been employing to conserve her strength, progressing into a jog even as the Crooked patrol pursued them.

Sienna, under orders from Koda, did not employ her earth magic for now. She’d overdone it earlier with the combat casting, hiding their trail, then forming the new bunker for the others. While she’d put on a confident front, Koda knew that she needed rest. Although resting in motion wasn’t much, Sienna was at least able to let herself slow down and stop casting for a bit.

The first horn call was soon joined by a second, then a third. Now, three full squads of the mounted Crooked pursued them. The other two squads had come out of the hills within minutes of the others as Arthene carried them back along their previous trail, but angling more to the west rather than the north.

“You are going to tell me about this too, right?” Calandra asked over the rushing wind and steady thump-thump of Arthene’s strides. Koda twisted to shoot her a confused look, and Calandra pointed downward to Arthene’s broad back.

“Sure, just not right now. When exactly is up to Arthene,” Koda agreed with a shrug, adjusting his grip on the long handle of the bone club he carried across his lap.

“Which means that she’ll likely hold the answers hostage for some kind of bizarre task or price before she does tell me,” Calandra grumbled sulkily.

“Just means that she has to ensure you survive so she can bug you with the secrets,” Sienna interjected. “North, by that tree line. I see foot soldiers.”

Koda turned his attention to where Sienna had indicated and spotted the Crooked pushing through the trees in a ragged line. The enemies were armed with spears and bows mostly, though the distorted nature of the Crooked continued to show in their armament.

Hands with either not enough or too many fingers gripped spears with curved shafts and gnarled bows with more than one string. He’d seen them put the distorted weapons to use though, and Koda held no illusions about their deadly purpose despite their broken appearance.

“Angle more to the south, Arthene,” Koda ordered and got a grunt of agreement from the bear-woman before she turned away from the group of Crooked soldiers even as another shout went up and someone still amongst the trees began to blow a signal horn.

Arthene had to change direction back north a few minutes later when they spotted another group of foot soldiers heading their way across the fields. Then turned further north when cavalry came over a hill directly ahead of them.

I don’t like this, Arthene sent to him as they charged up a hill once more.

They had been skipping between isolated groups of Crooked for the last hour and a half. The sun had reached the halfway point and the bright light of the day bathed them. Koda could feel sweat prickling on the back of his neck, even though his face was chilled by the breeze created with Arthene’s passage.

“Neither do I, love,” Koda called over the passing wind as another horn call let out a wet blat noise, like a sheep bleating with a sinus full of phlegm.

Another group of Crooked surged out of cover on their right, having been hidden amongst the trees. Unlike the others, these had waited until they were within range before they exposed themselves. A smattering of bent arrows arched from the group, pattering mostly short of them but a few catching Arthene in the side and one bouncing off Calandra’s helmet with a sharp ping.

“Festering shit leech!” Calandra swore, brandishing her axe in the direction of the shooters. “Try that again and I’ll see how far I can plant that bow up your arse! If you are lucky, it’ll set root in your guts and sprout into a tree so you can do something useful for once in your rotten life!”

Calandra had been quiet for most of the ride, and Koda had the feeling that the constant dodging, evading, and fleeing was grating on the dwarven woman. Calandra had always struck him as a woman of action, generally preferring to meet her problems head-on and clash with them properly, rather than evade them like this.

None of the shafts penetrated Arthene’s thick, wiry fur. While it didn’t cut into his hands, Koda noticed that the dense mat of hair under him had shed blows both now and in the past like it was made of braided iron wire. He didn’t question it, just glad that his lover was safe from danger at the moment.

Shit! Arthene cursed over their link, drawing Koda’s attention to their front.

Ahead of them rose a large canyon, the entrance to which was broad and easily two or three hundred feet across, but the walls went from sloped to sheer within ten or fifteen feet of the entrance. Those cliff walls rose up on either side a good forty feet, and Koda saw it narrow quickly, but could see that it opened up on the other side.

“Through! Sienna, can you collapse the way behind us?” Koda ordered and Arthene bellowed her understanding in a deep, ursine roar that sent cascades of stone down from the cliffs ahead of them.

“I will make it happen, my mate,” Sienna growled in determination, and Koda reached back to grip her thigh reassuringly while he kept his eyes forward. Sienna returned the grip with her hand on his for a moment before releasing it.

As they approached the canyon, more Crooked raced out of cover, angling to cut them off from the exit, but Arthene powered through them.

Koda swept the bone club overhead threateningly, but they were through before the Crooked got within range of the weapon. He heard Calandra shouting something in dwarven, but couldn’t make out the words other than ‘threatening’ while they pushed past the group of foot soldiers.

The mounted Crooked were still hot on their heels, and Koda hoped Sienna would take the opportunity to catch a few in whatever she did to seal the canyon behind them.

The walls of the canyon were made of a sandy stone and had the wind-softened curves that reminded him somewhat of images he’d seen of the Grand Canyon back home. He had no idea how these had formed here, but Koda wasn’t going to question his luck as Arthene surged into the crevasse.

As they raced along, following the quickly narrowing path, Koda half-hoped they’d find a cave somewhere along the way to duck into and maybe have Sienna seal off. Then she could shape her way out the other side of the cliff and let them disappear along an unexpected direction.

Alas, no such cave presented itself as they neared the narrowest part of the canyon. The blaring echoes of the Crooked war horns bounced along behind them, the sound waves hugging their retreat far closer than the riders. Ahead of them, Koda could see the open grassland winding away to the west and he thought he spotted more bluffs similar to these far in the distance. If they could lose themselves in those distant hills, then they’d be okay, he was sure of it.

A rumble of noise behind them drew Koda’s gaze backward.

The mounted Crooked were spurring their bizarre horses to higher and higher speeds in an attempt to close. The horses, despite being bizarrely put together, were able to keep up and close on Arthene. The only thing keeping them from easily outmatching the bear spirit was her far greater stride and unflagging strength. But the Crooked were gaining.

The rumble grew louder as the walls closed in, where there had been almost two hundred feet of space, now there was a bare thirty feet between the two soaring cliffs.

He saw Sienna focusing before she held her spear out parallel to the ground and shoved it down toward the earth with a sharp grunting noise, her ears flapping like a pair of little hands as they mimicked the gesture.

A grating roar of cracking stone and shifting earth followed as the cliff-faces on either side sheared off and immediately flowed downward behind them in an avalanche of gray-brown stone, loose soil, and flying cheat-grass stalks. Koda thought he even saw a gnarled tree that had been rooted in the cliff face moments ago riding on top of the avalanche.

The Crooked pursuing them were unable to turn away in time. They’d gathered over thirty of the mounted Crooked over the course of their escape, and Koda saw more than half of them ripped from their mounts as the animals were buried in the moving flow of stone before the cloud of rising dust obscured it.

More rumbles and crashes of falling rocks heralded Sienna exerting herself further for another four or five seconds before the wolf-eared woman went limp, slumping forward onto Calandra’s back.

“I got her,” Calandra barked, shifting to wrap one short arm around behind her and pin Sienna in place.

“M’okay,” Sienna slurred, shaking her head furiously and making her ears flap. “Just lightheaded.”

“You did good, love. I think you buried almost all of them with that,” Koda said as they continued to thunder along down the ravine.

Enough of the dust had cleared that he could see a wall of tumbled stone nearly twenty feet tall had blocked off the passage behind them. The occasional limbs or smears of blood he could spot amongst the rubble showed that the Crooked had been caught up in the rockslide, but Koda had no way of knowing how many it had taken out.

“I think we’ll make it,” Koda panted, turning around to ruffle the fur between Arthene’s rounded ears lovingly. He was about to rain compliments on his bear beastfolk when movement ahead caught his attention.

More Crooked were flowing across the plain in front of them, moving to cut off their exit from the canyon. These Crooked wore actual armor and bore spears and shields as they formed up into a wall a quarter mile ahead of them, completely blocking off the exit to the canyon.

“Shit!”


Chapter Twenty-Seven




Arthene slowed as they approached the wall of spear-wielders.

Love, I can try and push through, but those spears could possibly do some damage to me, Arthene said, her mental voice wary.

“Those spears—” Koda began, only to be cut off by Calandra.

“No! Do not have her charge them. Those spears would kill her, and likely a few would get us too. They’ve got us trapped,” the dwarven woman growled the last part. “Sienna?”

“Can’t, not yet.” Sienna gasped, shaking her head in the negative. “Collapsing the canyon took too much. I don’t have enough left to break their lines.

Arthene slowed and came to a stop around a hundred yards from the line of Crooked.

The enemy soldiers were as disorganized and distorted as Koda had grown to expect, but the gnarled iron tips of their spears were held steady while they brandished misshapen shields to receive a charge.

“This… this feels like true foot soldiers,” Koda mumbled, squinting at the troops ahead of him.

The Crooked stood in a line that was three or four deep in places with the spears extended in a bristling wall. Banners snapped from the tips of some spears, while the hoots and squeals of the signal horns continued in the hills behind him, rallying more troops to this location.

“Aye, I think we’ve been fighting conscripts or the like lately,” Calandra grumbled. “We were lucky that none of these ones were there last night.”

A shifting of movement from the enemy lines ahead of him made Koda tense as a figure shoved through the group to level one gauntleted hand at him.

“You! Champion of the Fallen, your soul will twist in my palm!” spat the Crooked warleader from the gaping, fanged mouth in his neck as he snarled at Koda. But the words cruised past Koda without effect as his stomach roiled at what he was seeing.

The last time Koda had seen the monster, he’d been dressed in formerly immaculate armor that showed the battle damage of his fight with Koda. The man had been pristine of build and features, save for the fish-belly color of his skin and the puckered lamprey-like secondary mouth set into his throat.

That was before Koda had used his own alchemical experiments to melt part of his face and ruin an eye in the escape. He had even clove through the Crooked warleader’s shoulder and part of his chest with the sword that the monster held in his other fist before leaving him for dead on the grassy fields when Arthene had come to his rescue just last night.

That wound was sealed shut now, showing melted flesh that had run like candle-wax and an extended shoulder. It honestly looked like someone had just packed more flesh into the opening created by his cut and then welded it in place. The acid burns to his face were still there, but now the empty socket was filled in with a yellowed orb that was twice the size of his other one, the entire orb the color of piss. The new appearance gave him a lopsided look that more closely compared to the hulking monsters the normal Crooked champions resembled.

“The Dark Ones have promised to remake me using your flesh! I have but to claim it from you,” hissed the grossly disfigured Crooked warleader. “Your pets will be put to better use as well. Their flesh molded and their souls reforged to serve my masters. But fear not, I will treat them as they are due when I wear your flesh like a glove! So face me, fallen champion!”

“The fuck is going on?” Calandra’s muttering knocked Koda out of his rising rage even as the dwarven woman peeked around him. “Oluk’s taint! That thing looks uglier than a troll’s scrotum!”

Silence descended following Calandra’s outburst for but a moment before Sienna giggled, the sound frantic and a little unhinged, but oddly bolstering with the fragments of joy he could feel in it.

“Stay back,” Koda ordered and began to slide off of Arthene’s back, only to be caught by Calandra.

“You can’t seriously be thinking about fighting that thing, can you?” the dwarven woman demanded.

“I’m buying time,” Koda shot back. “I’ve beaten it once, I can do it again.”

“And the troops?” Sienna insisted, shifting and wiggling in her spot at the back of their little group. It looked to Koda like she was getting ready to slide off.

“They’ve already seen this chump eat it once. He’s gotta beat me fair and square this time to retain his top dog position,” Koda said, trying to put as much confidence into it as he could before sliding down from Arthene’s broad back.

The other two slid off and the bear woman resumed her beastfolk form, accepting the bone club from Koda when he offered it to her.

“Smash him like an egg, my mate,” Arthene rumbled, tousling Koda’s hair. “I’ll keep our girls safe.”

“Touching, but your wenches won’t be allowed to interfere,” hissed the warleader and he waved his sword over his head in an obvious signal.

Thumps of impact from behind them heralded the arrival of a half-dozen Crooked champions, the misshapen creatures twisted and bloated with power and danger as they completed the encirclement and began stomping toward the trio of girls.

Before Koda could call directions, the warleader shoved his way past the last of his troops and charged him, falchion held high and screeching a dissonant war-cry.

When Koda had clashed with the warleader the previous night, the fight had been difficult mostly because he was trying to keep the monster off of Calandra. He hadn’t realized just how much the missing eye and the pain from the acid burns must have been hampering the warleader then.

The monster closed the distance to Koda in a handful of bounding strides. Not wanting the warleader to be near his girls, Koda leaped to meet him halfway. The bone and leather gauntlets raced into position over his arms, extending from clawed fingertips up to his elbows as the totemic weapons emerged from within his soul.

I have to protect the girls’ backs. They’ll cover mine and each other, Koda thought in a fury as he bulled past the pain of his previous injuries and slapped out with his right hand to direct the blade of the falchion down and use it as a leverage point to throw himself into a roll over the weapon.

The warleader screamed in anger as the blow went wide and buried the blade into the ground in a spray of dirt. Koda swung a kick at the monster’s head as he went by, but the warleader ducked and angled away from it even as he whirled to chop at Koda, dragging the blade free of the rocky earth.

Dancing backward, Koda looked past the warleader to see his girls locked in combat with four of the six champions.

Arthene stood at the point of an arrowhead formation, with Sienna on her right and Calandra on her left. The bear woman swung her bone club in an overhand chop and slammed it into the earth, barely missing one of the Crooked champions as it skittered backward on three legs. The blow dented the earth and sent a cloud of rock shards spraying outward, causing the escaping champion to stumble. She wasn’t able to make good on the opening though, as the other champion she was facing lunged in with a forked greatsword to drive her back.

Sienna swung her spear in intricate arcs, fending off one of the Crooked even as a second worked to flank her. Koda’s wolf-eared lover lashed out with the butt of her spear at the flanker when they tried to close, slamming the iron-shod base of her spear in the five-armed woman’s chest and driving her backward before she had to turn her attention back to her fight.

Screaming obscenities in dwarvish, Calandra lashed out with a whirling combo of heavy chops, moving out just far enough to block the Crooked on her side from trying to flank her before lunging forward and slamming one armored boot down on top of the foot of one champion, making the lanky figure screech in pain even as its obscenely bloated arms hammered down onto Calandra. The dwarven woman ducked to one side, using her smaller stature to evade the blows.

“Do not ignore me!” screeched the warleader as Koda evaded another hacking blow from the massive falchion. “I will ensure your soul begs for release before the Dark Ones devour it whole! No rebirth for you, no chance at perfection of form! Your screams will feed them just as your flesh will replace what you ruined!”

“You looked like shit before I got to you, hoss,” Koda snapped back at the man, lunging in with both hands to slash at the rent in the monster’s armor. The warleader spun with Koda’s blow and brought the falchion chopping in at just the right angle to remove Koda’s hands if he hadn’t aborted the attack.

Wrenching himself around, the warleader turned the sideways chop into a thrust directly at Koda. This forced Koda to throw himself backward, rolling to his feet over one shoulder even as he felt a tearing sensation in his right arm as the stitches in his flesh began to give out.

“Struggle all you want, fallen champion,” the Crooked warleader hissed, the fanged maw in his throat writhing and flexing like it longed to tear into Koda’s flesh. “You are surrounded. Your companions will be worn down. I will triumph and use your flesh to remake my own. When that is complete, I will find the dregs of your goddess and drag her screaming before my masters. They have long hunted for her, you know?”

Koda didn’t respond to the monster’s taunting. Anger boiled in his chest at the words the monster spoke, alloying with his disgust at the creature in front of him. He wanted nothing more than to wipe the Crooked from this land, as they were truly monsters given form.

A rattle of wood on wood behind Koda warned him and he was able to evade, lunging forward into a roll even as the warleader screeched in fury.

“No! You will not be the ones to bring him down! Do not allow him to escape, but it will be my blade drinking his blood!” The warleader’s voice rose in pitch and fury as he stomped in an almost petulant fashion while threatening the Crooked troopers he’d been slowly driving Koda toward.

“What possessed your leaders to put a child like you in charge?” Koda demanded in disgust, feinting toward the troops again and then dodging back when the warleader slashed down with his falchion to block Koda.

The blow slammed the blade of the warleader’s weapon into the ground with enough force that it sent a cloud of dust into the air and actually clove the head from two spears that had extended further than the others due to their non-uniform shafts.

“I hope you have seeded those sluts, I will enjoy dining on your young as a reward when I am whole!” the warleader screamed, storming out of the cloud of dust with his blade sweeping through the air before him in a flash of blackened metal.

Koda’s mind slid to a halt as time slowed around him at the monster’s words.

Young… children… my children… my blood… The words of the Crooked’s threat echoed within Koda’s mind like the boom of a distant cannon, and deep within the depths of his soul, Koda felt a response.

The last time he’d faced a warleader of the Crooked, it had been a tough fight that he was slowly losing. This battle was more of a dance for him. He couldn’t really get hold of the monster again to harm it, but the Crooked wasn’t able to reach him either. It was a battle of attrition, with his old wounds opening up and exhaustion rearing its head once more.

He was surrounded, his lovers and the mothers of his future children beleaguered even as they fought to survive. He couldn’t draw this out.

A familiar bellow of pain echoed from where the girls fought even now, and he recognized it as Arthene’s voice. But he couldn’t turn away as the slow creep of time continued while the whirling steel descended his way, even as the sensation of something immense and purposeful welled up in his guts and roared into his soul with all the wrath of a titan defying the gods.

Strike back! Protect your den! Protect the mothers! Protect your daughters and sons to be!

The roaring voice sounded familiar, but he couldn’t quite place it. A man's voice rumbled and boomed like an avalanche made of thunder. Distant and thready, he swore he could hear Thera’s voice calling out something, but her words were lost in the roar of rage as Koda again felt power wash out of him.

The blades of his bone claws lengthened as he brought them up to catch the warleader’s falchion on their crossed lengths, before Koda bellowed in absolute fury and wrenched his arms apart again.

Screaming in pain, the Crooked warleader’s falchion exploded in a storm of broken steel as Koda’s silhouette surged larger, as a spiritual form wrapped about him and carried him forward into a shoulder charge that picked the stunned Crooked warleader up off his feet. Koda slammed himself forward, driving the monster on his shoulder into the ground with the impact of a meteor striking the earth.

The ground fractured and rock exploded in all directions as Koda rolled off the warleader and snatched hold of his right forearm. The claws on Koda’s fingers dug deep, piercing the already damaged metal of the warleader’s armguards as Koda yanked and spun, swinging the armored man up into the air like some kind of club shaped like a human.

He whirled out of the cloud of broken rock and stone, spinning at the pivot while the warleader shrieked in fear and pain. Koda’s claws lacerated his arm before Koda altered the angle of his spin and brought his opponent down into the unforgiving earth once more with a bone-shattering crash.

The arm in Koda’s claws tore free in a spray of gore and he cast it aside with another bellow of challenge.

“None threaten my blood!” Koda’s roar blew sand and dust from the air as his boot crashed down on the Crooked warleader’s chest armor, denting the metal plate inward and sending blood spurting from his opponent’s throat-mouth. The bulging, yellow eye stared up at him defiantly, while the other rolled in fear and pain.

“Tell your dark masters that those who stand behind Aegisclaw are not their prey,” Koda hissed down at the man, his gaze locked with the staring yellow eye while his lips peeled back to reveal his teeth in a predator’s snarl.

A moment later, Koda sunk his claws into the warleader’s chest and tore them upward, separating the monster’s head from his neck in another fountain of gore and leaving the limp body of the warleader on the ground behind him.

Foe slain, Koda felt the power retreat into the depths of his soul once more. He had no idea where it had come from, or why it had surged like it did. But he thanked whatever source it might have for stepping in to aid him like it had, protecting his women.

The girls! Koda whirled to his girls where they faced off against the Crooked and Koda saw Arthene, bloody but triumphant, as she drove a heel-kick into the face of one champion, sending the monster slumping to the ground with a broken neck. Sienna had slain her two enemies, one impaled from behind by a spike of stone and the other missing its head. The wolf beastfolk was working with Arthene to keep her spare occupied while the bear spirit killed one.

Calandra had been separated from the other two, not by much but enough that the two facing her were able to bait the dwarven warrior back and forth. It was only because of her smaller stature and her armor that Calandra had endured, so Koda did the first thing that came to mind as he raced to her aid.

He threw the warleader’s head at one of them.

The fleshy missile collided with its target only a second before Koda hit the Crooked like a bladed freight train. He ripped his claws—the weapons having returned to their normal size as the strange power receded—across the stomach of the misshapen champion, not only opening up its chest but digging out a handful of its guts as he passed.

Calandra flinched away from him, but maintained enough focus to trip her opponent when that champion paused to stare at the mess that its fellow had become. A quick blow with her axe later and the fallen champion was separated from its head.

“Chandra’s tits, Koda! Scared the life out of me!” Calandra yelled as Koda slid to a stop, giving the guts in his hand a yank to pull the disemboweled Crooked off its feet before Calandra’s axe ended its pain.

“Later,” Arthene barked as Sienna spitted the last champion with her spear. “Now we have to get out of here!”


Chapter Twenty-Eight




The ranks of soldiers were closing in fast around them. The odd reaction the Crooked usually had to being deprived of their leaders hadn’t triggered, at least not the sort of blind rage that Koda was used to after taking down a champion of the Crooked in the past.

In the large half-circle around them, the ranks of long spears closed in quickly even as the angry shouts of the troops in their broken language echoed and rebounded over the rocks. Looking past the ranks of soldiers, Koda saw the writhing mass of hundreds of Crooked foot troops in ragged clothing and bearing bent weapons. Behind those circled the mounted Crooked, their disturbing steeds screeching their own anger distantly as the thunder of their hooves, paws, and hand-feet made the ground shake.

There had to be nearly a thousand of the Crooked arrayed around them, or at least it felt like that. And they were all closing in quickly. Koda saw a small number of the robed spellcasting Crooked, likely the last of their command staff, urging the troops forward.

“Shit,” Sienna swore as she slid into position on his right.

“I’d have some choicer words to speak on this one,” growled Calandra, the armored dwarf rolling her shoulders and grimacing in pain as the motion aggravated an injury from the fight. But she didn’t falter.

“I can try and push through them,” Arthene offered, her grip tightening on the handle of her bone club and making the leather creak.

“No, you’d just get spitted on those spears,” Koda refuted immediately. “Your hide is thick and strong, love, but those weapons were built to defeat charges like yours. I’m not going to lose you so soon after you joined my family.”

“Flirt with me later, my mate,” Arthene grumped, shooting Koda a heated glance before refocusing on the enemy in front of them. “I’ll happily ride or be ridden, but we need to survive this first.”

The rumbling of the cavalry Crooked picked up even more, and Koda nervously ran his claws over each other as their group backed toward the sealed canyon. He had enough strength from Thera’s blessings that he knew he could use some of the boulders as projectiles, they just needed a moment to get to them.

Back in the ranks behind the slowly advancing wall of spears, Koda thought he could see the strange bowmen taking up position.

“Sienna, can you shape us a way back over that mass of fallen rock?” Koda asked.

As soon as the words left his mouth, he remembered how pointless the question was. Sienna had poured so much magic out that he was surprised she was still standing.

“No, love. I can’t,” Sienna said with a grimace, her expressive pointed ears wilting at having to admit that she couldn’t give her mate what he was asking for. “I could probably open up a trench at this point, but I’m far too tapped out now.”

Grimacing, Koda considered their options. There was a bare thirty feet of distance between them and the wall of spears now. The body of the warleader, what little Koda had left of it, was already hidden from view by the advancing warriors.

Glancing to Calandra, Koda was surprised to see the stout dwarven woman was staring down at the ground in concern, as if finally noticing the rumble of the assembled cavalry outside the spear line.

Are they going to open the lines and let the cavalry charge us? Or just keep backing us up till we are pinned to the walls of the canyon? Whatever they choose, I intend to bleed them for it, Koda thought grimly, and felt the power stir inside of him at the surge of protective instincts welling up in his guts.

“We need to get down,” Calandra said suddenly, and Koda glanced her way again.

The dwarven woman’s look of concern had turned to one of manic glee, and he honestly wondered if she had gone mad. It sounded like she was suggesting that they surrender to the mercies of the Crooked.

Before Koda could ask what Calandra meant, a loud, three note signal tore through the air. It echoed over their fold in the massive grasslands and the Crooked’s advance slowed.

“Sienna!” Calandra’s was the only voice that spoke into the silence as the last of the three notes faded away, leaving behind the rumble of the cavalry as they raced back and forth behind the spear lines.

A rumble that was quickly growing in volume.

“Sienna!” Calandra barked again, breaking them out of their surprised state. “Give us a hollow here, against the wall, quickly! We need to get out of sight and behind something sturdy!”

It was clear that Sienna had grown to trust Calandra, because she didn’t hesitate when the dwarven warrior directed her to one side of the canyon where the sheer cliff shot up a good forty feet with a slight overhang.

A thrust and a grunt of effort from Sienna caused the rocky soil to sink at the base of the cliff, belling outward like she’d just punched her fist down into a stiff dough.

Calandra was already moving, bending and scooping Sienna off her feet and onto the dwarf’s strong shoulders as she went by.

“Everyone in! Get under cover!” Calandra ordered, and the remaining two hurried to comply.

No sooner had Arthene slid down into the hollow, only a few feet deep, than Sienna swished her spear through the air and pulled the rocky soil up into a low dome that rose to meet the stone wall directly above them.

As the dirt rose, Koda glanced back in the direction the three-note signal had come from in time to see a veritable tidal wave of racing horses crest the hill on that side and race downward.

Hundreds of cavalry thundered along in tight rows toward the Crooked with spears and lances leveled, sunlight glinting off of polished shields as well as the yellow-and-black livery of the mounted forces.

The ranks of the Crooked tried to shuffle as their cavalry turned to meet that organized mass with roars of challenge, but the wall blocked off sight before Koda could see what happened.

But it didn’t block sound completely.

Even as the mound of dirt met the stone wall of the cliff and they were plunged into darkness, Koda heard the almighty crash of the cavalry charge meeting the back ranks of the Crooked and plowing right through in a cacophony of steel, screams, and defiance.

“What the hell was that?” Arthene growled into the darkness, and Koda felt her hand as the big woman patted around on his thigh before dragging him against her chest protectively. He could feel the tiny trembles running through his largest mate, leftover dregs of fear and adrenaline from her fight as the battle raged outside their shelter.

“Those,” Calandra panted in the darkness, “were the Baron’s forces, finally showing up to address the problem.”
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While the hollow that Sienna had created would shield them from sight and discovery, it wasn’t exactly comfortable. The space she’d made was roughly the dimensions of a king-size mattress across and maybe three or four feet deep. So all of them needed to get close to remain relatively comfortable.

Since they weren’t fighting, running for their lives, or currently under any kind of threat, even the hard ground under them felt glorious to Koda as his accumulated aches and pains began to make themselves abundantly clear.

When Arthene and Sienna’s sensitive noses picked up the smell of his blood, he was treated to a bit of a lecture from his lovers before there was some shuffling around. Sienna opened a few narrow vents to allow light and air inside while Calandra began checking his cuts and clucking in concern over the torn stitches in his arm. Arthene released him at that point to let Calandra tend to him.

“So, any particular reason why you wanted us to hide when you recognized it was the Baron’s forces?” Koda asked when Calandra’s grumbling at him for tearing his stitches started to get repetitive.

Calandra went quiet at that, and Koda grimaced at the sharp sensation as she tugged the blown stitches out of his wound. He’d already been informed she’d have to redo the stitches in several spots where he’d torn the flesh during the fight.

Was still worth it to take that bastard down, Koda thought grimly before turning his attention back to the silent Calandra.

The dim light that leaked through the handful of carefully shaped holes Sienna had poked into the ceiling with her magic cast them all in an odd light, and Koda was able to see over the crouching Calandra to where Arthene lay with Sienna asleep in her arms. Sienna had passed out from exhaustion almost immediately after opening the air holes, and Arthene had set about bandaging hers and the wolf beastfolk’s wounds before settling in to rest.

“Well, the Baron’s forces likely have a few of Golieas’s champions with them. At least one. And I doubted it would be good for them to run into you right now, Koda. Given your status as a champion as well. I don’t know which god you are champion to, but you wear a token marked by my goddess,” Calandra explained, wiping at Koda’s oozing wound again before fishing out another blown stitch and then rummaging around in her pouch.

Koda was too tired to tense up at the implication. There had been enough clues thrown around and insinuations made by the Crooked warleader that he would have been surprised if Calandra hadn’t caught some of it. She wasn’t an idiot, either, so he knew she’d have figured it out eventually. Instead, he asked a question that was bumping against the edge of his mind and he was too tired to be subtle about.

“Golieas?”

His one-word question got a snort of amusement from Calandra as the dwarf fished out a stubby candle and got it lit with a few quick strikes of flint and steel.

He caught Arthene shooting him a concerned look from where she had Sienna cradled to her full chest, snuggling their exhausted mate. He shrugged with one arm, not wanting to jostle Calandra and set the dwarf off again.

“That answers another question of mine. You are either from a really remote location or you came through a portal yourself, Koda,” Calandra said while heating the tip of her needle in the candle flame to sterilize it before setting to work redoing the stitches. “Golieas Goldheart is the prime god for this world. His priesthood claims dominion over humans, and he leads the faction known as the Stalwart, which stands against the Crooked and others of their ilk.”

“You could say that,” Koda hedged, wincing at the tugging sensation of the stitches. It felt more odd than painful, so he was doing his best to not flinch or wiggle.

“Yeah. I had figured as much,” Calandra said, quickly cutting the stitch free of her needle once it was knotted. “Look, I don’t care which god you are a champion for. As long as you aren’t an agent of Oluk or one of the dark gods. And since you are fighting so hard against the Crooked, I figure you aren’t.”

Movement on the other side of Calandra drew his attention back to Arthene. Koda met the big woman’s eyes and she made a shooing motion, as if to urge him to just spit it out already.

“It’s complicated, Cal,” Koda said after a moment of thought.

“As I said, I figured as much. There are a few too many coincidences floating around right now, Koda. But I’m still here. Still interested in your little knot of complications.” The dwarf woman looked up at him with a small smile in the dim light.

Above them, the crash of fighting and rumble of horses shifted and began to soften. The screams of the Crooked grew louder though, and the noise increased as the fight continued.

It sounded like the battle was really picking up now, and Koda had no idea how long they’d be lingering down here like this. They’d have to hide out long enough for the battle to end and the victor, whichever side, to clear out. But their little shelter should keep them out of sight and safe for now.

I doubt that this Golieas’s people would be happy to have another champion running around. Especially if they can recognize me as another god’s champion. The last thing Thera needs right now is to be outed while she’s weak, Koda thought. From what Thera had told him when she manifested, she didn’t really trust any of the other divines to help her, so he would focus on keeping her survival a secret from them as long as possible.

“If that means hiding out, then so be it,” Koda muttered.

Calandra made a questioning noise as she finished setting another new stitch and he cleared his throat awkwardly.

“Don’t worry about it. We are all dead on our feet and battered beyond belief. If I wasn’t focusing on getting you stitched up, I’d be snoring away on Arthene’s other tit to match Sienna,” Calandra chuckled, shooting an affectionate look over her shoulder toward the big woman, who just winked at her and patted the jiggling mound of flesh invitingly.

“You are welcome to rest on me, Cal,” Arthene offered, her tongue slipping out to play with one of her eyeteeth temptingly. “But I can’t guarantee you’ll be allowed to sleep for long. Especially if my mate has decided to accept you fully.”

“I’m just waiting on this full explanation,” Calandra said before turning back to Koda.

Before she could urge him, Koda sighed and started to explain.

“You have to keep this to yourself,” he began and got a nod from Calandra as the dwarf rebandaged his wound. “You are right that I’m not from here. I was called from a very long distance to help Sienna’s tribe, the Ivory Spear tribe.”

“And Arthene?” Calandra asked, glancing back at the lounging bear woman, whose rounded ears wiggled in amusement.

“I am not a local, but I’ve… lived in the area for some time,” Arthene answered before shooting a pointed look at Koda. “Just tell her, my mate. It’ll startle her, but I think she will handle it well.”

When Calandra turned her attention back to Koda, he just nodded to her and continued his explanation.

“I was called here to help the Ivory Spear tribe because they were the last holdouts of the goddess I serve. A goddess that is believed to be dead.”

Calandra’s eyes squinted thoughtfully for a moment before they went wide in shock and surprise.

“No… there’s only two divines that fell in the wars, and only one of them was a goddess…” Calandra mumbled, but Koda didn’t stop his explanation.

“The goddess that I serve is known as the Beast Queen, Thera Ivorycrown.”


Chapter Twenty-Nine




Koda filled Calandra in on the true story of the last several weeks. He told her about the world of his birth, the situation that led to being contacted by Thera herself, and how that had ended up with him being summoned to this world. She listened with wide eyes as he told her of the battles against the Crooked in the mountains, how he’d claimed several sites of power that were finally working toward restoring Thera’s strength. The only time her eyes strayed from him was when he revealed exactly what Arthene was.

Arthene had just given the dwarven woman a smug smile, apparently content to be cuddling with Sienna for the moment. When Arthene chose not to expand beyond the explanation that she was one of the primal spirits who served under Thera, Calandra turned back to Koda expectantly to see what came next.

“So we wrecked the portal structure, then immediately set out after the group coming this way to reinforce the siege on Amberpost. From there, you basically know the rest,” Koda finished, his voice rough from the story.

Calandra had long since finished stitching him up and packed her things away, the motions automatic as she watched and listened in wonder to the whole tale. When that was finished, the dwarven woman had draped herself over Koda’s stomach and propped her elbow on his breastbone to stare down at his face while he laid there and talked. Koda was sure that the pose should have been awkward and maybe even painful, but he was just too tired to do anything at the moment.

All that he cared about was just not having to move right now. That and with this pose, it allowed Calandra’s full breasts to lay on top of him even when constrained by her chain armor, a soft padding to the metallic weight. The notch of her hip fit just perfectly into his side as well, allowing her to lounge rather comfortably against him as long as she didn’t shift and dig her elbow into the soft space below his ribs.

“That is…”

“Fantastical? Ridiculous? Take your pick if you want, I can hardly believe it myself,” Koda laughed with a roll of his eyes and shifted slightly, grimacing when the motion jostled one of his injuries.

“Hot,” Calandra answered in a husky tone. Koda stared at her in surprise, but Arthene let out a throaty laugh.

“What?” Koda asked, dumbfounded.

“It’s hot, you great sexy fool,” Calandra said, her tone low and husky with desire. “I can’t fully express just how hot it is to hear that you are a descendant of a long-lost lineage of champions who answered the call when it came to you. I shouldn’t be surprised, since you are idiotically noble and sacrificing.”

“Hey!” Koda protested.

“She’s right,” Arthene interjected with a throaty laugh. “It’s attractive and infuriating at the same time. Sometimes I’m not sure if I want to box his ears or fuck him senseless, and I’ve only known the man for a week or so. They are both such satisfying thoughts that it’s hard to decide at times.”

“I know which one I’d vote for,” Koda shot back at her, hoping to angle her toward the one that likely wouldn’t leave him with dents in his skull, given his lover’s strength.

Silence stretched between them for several more moments. Well, relative silence. The sounds of combat from above had shifted, still going on, just not as closely. As Koda was considering if they could safely make their escape now or if it would be better to remain in hiding until nightfall, Calandra shifted and drew his attention back to her.

The dwarven woman was watching him, he could tell from how her head was tilted and the way she peered at him. She spoke up before he could ask her what was on her mind, and Koda realized he shouldn’t be surprised at her question.

“You are serious though, Koda? This… this is real? You aren’t messing with me?”

“Which part? The part about being from another world? Or the part about preferring that Arthene decide to fuck me rather than beat me up?” Koda asked glibly in response.

Calandra shifted and slapped him lightly with the palm of the hand she wasn’t leaning on, which got a snicker from Arthene as the bear spirit watched with her far less violent cuddling partner.

“The part about Ivorycrown being alive,” Calandra hissed, the dim light showing Koda her frown as she glared down at him. “The part about my goddess’s sworn sister actually having survived the battle we all thought she lost. That my goddess’s greatest regret and sadness, the one that she’s been doing her best to overcome for hundreds of years, is unneeded.”

“She’s alive, Cal. Just… very weak right now,” Koda answered gently, reaching up to cup her cheek lightly with one hand, smoothing a thumb along her jawline as he went.

Calandra leaned into his touch, her eyes closing as she took a deep breath in through her nose and let it out through her mouth in a gusty sigh that carried more than just exhaustion, but a bone-deep sense of loss that it was almost palpable in the air.

“How much do you know about their bond?” Calandra asked into the silence.

“Next to nothing,” Koda answered. “What little I do know is related to that necklace of mine and a story the headwoman told me when she gave it to me.”

“I thought it looked familiar. Chandra has forged no more of them since the loss of her sister, and those that do persist are considered reliquaries by her faithful,” Calandra replied, shifting to look at Arthene questioningly.

“We haven’t had time to educate him about everything, Cal. Koda’s been racing from place to place solving problems and saving people since he set foot on this world. The best we’ve been able to do is fuck him to sleep whenever we can so he actually sleeps the full night. Even his warriors from the Ivory Spear noticed that he doesn’t like to stop if someone is in danger and refused to give him watch rotations,” Arthene said grouchily and the dwarf nodded in understanding.

“Koda…” Calandra hesitated for a moment, seeming to consider her words carefully before just throwing out the question she clearly wanted to ask. “Do you know why Thera never reached out to Chandra? My goddess has mourned the death of one she considered family for so long that it’s become a mandate of my kind to hunt Crooked wherever we find them. Any who follow Chandra Wildheart will end Crooked whenever we find them, because they stole our progenitor’s happiness when they stole her sister away.”

“She’s weak, and doesn’t know who she can trust anymore,” Koda explained as best he could. Thera had talked about it somewhat before, he just had to find the best way to explain it to Calandra. From the desolate way she’d asked the question, Koda had a feeling that Calandra would not take glib replies well, and she needed to understand.

“But Chandra—” Calandra explained, but Arthene interrupted her.

“Chandra slammed the door in our face when we ran to her for help,” Arthene said simply. There was no malice in the bear spirit’s words, just resignation.

Calandra turned a horrified look on the other woman and her mouth worked soundlessly, but the question was still obvious in her manner.

“Yes, Cal,” Arthene answered her. “When she opened the Howling Sanctuary to our people, took in as many refugees as she could, then risked crossing over to sabotage the portal to Thera’s world to safeguard her people? She didn’t realize we were fleeing for her at that exact moment. She only saw the horde of Crooked and dark creatures racing for the gate and acted.”

Calandra shrunk back at the words, her head shaking back and forth in denial as Arthene continued to speak. Koda caught her free hand with his and gave it a reassuring squeeze.

“I knew Chandra of old, knew how she loved my Lady and how the two of them would spend time together,” Arthene said in a far gentler tone. “I refuse to believe she abandoned us intentionally. She acted to protect her own realm and those of our people she was able to save. But that doesn’t change the fact that if she had held back, had waited just another minute or two longer, then the last of Thera’s priesthood would have been able to escape with her final totem. As it was, we were forced to flee to another gate, then go into hiding here on Eassemund.”

“Why didn’t they seek passage to the Howling Sanctuary?” Calandra asked desperately, gripping onto Koda’s hand tightly.

“We had no way of knowing where was safe. Eassemund at least wasn’t the seat of another god’s power, and Thera’s people went into hiding there. It was only then that Thera realized she couldn’t recover. She needed a member of her priesthood to claim power for her. She waited and hoped that someone had escaped, that she might feel some kind of power from those who went to Chandra, but nothing ever came.”

Arthene’s tone was one of resignation and Calandra sighed, her brow furrowing in concern and thought.

Koda let them sit there and consider for a while. It was a lot to unload on someone, even someone as resilient as he knew Calandra to be from their time together.

“Do… Do you think Thera will ever forgive Chandra?” the dwarven woman asked.

“I think she wants to,” Koda answered when he felt a pulse of regret well up from the section of his soul where he stored his clawed gauntlets. The items that had been crafted out of Thera’s last totem. “But she’s not ready yet. She needs to be stronger before she’d be comfortable reaching out to anyone. No matter how much she might trust them, Thera needs to stay out of sight. I have a feeling that, if she outs herself to Chandra, it’s going to get to the other gods.”

There was silence for a moment before a grunt of understanding came from Calandra.

“Yes. The other gods… I know Chandra would stand with her. Ormi would have stood with her too, but he is the other deceased god. Gont might stand in his brother’s stead, but that’s it. And even then, the Stalwart as a faction, led by Golieas, believes that Thera fell to darkness before being consumed when her worlds fell. Gont witnessed Ormi’s death, that’s how we know of it.”

“Ormi Bluescale was the primal god of the Drak’nar, or dragonfolk. Gont Sailfist is the primal god of the orcs,” Arthene explained when she noticed Koda’s confusion.

“Ah, sorry,” Calandra laughed quietly when she realized she’d lost Koda. “I forgot again that there is so much you don’t know. For someone who only came here weeks ago, you get along well enough.”

“I just don’t slow down long enough to get caught is all,” Koda replied dryly, turning to give Arthene a smile.

Wiggling his hand free of Calandra’s finally, he patted her hip lightly. The dwarven woman shifted, but didn’t let him up just yet. Instead, she peered down at him questioningly.

“It sounds like the fighting has stopped up top,” Koda explained, pointing upward. “We should try and get some distance from it while we can. If the Baron’s people won; well, they’ll be doing their job and handling the Crooked. If the Crooked threw them off, I doubt they’ll be pursuing us. Either way, we can get word back to Amberpost and hopefully meet up with the others.”

Calandra paused to think for a long moment before nodding. She didn’t shift off of him still, instead leaning forward until she hung right over Koda’s face from only inches away.

“Koda Aegisclaw, I wanted to become part of your family before. But now? Now you’d have to order me away,” she said earnestly. “You represent a chance to heal my goddess’s broken heart and bring joy back to my people. Those who follow Chandra have long regretted that we took so long to respond to our allies’ requests for aid, and you represent a chance to right that great wrong.”

“You don’t have to,” Koda began, but Calandra silenced him with a light kiss.

Their lips met softly, not parting or doing more than simply pressing together, but it was enough to earn Koda’s silence. When Calandra finally leaned back, she met his eyes once more, a few strands of her brown hair that had escaped her braids hanging in front of her face.

“I don’t have to. I want to. I want in on this purpose because it is good and right, and because you are a good man.” Calandra bumped the tip of her nose against Koda’s before wriggling upright once more. “Now, let's get moving! I want to try and get back with the others. If we are very lucky, we can get back to town. As much as I’d love to fuck you right now for how badass you were and the hope you represent, I would prefer our first time to be between clean sheets, if it’s all the same to you.”

Sienna gave a sleepy laugh from where she was buried between Arthene’s breasts.

“You might be the first of us to actually have him in a bed then, sister.”


Chapter Thirty




Since Sienna was awake again, she was able to shape an opening in their little hideout to let Koda peek his head out. The wolf beastfolk was still too tired from her mana expenditure to do much other than widen one of the air-holes she’d placed.

They chose Koda to check simply by expedience, as Arthene was unwilling to let her snuggle-Sienna go just yet and the big woman didn’t prefer stealth normally, and Calandra’s armor made subtlety a distant afterthought.

Wiggling on his belly like a worm, Koda edged out of the larger vent hole. The motion made his injuries burn and ache, but he ignored it. Securing their safe exit from the area was far more important than temporary pain right now.

As soon as he was able to peer past the lip of the packed earth that made up their protective shelter, Koda let out a low whistle at the sight.

The battle they’d been partially ignoring had been brutal.

Dead Crooked lay in heaps, with a forest of broken spears and shattered lances protruding upward like limbless saplings reaching for the sky. The bodies lay mounded in heaps in some spots while in others they were scattered. The small valley they had set up in to capture and pin Koda and his group was now a charnel house of blood, death, and destruction.

Scanning the field, he saw a few of the Crooked stirring weakly, but those looked more like the last gasps of the wounded expiring. There were more than a few bodies of horses and the mounted soldiers from the baron mixed in, their black and yellow tabards making it easy to spot them amongst the chaos. The fallen Crooked far outnumbered those of the baron’s force though.

Distantly, Koda heard another horn-call, a four-note signal that echoed clearly over the hills and fields unlike the gross blatting of the Crooked’s signals.

“It’s clear, let's get some distance,” Koda called over his shoulder and began wiggling the rest of the way through the hole.

Before Koda got far in exiting their hideout, he felt a hand on his leg that then grazed over his package for a squeeze before returning to his thigh to help push him through. From the size of the limb, he guessed it was Calandra giving him a “hand” to get out, and getting a handful herself.

Whatever, it’s not like Arthene doesn’t do the same thing. My life is weird enough already, though damn if I’m not happy, Koda thought as he pulled himself free and slid out into a crouch.

Reaching down into the hole, he caught Calandra by the shoulders of her armor and helped drag the stout dwarven woman out. Sienna came next, crawling weakly along to sit in an exhausted daze against the wall. Koda shot her a worried look that was interrupted by Calandra elbowing him lightly as she accepted her Dane axe from Arthene, the last of their number still in the hideout.

“Go check on your mate, Aegisclaw. I got this,” Calandra said quietly and Koda nodded, shooting her a smile for her understanding.

Scooting over, still keeping low to the ground to use the humped earth to block line of sight, Koda slid over to kneel next to Sienna and lay his wrist against her pale forehead.

The wolf beastfolk wrinkled her nose at him, pouting faintly, though her tail gave a weak wiggle of happiness at his proximity.

“How are you doing, love?” Koda asked, brushing her sweaty hair back from her face with his other hand before leaning in to press a kiss to her forehead.

Sienna let out a tired sigh and reached up to knot one hand in his shirt, tugging weakly for him to bend further down. Koda complied and pressed his next kiss to her soft lips. The hand that he’d had on her forehead had slid back into her hair, so he just kept it moving until he could stroke the edges of her fuzzy ears lightly.

“Tired,” Sienna muttered into the kiss, shifting to nuzzle into his cheek, “but I’ll survive.”

“You better do more than just survive, love. I have plans for you and our future,” Koda murmured into Sienna’s hair and he felt the hand in his shirt tighten before she kissed his cheek lovingly.

“I’ll survive today, and thrive tomorrow. You can bet I want that future too,” she murmured lovingly into his ear. “Help me up, Koda? I’m weak as a newborn pup right now.”

Shifting again, Koda used his enhanced strength to lever Sienna upright, and when she swayed on her feet, he scooped her up into a princess carry that made his injuries twinge and ache even more, but he wasn’t about to risk one of his mates.

Calandra shot him a stern look, pointedly dropping her gaze to the new bandages she’d applied to him which were already staining red. She held the weapons of the three ladies while Arthene wiggled out of the little burrow, the much larger woman struggling a bit to get her large bust past the narrow opening.

Arthene’s frantic wiggling caused a bit of a costume malfunction when her top peeled down to expose her nipples, but the large woman didn’t react. Only when she was fully free of the burrow did she fix her clothes and look at the others.

“What?” Arthene asked when she saw both Koda and Calandra staring at her hungrily while Sienna gave a sleepy giggle from where she lay snuggled into Koda’s neck.

“Damn girl, just… damn!” Calandra summed up for them and got a proud smirk from the bear spirit.

“You can stare and maybe even play with them later. First, we need to get to safety. Koda, which way?”

Arthene’s assertion helped get them back on track. Koda gave the battlefield one last look over and pointed to their left, toward the south.

“It looks like the cavalry went north, that’s the direction I heard their signal horn from. Let’s get down there and into cover before you shift. A giant bear racing across the countryside is going to be strange enough it’s going to stick out to any scouts in the area, so we want to stay under cover as much as possible.”

“Here, I’ll take our sweet Sienna from you,” Arthene said and scooped the other woman up out of Koda’s arms. “You need to be able to guide us, love. Cal, give him Sienna’s spear. Can you carry my club for now?”

“Sure thing,” Calandra replied and handed Koda the broad-bladed spear that Sienna carried.

As soon as they had themselves sorted, the trio trotted out and around the cliff walls, doing their best to stick to the rocky earth to leave as few footprints as possible. Koda led the way, with Calandra right behind him and Arthene at the rear carrying the exhausted Sienna.

While he’d only been here for two weeks so far, Koda had done what he could to learn of tracking and woodcraft. While he couldn’t track even half as well as Sienna—he just didn’t have the practice yet—he’d absorbed their lessons about moving as quietly as possible over the land and did his best to put it into practice. Both in sound and in traces left.

Koda guided them into the trees, using large boulders whenever possible to break up their trail. Calandra swore and grumbled sometimes when she slipped, the dwarven woman clearly not as comfortable in the wilderness as his other girls, but while she complained quietly, she never gave up and never truly voiced more than a grumble.

Kind of reminds me of a few of the better guys on the work site, Koda thought with a wry grin. The “I might bitch the whole time, but I’ll never give up when I start on something” sort of attitude. I could empathize with that.

The tree cover was sparse, but Koda had them walk along the banks of one of the many small streams that crossed the countryside, using the banks and the greenery as cover for a good hour before Arthene urged them out into the open.

“It’s been a fair bit since we heard the signal horns, lets get some real distance. I’m still concerned there might be patrols of Crooked wandering the hills that we might run into,” the big woman explained while handing off the now-sleeping Sienna to Koda.

“Fair. I trust your judgment, Arthene. You think you can find the way back to the others?” Koda asked. He’d used one of his tattered shirts to fashion a sling for Sienna’s spear during their walk, and it sat across his shoulders right now, so he accepted the sleeping woman without a problem.

“I can find them,” Arthene said with a smile before shaking her hair back and squaring her shoulders.

Before she could shift, Koda stepped up to her and flicked his head to indicate for her to bend down. Quirking an eyebrow, Arthene did as asked, only to jump in surprise when Koda shifted Sienna in his arms for a moment to free up an arm so he could pull her into a kiss as well.

“You’ve done well looking after us, Den Mother,” Koda said when their kiss finished. Invoking one of Arthene’s titles made the big woman shudder, and the scent of sun-warmed berries thickened around her. “I’m proud of you, but be careful you don’t hurt yourself. I need you healthy so I can reward you for all your hard work, my mate.”

He’d seen the tiredness in Arthene’s eyes. It wasn’t unexpected, as all of them were exhausted. Sienna had just pushed harder than the rest of them with her magic. Even he was feeling the exhaustion from the running, fighting, and that odd power he’d called up to defeat the Crooked warleader both times. But he knew Arthene, even after this short of a time. She would push herself too far if she thought it was needed.

Arthene didn’t respond, just leaning into him and taking a deep breath with her face buried in the top of his head. The gesture made Koda’s long, straight, black hair stir as she scented him before she nodded into his grip.

“Of course, my mate,” she replied gently before her tone took on a devious twist. “But I want to get you back somewhere with a real bed and a bath, so you can claim your newest mate properly. Do you think she’ll let us watch?”

The last part of Arthene’s statement was said loud enough that Calandra heard it, and the dwarven woman coughed in surprise before rolling her eyes at Arthene.

“I don’t think I could stop you if you wanted to, regardless,” Calandra shot back with a smirk. “But thankfully, I don’t mind. I’d just like to monopolize our… mate. For our first time together at least. I have a lot of pent up frustrations I need to work out, and he keeps pushing my buttons and adding to the pile.”

“Oh? Do tell, so that I can encourage him more,” Arthene husked back, separating from Koda and rolling her shoulders again before she began to swell. Her face grew more bestial, then shifted into her dire bear muzzle as fur sprouted all over her body.

“Well, for one: seeing him manhandle a goddess like yourself, while tenderly caring for the other that needs help,” Calandra said with a waggle of her eyebrows before turning to look up at Koda and lightly slugging him in the thigh. “Not to mention you literally tore off the head of the Crooked warleader! Chandra’s astonishing arse, that was hot when I could think long enough to realize what you did. That primal side of you is damned hot, Aegisclaw.”

“I’ll keep that in mind then, Cal,” Koda said with a laugh as Arthene settled at her full size with an amused huff.

Damn straight that primal side is arousing, Arthene said silently to Koda through their spiritual connection. You are going to have to hunt me through the forest one of these days. Chase me down, pin me, and then claim your rights as my mate. Now that would be all sorts of arousing.

The massive bear let out a low huff that sounded almost like a moan, and Koda laughed.

“Sure. I get the feeling Sienna might enjoy a chase like that too,” Koda said aloud, reaching up to scratch Arthene behind one rounded ear before nimbly climbing up the large animal to settle onto her broad back. He could run and keep up with Arthene without a problem, at least for a while, but Sienna never stirred as he climbed up and someone had to steady her so she wouldn’t fall off Arthene’s back.

Calandra grumbled under her breath as she handed the weapons to Koda, then proceeded to scramble up in a very undignified manner. Once she was in position and had herself settled, she pressed herself into Koda’s back to help anchor herself as Arthene began to trot through the trees at a ground-eating pace.

“What were you talking about?” Calandra asked after a moment of silence. Koda snickered again, debating for only a minute before deciding to explain.

“Arthene was saying that it would be rather hot for me to chase her through the woods and claim her once I caught her. She and Sienna both tend more toward the wild end of the spectrum.”

Calandra was silent for a long moment, and Koda wondered if he had overshared when she finally spoke.

“They are right, that does sound pretty hot. Being run to ground by a wild man who only has one thing on his mind. At least with one particular wild man,” Calandra said in a husky tone, one hand wandering from where it sat on his thigh to stroke the front of his pants meaningfully.

[image: ]


Sienna had woken after a few hours' nap in Koda’s arms and had shifted to sit in front of him instead. Since Calandra hadn’t given up on teasing him with her hands on his waist sliding over his crotch, this meant that Koda ended up sandwiched between them. Sienna leaned back into him, her firm butt pressing into his crotch as she dozed while riding. Calandra pressed more firmly into his back, her armor not enough to fully conceal her full chest as the dwarven woman seemed intent on arousing Koda as much as possible.

His only break had come after they got to the road and Sienna had spotted the fresh horse tracks, directing Arthene to follow them. With that discovery, the girls switched from winding Koda up to being on watch, though Calandra made sure to not let him actually wind down.

It was dusk when they found the other refugees. Arthene had kept up a steady pace, keeping to the trees and out of sight for the first while until it was obvious they had escaped the combat zone without being spotted. Once she was sure it was safe, the bear spirit simply drew as straight a line as possible toward their target.

The group of refugees and the warriors of the Ivory Spear tribe had made it to the road, just as ordered, and were making a direct line toward Amberpost. The horses were moving slowly, clearly exhausted, but gamely keeping up the exertion of carrying their burdens. They had already passed the last line of the farms and were at most an hour from Amberpost.

As soon as Koda’s group spotted the distant shape of the refugees, Arthene came to a stop and let them all dismount before shifting back. Koda offered to carry Sienna further if she needed, but his wolfish lover refused, saying she’d rested enough and could rally for this last push.

Koda made sure to call out to his group once they were within earshot, not wanting to surprise anyone or get shot by someone with a bad case of nerves. The refugees were elated to hear that the threat was resolved and that the baron’s forces were taking care of the problem now. It helped bolster their spirits for the final push into town.

“What’s the plan going to be, Aegisclaw?” Todd asked, having dropped back to the rear where Koda and his ladies had taken up position as a rearguard.

“Get to town. Bathe, eat, sleep, likely in that order—” Koda began and Calandra interrupted him with a sharp clearing of her throat. He shot her a “hush you” look before continuing, ignoring the smirk on Todd’s face. “Then when we are done, we’ll buy what supplies we can from town and head back to Silverstone. Given they just survived a siege, I doubt there will be much available, but it’d still be nice to buy what we can.”

“Aye. We can always use more arrow- and spearheads. The smith back in town can forge them too, but he’s only one man, and it takes time,” Todd agreed. “I’d say get some supplies to help with rebuilding too. Nails, fasteners, latches. Maybe paint, cloth, and spices too. Might as well put some of that Crooked money we claimed to use where it won’t seem suspicious. The paychest is something we can dig up on the way back, but we also have what else we took and the money from those we downed in the vale.”

“Right. So we rest tonight, shop tomorrow morning, and then meet up around noon to head out? While I’d love to spend a few days resting, I’d rather be on the road back to the village as soon as we can,” Koda agreed.

“Not to mention, the baron’s forces will be coming to check on Amberpost once they finish sweeping the Crooked forces from the land. Better to be away so no one asks questions,” Calandra said with a grunt. “Shouldn’t take me more than a few hours to clear out my things and tell that idiot Tomlin I’m quitting. Provided I’m not too bowlegged after tonight.”

The last part of her sentence was spoken in a murmur and Koda knew it wasn't meant for him, but he still caught it anyway due to proximity. And from the way Todd’s pointed fox ears twitched, the hunter had heard as well.

But the older man said nothing, only nodding to Koda and pressing back into the group of mixed refugees and warriors, passing the word along to each of them. Several of Koda’s warriors shot looks back at him to confirm and he nodded, getting smiles and salutes in return. It was clear that all of them were looking forward to a chance to rest properly.

The rest of their trip to the town was uneventful. When they got close to the barricades blocking the road, Calandra pushed forward and berated the guards on duty to get out of the way so they could get people to shelter. With Calandra there in uniform to give them credibility, the guards didn’t stop them for long.

It was clear that the last day or two had been used to reinforce the barricades and provide better defenses in the town. They passed large areas damaged by the fire they’d fought after saving the town, but rebuilding of that would take far longer. The town still had the tense feeling of waiting for the next blow to fall, but there wasn’t much that could be done about that.

They got the refugees settled amongst the townsfolk, with the majority of them having friends or family in Amberpost who happily accepted their wayward relatives in. While they did that, Hannah slipped off and secured them rooms at one of the taverns off the main square.

Koda didn’t care much, trusting in his people to handle things. He’d eaten what he could while they traveled, but his exhaustion was rearing its head now. He didn’t remember much of their meal in the common room of the tavern, just that they’d had a thick stew full of vegetables for dinner along with warm bread that was just a bit too dry to eat without dipping it in the stew to soften it up. The day had caught up with him at that point and he was tired but not able to really rest yet.

Vaguely, he remembered someone coming in who was dressed up fancy, but he was more focused on his food and enjoying not being on his feet for the time being. Calandra had handled them, sending the person on their way after a brief but heated conversation. Koda only really tuned in when she flopped back onto the bench next to him, then tossed a jingling pouch onto the table in front of him. It was about the size of a small orange, and looked to be stuffed full.

“That’s the council’s ‘thanks’ for your assistance in recovering people and stalling the Crooked forces. I got them to bugger off by telling them the baron’s forces are in the area and clearing things up, so he raced off to tell the council,” Calandra grumbled, stuffing a hunk of potato in her mouth and chewing.

“Thanks, Cal. Owe you one for that,” Koda said tiredly.

“You owe me more than one for that, Aegisclaw,” Calandra said in mock anger. “I told you, we were waiting for a bed and a bath, and your folks handled both of them. Apparently, word is already going around that I’m part of your harem now.”

“You aren’t?” Koda asked, confusion joining the tiredness in his voice and making him a bit dumb.

Rather than yell at him, Calandra blushed and looked away to mumble something.

“What was that, Cal?” Koda asked, pushing his empty bowl away. Now that he’d had something to eat and his body was digesting, he could feel some of his awareness returning. He didn’t see Arthene or Sienna in the room at the moment and had a vague memory of them heading off to get cleaned up.

“I said ‘not yet, I’m not!’ ” Calandra snapped, blushing more furiously now. “But I intend to fix that as soon as your girls get back.”

As if summoned by her words, Arthene clomped down the stairs that led from the common room that was mostly full of the Ivory Spear warriors and the refugees right now. The big woman’s face shone and her hair was freshly washed and freed from the twin braids she’d been wearing for the time being. Her outfit looked a bit grubby still, but as far as Koda knew, she only had the one set.

Arthene paused to study the room before spotting them and grinning. She hurried over, pushing between the celebrants and tables carefully.

“Come on, my mate. Sienna should have the maids finished changing out the bath water for you and Cal here soon,” Arthene said once she got within range to speak. Judging from the number of heads that turned curiously and quiet snickers, most of the room had heard her statement.

Calandra groaned and leaned forward to smack her head lightly on the table, nearly doing so in her mostly-empty bowl.

“Well, if any of them hadn’t heard it, they will have now,” she grumbled before sitting up straight and squaring her shoulders with a scowl. “Fuck it, I don’t care. This is still the best thing that has ever happened to me. Come on, lover. You can help me wash.”

Calandra suited words to actions and hopped down from her stool, grabbing Koda’s belt and giving him a tug to get him moving.

“That’s the plan, Cal. Sienna helped me wash up so that you and Koda could do the same,” Arthene grinned, her white teeth sparkling in the low light of the tavern. “Then we can all fall down together to sleep. If you take too long though…”

“Going! We are going!” Calandra interrupted, getting a huffing laugh from Arthene as she pushed past, still dragging Koda by his belt.

Koda, for his part, rolled his eyes at Arthene who smirked down at him and pressed a kiss to his lips while he went by.

“Troublemaker,” he called over his shoulder at her.

“Ah but I’m the best kind,” Arthene called back, turning to cock her hip and rest one hand on it. “I’m your troublemaker. Now go and enjoy a nice bath. Make sure you scrub every inch!”


Chapter Thirty-One
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Being hauled around by his belt should have been rather demeaning for Koda. It was the kind of thing that was done to rowdy children who weren’t obeying their parents. But given who was doing the dragging and what she had planned for him, Koda didn’t really complain. If anything, it was giving him fresh energy for what he knew was coming.

Calandra dragged him up the stairs to the second floor before pausing and looking down the hall in confusion.

“What room did we have again?” she asked after a moment and Koda smothered a laugh.

“I don’t know. Let me go ask Arthene,” Koda said between snickers, but when he tried to step away, Calandra’s grip on his belt refused to let him budge.

“Nope,” Calandra said bluntly. “Sienna! Where are you at?!”

There was a thump from the next floor up and Calandra grunted, starting up the stairs with Koda in tow.

By the time they made it to the third floor, they caught sight of Sienna hanging her head out the door of one room of the four that took up the top floor of the tavern.

“Did I hear someone shouting my name?” Sienna asked, quirking an eyebrow at them questioningly, though Koda could see the amusement dancing in her shimmering blue-green eyes. She, like Arthene, was freshly washed, and the small handful of freckles she bore shone in the light of the lamp illuminating the hall.

“Yeah, the big one didn’t tell us which room it was, and I’m dying for a bath. Arthene said I get this lug to help me wash?” The last part came out more as a question than a statement, as if the dwarven woman wanted to confirm that Sienna was, in fact, okay with sharing him like this.

“Of course. Might become part of our family’s tradition, since we bathed in a spring our first time, and we did it with Arthene that time by the river,” Sienna said with a smile, stepping out of the room in her usual shirt and pants combination with her belt knife hanging from her waist. “Make sure you wash up well. I don’t want you making more of a mess in the sheets than you have to, since I am looking forward to sleeping on an actual bed this time.”

“You don’t—” Koda began to tease his redheaded mate and she shook her head, making her pointed wolf ears flop adorably.

“No, I don’t count sleeping on top of Arthene as a bed. She’s not soft enough to qualify, at least not all of her. I do like her ‘pillows,’ though,” Sienna interrupted. “Now scoot you two. Have fun, Calandra. Don’t break my mate, or else I’ll leave you dangling out the window by your hair.”

“Never!” Calandra promised before slipping past Sienna with her prize in tow.

Koda gave Sienna a kiss as he was dragged past, getting a snicker from the wolf beastfolk before she pulled the door closed behind them.

The room was simple enough, though spacious for an inn. A bed sat against the far wall with a small table between it and the door. Their packs were all piled on the table or on the floor next to it. Light shone from a pair of lanterns hung on the walls to either side of the room, and the light reflected off a simple wood and copper tub that sat about knee high and off to the side. The floor all around it was damp, showing footprints of two different sizes to confirm that his other lovers had already gotten their turn. But steam rose from the contents, showing Koda that Arthene was right that the water had been replaced.

“Well, then. Shall we get cleaned up before I have you make me dirty again?” Calandra finally released Koda’s belt and turned to stare up at him with her hands on her hips.

“I’d be happy to help wash you, Cal. You’ve earned some attention for sticking with us after all the shit we’ve dealt with the last few days,” Koda replied, already working to unbutton his shirt.

“Good! Not like I planned to let you say no, but it’s much easier to speak plainly than have to seduce you a second time.” Calandra said with a nod and began undoing her belt and dropping her things next to the table.

“Seduce me? Cal, you basically elbowed me in the side and said ‘hey sexy, wanna fuck?’ how is that seduction?” Koda asked, having waited until he was out of reprisal range before he teased her.

Calandra sputtered in surprise and nearly tripped as she’d been trying to pry her boots off.

“Ass!” The dwarven woman accused him when she recovered her balance and took a knee instead.

“Yes, I do like yours,” Koda replied blithely. “Though I look forward to seeing more of it.”

Calandra made a rude sound before prying off her boot with a contented sigh.

It was much quicker for Koda to strip down than it was for Calandra, as he wasn’t wearing any armor. So as soon as he was down to the loose linen underpants that Sienna had given him, Koda turned to help Calandra remove her heavy armor.

“Damn, woman. You wore that this whole time?” Koda asked, tugging the heavy iron chain over her head. Calandra groaned in relief as he let the clinking item drop to the ground to one side.

“Gods that feels good,” Calandra sighed, rolling her shoulders and getting a crackle of pops from her back and neck.

Without even asking, Koda set to work removing the padded linen jacket that Calandra was wearing underneath the armor. It was sticky with sweat and stunk, but the smell bothered Koda less than he would have expected. The sweat was earned from fighting for her life and a consequence of the armor she wore, so it wasn’t something he could fault.

Calandra let him deal with her arming jacket, undoing the pads for her leg armor and letting them drop to the floor next so she could step out of them.

Koda marveled to himself at how much he’d changed in the last two weeks. Before, he’d been too focused on earning his lifestyle to approach a woman. Now, he was fighting for his life on a daily basis and uncertain of the future, but knew that he had two wonderful women who would be sharing it with him.

With more to come, if the clues they and Thera have dropped are true, Koda thought with a wry grin. And a third lover who basically threw herself at me too. Shit, if this is the reward you get for risking your life on a grand adventure, so many people would volunteer for just a chance.

His train of thought was abruptly derailed as he peeled the padded jacket off of Calandra and revealed exactly how curvy the little dwarf was now that his view of her figure was not blocked by her gear.

Calandra was fit, that much was obvious from her strong shoulders and arms as they were revealed when he peeled the padded jacket away. But just how much of the padding on her chest and hips was due to her figure surprised him. His other lovers were fit, with feminine curves that matched their athletic bodies enough to be generous but not ridiculous. But Calandra was like a short goddess of fertility.

Her undershirt clung to her skin like it had been painted on, the sweat making the thin material stick to her body so much that Koda could make out the hard outlines of Calandra’s thick nipples through the thin material. Her breasts swelled out from her chest like a threat, having clearly been squashed down by her jacket to keep them out of the way. Those led to a thick, muscled waist that had just the barest bit of tummy showing between the buttons of her shirt, before sprouting into a full ass with a set wide hips that looked like it would make absolutely delicious handholds to Koda.

Her crotch was hidden by a simple set of linen panties, tied on either side, though they too were sticking to her skin. Two thick legs flexed as she shifted in place, peeling at her shirt with one hand, the muscles in her legs rolling as they stood like two pillars to support all that lush flesh above them.

“You gonna stare or you gonna finish?” Calandra teased, and Koda glanced up to meet her olive eyes and see the faint blush gracing her cheeks.

“Damn,” Koda muttered. When Calandra raised an eyebrow questioningly and her smile faltered, he elaborated. “I knew you were hiding a figure under that armor, but daaaamn.”

The smile that had been fading returned full force, and she reached forward to pat his thigh, just to one side of where his erection was already tenting the cloth of his underclothes.

“I’d say the same about you, big man. But I’ve already gotten a feel for this monster. I’d say be gentle with me, but I don’t want you to be. Chandra built her people sturdy, so feel free to pound me flat when we get that far.”

The salacious comment made Koda harden even more, and Calandra giggled when she saw the material of his underwear flex as he throbbed in response to the insinuation.

“I should take it as a compliment that you are so interested in me, Aegisclaw. Especially considering who normally warms your bed,” Calandra said, tugging at the shirt sticking to her skin lightly and wafting it.

“My mates approved of you, and I sure as hell do. I’m just going to have to work hard to make sure you never regret your choice,” Koda growled in a husky voice before he began to peel Calandra’s shirt off carefully.

The dwarven woman let out a quiet moan as his hands danced along her front. Koda stroked her smooth flesh under each button as he undid them, teasing her sweaty skin even as they stared at each other. He’d made it to the fourth button, just below her breasts, when Calandra snapped.

“Fuck the shirt,” she growled and reached up to grip the material with both hands before tearing it open in the front.

Buttons scattered with a clatter as they gave way while Calandra’s generous chest heaved with the exertion as she threw the shirt aside. He noted idly that Calandra’s areolas were on the larger size, with proudly erect nipples crowning them that strained in the warm air of their room.

“If you want,” Koda teased with a shrug. “I thought you’d prefer it if I fucked you though?”

“Ass,” Calandra snapped before reaching forward to grab his waistband and yank it down.

Due to her shorter stature, coming to about Koda’s breastbone in height, her sudden removal of his underwear resulted in Koda’s cock slapping into her chest, bouncing off the curve of one breast with a solid plap noise of flesh on flesh. Surprisingly, Calandra moaned at the contact and stared down at the throbbing head of his shaft for a long moment.

“Cal.” Koda’s words got her attention and she looked up at him with wide eyes. “Wash while the water is hot, then you can play with it as much as you want.”

“Promise?” Calandra’s normally teasing voice was oddly vulnerable and Koda felt his heart go out for the brash woman.

Rather than answer her verbally, Koda knelt in front of Calandra to put them at roughly the same height. Settling his hands on her hips, Koda felt the softness of those curves beneath his palms and the strength that hid under that padding as he pulled her in for another kiss.

Calandra hummed happily, throwing her arms around his neck while she pressed herself to him. While their lips locked, Koda picked at the knots on her underwear and stripped them off of her. When their kiss stretched onward, Koda shrugged and lifted her into the air as he stood with his hands on her ass, making Calandra squeal into the kiss and her lush ass flex in his grip.

Her shorter legs immediately tried to wrap around Koda’s waist and he felt the searing heat of her sex press to his abdomen even as his cock bounced off that glorious ass of hers. He could feel the soft curls of her bush pressing against his stomach and he was certain that a good amount of the moisture he could feel clinging to that hair was not sweat.

“Chandra, if I’m dreaming, please don’t let me wake till I feel that cock in me,” Calandra begged as their lips separated and Koda laughed.

“You aren’t dreaming, Cal. Come on, let’s wash off,” Koda urged and shifted his grip on her ass so he could tug on one of the trio of braids hanging down her back. That sensation made the dwarven woman groan in pleasure, and Koda filed that knowledge away as he stepped into the wooden tub.

The water was only about a foot deep and the tub was barely large enough to sit down in with his knees out. It was really more of just a basin to stand in and wash to keep from making a mess on the floor, but it would do for now.

As Koda settled down onto his butt with his knees spread, Calandra leaned back enough to gather her braids together and weave them into a thick bun on top of her head.

“My hair is a pain in the ass to wash. I’ll deal with it later,” Calandra explained when she caught Koda staring before realizing he was staring at her jiggling breasts rather than what she was doing and giggled. That sent another ripple through her soft flesh and made Koda blink in surprise.

“Huh?” he asked intelligently and Calandra broke into full laughter now

“Oh, you are just so cute, Aegisclaw. They are just tits! You’ve got two other sets you play with all the ti—ooh.”

Calandra cut off her teasing when Koda let her fall into his lap and she felt the heat of his shaft press against her full ass cheeks. She bit her lip as she ground down into him, clearly distracted by the sensation and Koda took advantage of that.

Someone—he was pretty sure it was Sienna, as his redheaded wolf was thoughtful like that—had set soap and cloths on a stool next to the tub. So he grabbed one of the cloths and a cake of pale yellow soap, then dunked them into the water before he began to scrub at the mountains of distracting flesh in front of him.

Calandra moaned again, leaning into his touch as she alternated between writhing in his lap and pressing her chest into his hands. She watched him with a heated gaze as Koda carefully scrubbed all over her body, making sure to pay special attention to any of the spots that made her groan or moan. Both hands and lips danced over the thick dwarven woman’s body. He teased her nipples, stroked her breasts, kissed her neck, and nipped at her ears. And when Calandra thought for sure he’d gotten everything he could out of her for stimulation, Koda dug his fingers into her shoulders and back, massaging the stiff muscles there and melting her into a puddle of goo in his lap.

A bowl for rinsing sat on the ground next to the tub and Koda was quick to use it to pour warm water over his newest lover as she laid against him, boneless and happily groaning.

Considering how close they were in the little tub, he’d gotten a good scrubbing himself just from Calandra’s gyrations against him, but Koda wanted to do more for his newest lover.

Calandra squeaked in surprise when she was lifted off his lap and spun about, but settled down as Koda pulled her small form against his chest. She moaned sharply when he settled her in his lap and the erect pillar of his cock bounced against her molten pussy.

“Koda…” Calandra murmured, leaning her head back into his chest and turning to rub her cheek against him before gasping in surprise when she felt his soapy hands stroke over her soft stomach and then graze the curls between her legs.

“Every inch,” Koda murmured in her ear hotly and Calandra hummed happily as she felt him trace the lips of her sex, his thumb grazing her clitoris as he cupped her and she began to writhe on top of him.

“No fair,” Calandra whined, clutching at his arms while her hips pumped in time with his strokes of her sex. She moaned sharply as he teased her opening with his middle finger, slipping just the first knuckle into her before pulling it out again in a slow and steady rhythm. It was clear she was enjoying it from the moans, gasps, and her pumping hips.

“What ever made you think I was going to play fair?” Koda laughed into her hair and Calandra growled huskily. The grip on his arms shifted and she pulled at them firmly. Since Koda hadn’t been using his goddess-enhanced strength to pin her in place, Calandra wriggled free without issue.

“I’m not going to let you spoil me! I’m a daughter of the mountains and the howling wind,” Calandra said firmly, turning about on her half of the tub with her hands on her hips.

With the smattering of bubbles sticking to her body and the way the lamplight glimmered off her luscious flesh, Koda felt again like he was in the presence of a goddess.

Gods, she’s hot, Koda thought as he stared at her in wonder. Apparently, the reverence that glowed in his eyes as he took in her lush form took the edge off of Calandra’s indignation and her expression softened.

“Up, my delicious man,” Calandra ordered, reaching forward to take the soap and rag from him. “Time for me to return the favor. I see your upper half is well cleaned from my wiggling.”

“I mean, you did a good job scrubbing me with these,” Koda teased back, reaching forward to cup Calandra’s soapy breasts playfully, tugging her nipples and making the woman moan sharply before she smacked him lightly on the thigh with the bar of soap.

“You heard me, Aegisclaw! Up! I’m not going to let you or your sexy ladies spoil me. I’m going to be an equal member of this family, damn it.”

“As you wish, Lady Calandra,” Koda said, leaning forward to steal a kiss from the stern dwarven woman and standing.

His new position ended up with him looming well over the dwarven woman, his hard cock hanging to shadow her face like the most sexual of spears. Calandra let out a low moan as she stared up at the shaft dangling above her before swallowing hard and re-wetting the cloth before she set to work washing him.

Koda had half expected the sexy little firecracker to immediately go for his cock. But Calandra surprised him, starting with his calves and working her way up. It took her less than five seconds before she soaped her chest up and used the soft curves of her breasts in conjunction with the cloth to wash him, and Koda could not complain about it at all.

When she finally made it to his shaft, Calandra washed and rinsed it delicately, the alternating sensations of the rough cloth and the warm water making him throb even harder.

He gasped in surprise when he felt a soft kiss hit the head of his shaft as Calandra gently soaped his balls while her firm breasts squished against his thighs. She was kneeling and having to angle his shaft down toward her, but she placed kisses all along his length in the wake of her washing, kneading at his sack as she worked to ensure he was clean.

Not sure what to do with his hands, Koda flexed them against his thighs while Calandra giggled into his cock.

“You can guide me, Koda,” she murmured into the flesh of his thigh. “My hair is a pain to wash, but I don’t care if you get it wet. It’s not the only part of me that’ll be wet because of you.”

Koda didn’t respond verbally, instead he immediately tugged at the loose bundle of Calandra’s braids, letting the trio fall free down her back once more and gripping the ones on either side of her head like a pair of reins then tugging on them to pull her into him.

“Ooooh, that’s it,” Calandra moaned at the pulling sensation, her mouth falling open wide before laying a sucking kiss on the base of his shaft. “I love having my hair pulled…”

“I couldn’t tell,” Koda grunted, using his grip on her hair to pull her so her lips slid against the side of his shaft.

“Do you want to fuck my mouth, or my pussy first?” Calandra offered. “You could take me like this, on my knees. Or I could sprawl over that big bed and hang my head off the side. That way you can play with my tits too.”

Koda groaned in desire while Calandra gave a muffled, sultry giggle from her position on her knees.

“You are way too sexy like this,” Koda growled. “If I let you into bed when I play with Arthene, she’s never going to let you leave.”

“Sounds like a great way to go,” Calandra laughed, leaning back to kiss the head of his cock. “Why don’t we rinse off and hop into the bed. I’ll let you have my throat first before you hammer my poor, innocent pussy into submission. Gotta make sure I’m fully marked as yours, Aegisclaw.”

Growling possessively, Koda nodded his agreement with that idea but didn’t release his grip on her head while Calandra continued to kiss along his cock.

“I’d hardly call anything about you innocent, Cal,” Koda growled and got an amused giggle from the woman.

It took them a minute or two to finish rinsing the soap off, but Calandra hopped out of the tub with a laugh and dried quickly with the coarse towel while Koda finished giving himself a quick scrub to ensure he was fully clean and get himself under control so he didn’t hurt his new lover. Despite her assurances she could handle it, he didn’t want to be too rough.

When he finally stepped out of the tub, Calandra was already lounging on her back with her head hanging off the bed.

“Come on over here, lover,” Calandra said invitingly, her mouth spreading into a wide ‘O’ of invitation while she kneaded her breasts and tugged her nipples firmly.

With her sprawled out like that, Koda could again appreciate the firm lushness of her body.

Unable to resist the temptation, he strode over and Calandra was quick to grab his cock with her hand and guide it to her lips. Her tongue slipped out to bathe the head of his cock with a gentle lick while he felt little huffs of breath from her nose against the underside of his shaft.

“Fuck my mouth, Aegisclaw. Then fuck my pussy. I’ve never lain with a champion before, and I want to see if you have the same stamina in bed as you do in a fight,” Calandra husked before sucking the head of his shaft into her mouth with a contented moan. Despite her size, she had no problem managing his staff.

Grunting in understanding, Koda leaned forward and grasped Calandra’s full breasts, the firm flesh overflowing his hands easily.

“Pat my thigh if you need air,” Koda growled as he gave a few testing pumps, but he felt nothing but the softness of Calandra’s lips and tongue as she grunted in agreement.

He started slowly, just fucking her mouth with the first few inches to let Calandra get used to it, but the dwarven woman quickly wrapped her arms around his thighs and used that to pull him deeper. Koda grunted when he felt the head of his shaft bounce against the entrance of her throat on one thrust before Calandra pulled him bodily to her and he sank into that flexing heat. She gagged quietly, but despite her smaller size took him like a champion.

Koda groaned long and loud as he continued to sink, burying himself into Calandra’s throat like it was a pussy. And indeed, it felt like one with how it flexed and bobbed while she swallowed on him. Calandra moaned around her mouthful of cock and he felt like electricity shot up his spine.

Pumping his hips several more times, Koda fucked Calandra’s throat for a handful of seconds before pulling out, allowing her to gasp for a breath of air before Calandra’s grip on his thighs urged him to thrust forward once more. He watched as her throat bulged lewdly with each pump, the angle and position allowing her to take him without a problem.

This time, Koda felt Calandra squeal as he penetrated her throat and her body tensed underneath him. A spurt of clear juices speckled her spread thighs and her whole body trembled in response.

“Did you just come from a throat fucking?” Koda gasped in surprise and arousal.

“Mmm hmm,” Calandra groaned around his cock, her knees coming together to rub furiously as she swallowed on him.

“Gods, I should thank Chandra for putting you in my path then. What an adorable little cocksleeve you make,” Koda teased, grinding himself into Calandra’s throat and savoring the aroused moan that came from her.

Shifting slightly, Koda leaned further forward to cup her sex with one hand. Calandra squealed in surprise around his shaft as he thumbed her clit and drove a finger into her sex, squirting again as he fucked both her throat and pussy at the same time, wriggling back and forth under him.

Calandra’s hands replaced his on her breasts, furiously tugging on her nipples while she gagged and drooled on his cock. The pulling sensation of her throat was overwhelming and Koda had to tighten his abdomen to prevent himself from climaxing immediately.

Why am I holding back? Koda asked himself as he let Calandra breathe wetly for a moment before driving himself back into her throat while furiously fingering her sex. It’s not like I’m not going to go again, and she clearly wants it. Calandra’s desire for his seed was obvious from how she worked his shaft and writhed under him, so Koda let himself go and stopped resisting the urge to fill his newest lover.

Calandra was groaning around his shaft as Koda thrust, but that groan became a muffled, keening wail of desire as he drove himself as deep as he could and ground into her, emptying his balls straight down her throat. Her pussy tightened around his fingers, milking them like her throat was milking his shaft as he painted her throat and filled the thick dwarven woman’s stomach with his boiling hot seed.

When his climax finally subsided, Koda pulled back and out of Calandra’s throat, allowing her to gasp and cough weakly for breath as his spit-slicked cock rested on her face.

“Chandra’s tits,” Calandra gagged before kissing the underside of his shaft. “That was hot… Do you think one of your other girls might be willing to eat me out while you do that again?”

Koda laughed at that, leaning back and straightening to look down at the messy face of his dwarven lover as she gently tongued the underside of his shaft while writhing in the puddle of her own climax on the bedspread.

“Maybe, as long as you don’t make too much of a mess in the bed. Sienna did say not to…” Koda teased and Calandra grinned wetly up at him.

“You’d better plug that leak up then, lover,” Calandra husked. “I’d hate to think you are flagging already.”

Koda gave her a mock glare. He knew she was kidding, considering his still-hard cock was draped over her face at the moment, but then he grinned. Before Calandra could ask what had caused that grin, he stepped back and scooped the smaller woman up.

Calandra shrieked in surprise before being deposited on her knees on the bed, before Koda pulled her against his chest. This had the effect of trapping his cock between the full cheeks of her luscious ass and she groaned in arousal at the sensation.

“One half of the filling is done. Now to stuff the other end and mark you as mine,” Koda growled down at his lover, cupping her full breasts again and just reveling in the firm flesh in his hands as he thumbed her nipples.

“Yes, then you’ll need to frost me proper,” Calandra giggled at his surprise when she looked up at him. “I told you I’ve had a dry spell. You got my mouth first, now my pussy. Then maybe you can fuck my tits too?”

Since it was already part of the plan, Koda complied with her demand, though he gave her nipples a firm tweak that made Calandra cry out in surprise and arousal while her pussy gushed against him once more.

A bit of shuffling had her on her knees and her full ass swaying back and forth in front of him. Not willing to give her the time or reason to taunt him again, Koda lined himself up and thrust forward, stuffing himself into Calandra’s narrow, soaked slit as she shrieked into the wet spot she’d left in the blankets already.

Just as he’d expected, the dwarven woman’s thick hips gave him perfect handles to hold onto as he worked himself into her clenching sex. Despite her assurances from earlier, and the proof given from allowing him to fuck her throat without hesitation, Koda worked himself slowly into Calandra’s gripping sex.

But there was no resistance. As Calandra thrust back to meet him, it wasn’t long before he was buried to the root in his lover and sending wet slaps to echo throughout the room in time with the ripples each impact made in her flesh. Despite their difference in size, Calandra took him without issue.

“Yes, yes, fuck, yes!” panted Calandra into the wet sheets, having given up on propping herself up with her hands. Instead, one was mauling her left breast while the other kneaded her clit as Koda plowed her from behind like he was trying to fuck her through the mattress.

Considering what Calandra had teased him with and the way she so happily welcomed him into her lush body without any hesitation or pain, Koda didn’t hold himself back after that first bout. He pounded into Calandra as hard as she’d asked initially, and she loved every second of it.

Looming over the smaller woman, he let go of her hips and instead grasped both her shoulders and used them as a lever to haul her thick body upright.

Calandra’s moans got louder as he pulled her out of the sheets and began to bounce her on his cock using her shoulders as a lever. The moaning rose in pitch again and Koda felt her clench tight on him, another squirt of sexual fluids telling him that his partner had come again.

As suddenly as before, Koda felt his climax rising up in his chest and picked up his pace. Calandra’s sex clenching on him started the inevitable, so he planted her back on the bed, leaning over to pin her in place with his hands on her shoulders as she screamed into the blankets and he coated her insides with rope after rope of his cum.

Calandra climaxed again around him as Koda pumped her full, the wet squelching noise of her orgasm combining with his own throaty growls of satisfaction as he claimed her fully.

As his climax wound down, Koda leaned back to let Calandra up so she wasn’t buried entirely in the blankets and could breathe easily. He felt her sex flex and milk him, begging for more even as he gave her the last with one more orgasmic jerk.

He heard Calandra mumble something and gently leaned down again without pressing her flat into the bed this time.

“More,” came her delirious response and Koda snorted in amusement, making his cock jump inside his lover and drawing another pleased moan from Calandra’s mouth.

“You can barely speak,” Koda chided, pulling himself out of her sex and taking a moment to admire how red her backside was and the sight of his cream oozing out of her abused sex.

“Don’t care,” Calandra panted. “Fuck me unconscious. Still need to fuck my tits next.”

“Maybe when you can think straight,” Koda said, sitting next to the still-gasping dwarven woman as another contraction wracked her body and more of his seed oozed out of her sex. His cock was still hard, but Koda knew that his stamina was supernaturally enhanced by his status as a champion.

Calandra didn’t respond verbally, instead shuffling around slowly so that she could lay her head on his lap. At least that was what Koda thought she was going to do until he felt the wet heat of her mouth engulf his cock once more as Calandra began to suck on him.

“Shit, okay fine,” Koda gasped and laughed at the weak fist pump from Calandra as she continued to suckle at him. “If you want me to fuck your tits next, you are gonna have to let go of that for a minute,” Koda said when she didn’t slow her attention.

Calandra just shrugged and kept bobbing her head happily on his shaft, grabbing one of his hands and laying it on her head.

“You really are going to fit right in, you insatiable minx,” Koda groaned as he pushed Calandra to take him deeper, her throat flexing against the head of his shaft.


Chapter Thirty-Two




The last thing Koda remembered was falling asleep wedged between Sienna and Arthene, with Calandra using his thigh as a pillow as she dozed off with her hand on his junk.

He and Calandra had made a third go of it before the other two had shown up to “give their new partner a break” and join the attempts to wear Koda out.

The three women had taken turns passing him back and forth, and Calandra, who had been so brash when it was just him, traded shy kisses with Arthene and Sienna while the two got to know the shorter woman better.

Koda had no idea how long it had taken to satisfy his three lovers, but he was more than happy to put himself to the test. No sooner had they settled down to sleep, with all three clinging to him like he was an especially warm stuffed animal, than he’d passed out.

That was when he found himself once more in a shadowed stone corridor that he vaguely remembered from a little over a week earlier.

As before, it was easy to tell that this was a dream. Whenever he didn’t focus on something intently, the object would fluff and fade out of his perception. The whole place felt vaguely familiar, beyond what he remembered from the last time this vision had struck him.

The wooden walls held shifting decorations, all of different types of beasts and beastfolk interacting. Polished silver lanterns hung from the wooden walls, sending dancing shadows over the carvings to make them feel like they were alive and the subjects of the carvings were moving and dancing back and forth.

Ahead of Koda, the hallway continued along to vanish into the shadows studded with pools of light. Stone flagstones marked the floor, but they didn’t feel cold underfoot. The realization about the lack of chill told Koda that he was barefoot, at which point he checked to make sure he was dressed, the first time he’d bothered to since his last vision of this place.

Rather than his normal outfit of a tunic and pants like he’d been wearing ever since Sienna had given him clothes that first night, Koda was dressed in what could only be described as form-fitting tribal armor. Constructed of thick leather, the armor fit over his body from neck to ankles, leaving his hands and feet bare. Carved bones and polished stones studded the armor like they did his gauntlets, giving the supple material a sense of reinforcement.

Thinking about the gauntlets caused the clawed weapons to appear on him. The firm leather cupped his hands like familiar lovers, and the clawed tips rasped over the bones reinforcing his armor, not leaving behind a single mark or scratch.

Koda tried to study the armor to figure out exactly what it was that the garments were made of. But whenever he thought he had something pinned down in his mind, something else on the edge of his awareness would shift, and he’d look at that part of the armor to find that it had changed.

First, they were delicately carved rib bones that hugged his figure over a tan buckskin hide. Then, it was dense, furred, and rough bearskin, cupping a massive skull that sat over his chest like a breastplate. Finally, it became a carefully woven and stitched set of lamellar armor, but instead of hide, it was made of polished black stones.

“Trippy,” Koda muttered. He was going to study the entire outfit more, but a distant sound drew his attention away from it, and his awareness of the strange outfit faded away almost immediately.

The sound drew him further down the hallway, and his surroundings stretched again. Koda took what felt like a single step, and the entire hallway vanished behind him in a blur of honey-colored fog mixed with the scent of fresh greenery, tanned leather, sun-warmed fruit, and an earthy smell of happy animals.

Before him stood a massive door, the ancient and worn gray timbers of which looked more like someone had carefully inlaid wood grain patterns into hunks of stone rather than carved them of wood. The metal that bound the doors together looked like ancient wrought iron. It shimmered dully and looked as if the smith who had made it only had a passing idea that you were supposed to heat metal first before pounding it into shape. Both doors loomed overhead, fully filling this large hallway like a pair of twin monoliths.

The sound was coming from the other side of the door.

No sooner did Koda think that he needed to figure out how he was going to open these massive constructions than the doors slid open. But rather than parting in the middle like he would have expected, instead the massive gates slid upward into the ceiling, retracting like a portcullis out of sight and doing so in absolute silence.

Koda stared as the cyclopean doors slid upward, momentarily distracted from his single-minded pursuit of the noise by the strange movement of the beams. But the moment that the bottom of the doors reached the ceiling, they vanished as if they’d never existed, leaving only the arched stone of the ceiling above him.

“What should I do?” The words, spoken by a familiar voice, pulled Koda through the space the doors had blocked previously with barely a second of warning. No sooner had he passed than the great doors slipped back into place like a heat mirage, blocking his exit. But Koda was focused on the sound again and took another step, allowing the familiar scent of the fog to guide him.

A large room that reminded him vaguely of a living room, but taken from a rustic noble's mansion, spread around him. Simple statues of carved wood or stone stood against the wall, all of them women of different sizes, statures, builds, and origins. None of them looked fully human, and all were familiar to him somehow. In between the statues hung great tapestries depicting men of different races performing remarkable acts—everything from standing alone to face an army with a sword raised defiantly to a shadow with large, masculine hands cradling a tiny, genderless babe.

On the far side of the room from him was a large fireplace with a fire burning in it. The faint scent of burning pine filled the air with a crisp scent that reminded him of Sienna’s smile and the flick of her fluffy tail. Two large, wing-back chairs sat on either side of a sprawling fur rug in front of the fireplace, and he could see shadows stirring in front of one of the chairs as a person shifted in it.

“Can I trust her? Was it intentional? Is the word of her mourning true?” The familiar voice repeated the questions in a tone that was pitched as a low mumble, the sort of voice one might use while asking for absolution from a priest in a place of worship. Or when someone who doubts themselves has to ask their own soul for advice as their conscious mind cannot find the answer they seek.

Koda strode across the room toward the chairs. For once, the movement didn’t cause the world to flow around him, and he covered the distance in a dozen or so steps. The stones beneath his bare feet grew warmer as he approached the fire.

The last three steps felt like time stretched out, but Koda didn’t stop. While the scene had changed some since the last time he’d seen it; he knew where he was now. But his perception of reality fought with him.

“Will she forgive me?” Thera’s voice was filled with so much pain and longing that Koda felt his heart break for her. The crack of his heart breaking heralded time reasserting itself at normal speed once more, and he stood over the chair to his right-hand side.

Thera Ivorycrown, goddess of the beastfolk and Koda’s patron, sat in the chair with her legs pulled up and folded to one side under her. She didn’t look up at him as Koda stopped next to her, his right hand resting on the back of the chair while he studied her. Her posture was tense and closed; faint wrinkles on her forehead showed her hard thinking.

The goddess was just as Koda remembered her. Long black hair that glowed in the light of the fire like molten shadows, with the faint speckling of a jaguar’s spots patterned throughout the mass of curls. While his hair hung straight and plain, Thera’s followed her like a cloud that had devoted its existence simply to providing contrast to her pale skin. Silver eyes glittered above a pointed nose that was wrinkled in thought, and Koda was sure he could see the faintest hint of redness in her eyes, as if the goddess had been crying recently. Rather than her previous outfit of hides that was similar to what Arthene wore, the goddess was clothed in what looked like a figure-hugging gown of pale blue, like she’d torn free a slice of the morning sky and wrapped it around her fit and gorgeous body.

A flash of the firelight off of something in Thera’s hands drew Koda to look down from her profile to where they lay clasped at the goddess’s chest. She had in her hand a tiny axe, no bigger than his palm, hanging from a chain. She was turning the charm over and over in her hands while the chain wrapped around her left wrist.

The light caught on familiar runes and the shape of a claw pressed into the side of the axe, and Koda recognized it for what it was. A champion's token, much like the one he wore but clearly not one meant for Thera’s people. The silver axe shone with the polish of long handling as the goddess turned it over in her fingers without acknowledging him. She stared at the small metallic token like it was a weaving cobra, waiting for the opportunity to bite her.

“She’ll forgive you,” Koda answered Thera’s question. The pointed fox ears that protruded from her curls twitched, and between one heartbeat and the next, they vanished to leave behind a faint outline of feathers in the shape of a horned owl’s “horns” in her hair before Thera looked up at him.

“Koda?” her question came from a great distance, and the goddess fought to focus her eyes on him. If he didn’t know better, he’d have thought she was drunk. But there was no evidence of anything that could have done that to her around him, so Koda just kneeled next to her and laid his right hand gently on Thera’s left wrist.

She glanced down at his hand on hers and blinked several times. Her eyes finally focused, and she looked back up at his face once more, really seeing him at last.

“Chandra will forgive you,” Koda elaborated. It didn’t take much thinking to figure out what Thera had been worrying herself in a circle over.

“You can’t know that," Thera said, her voice both hopeful and pained. He felt a tremble run through the divine being’s body where he touched it.

“She’s your sister by oath and by bond,” Koda urged. He didn’t know where this surety was coming from, just that it welled up from deep within him. He could feel it echoing in the shadowed halls of his soul, just as Thera’s mutterings had echoed through the darkened paths of dreams to find him and draw him to her. “She’ll forgive you. It might not be quick, and it might not be easy, but she loves you. Calandra said she still mourns you. She wouldn’t do that if she didn’t miss you.”

“How do you know?” Thera asked, the hope slowly beginning to outweigh the fear in her tone as the goddess studied him with a curious expression, her silver eyes glittering in the dancing light of the fire.

“I just do. It’s up to you to decide when you are ready to reach out to her, Thera. I’m your champion, so I go where you need me to.” Koda gave her wrist a squeeze, and Thera released the token to shift and take his right hand in her left.

Thera’s touch was cool, as if she were chilled despite the warmth Koda could feel emanating from the fireplace.

"I'm… not ready yet,” Thera mumbled.

The goddess shuffled in her chair uncertainly and leaned toward him slightly, so Koda kneeled down and settled over the arm of the chair so she could lean into his arm.

“When you are ready, we will get word to Chandra.” Koda’s words were gentle, but as soon as he spoke the name aloud a second time, he felt Thera give another full-body shiver and lean into his side once more.

“You have to survive that long, Koda Aegisclaw,” Thera said after a moment, and Koda snorted in amusement. The longer he spoke to the goddess, the more real this vision felt. He could feel her breath tickling his arm and the softness of the downy hair on the pair of rabbit ears that emerged from Thera’s scalp once the feathers faded away.

“My girls will make sure I do,” Koda said with confidence. “I’d hate to disappoint any of them, you included. I promised I’d help you, Thera.”

The tightness that he had only just now begun to feel in Thera slipped away between heartbeats, and Koda felt her soften against him.

“How did you know I needed to hear that?” Thera asked a moment later. “How did you know I needed you?” There was a measure of accusation in her tone, though she didn’t let him go. Koda had the feeling that Thera was a bit put out for him finding her in a moment of weakness like this.

“I don’t know,” he answered honestly and felt something in his chest shift and settle once more. “Something told me you needed me, and so I’m here. Just like something told me in the mountains that I needed to go into that cave.”

A small smile crossed Koda’s lips as he studied the goddess in her chair next to him. The tense posture was slowly fading away, but she wasn’t looking at him now. Her eyes were on the token in her hands, and she was no longer looking at it like the item might bite her.

“You could say it was instinct that guided me to you.” Koda said, and felt that weight in his chest shift once more, settling in like an animal in its den.
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