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Foreword


There are scenes contained within that are of an adult nature. These scenes are marked with a <3<3<3 in the chapter title. If you wish to skip them, you will only miss out on a bit of character development, nothing major in the plot.

Enjoy!
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Having spent most of his life racing from one problem to the next, Koda Burke—now Koda Aegisclaw—was well-equipped to handle the stresses that came with repeating a similar maneuver when he was called to another world. ‘Same circus, different monkeys’ was a term he’d heard his bosses use to describe the different worksites that they’d been assigned to over the years.

Koda had been part of the cycle of rushing about and putting out fires often enough that when things were quiet, it actually concerned him. That was usually the sign that something was about to go wrong. And that hadn’t changed when he was pulled into another world by a goddess bound to the bloodline of his ancestors.

But as the days turned into weeks, and then months, Koda was forced to accept the fact that sometimes he could catch a break.

Not that his days were carefree. Being the sole champion of a goddess on the brink of vanishing from knowledge—and thus existence—meant that there was always something to do.

The dozens of minor ceremonies that Kris Dewclaw, the headwoman of Silverstone, and her family had carried through the centuries were slowly being passed on to Koda. Everything from christening newborns, to blessing hunting trips, to mediating disputes. And that didn’t even count getting his own house in order.

The home he’d been given for himself and his mates was spacious but unfurnished. With three mates in his growing family and a fourth woman courting his affections, Koda could always find something to do at home if building the defenses of the little mountain town didn’t occupy him enough.

Even though his house was in good condition, Koda refused to trust that it would survive the winter. He went over it with a fine-toothed comb, assisted by his dwarven mate Calandra. The two of them found and patched several minor holes created by mice and other small pests in the years since the house’s construction, as well as checked and replaced a few spots on the roof.

While Koda prepared his home for the winter with Calandra, his other two mates—Sienna and Arthene—worked to hunt enough meat to get their family through the cold season. Meats were dried, smoked, and salted. Wild vegetables were gathered and either cellared, dried, or pickled to help preserve them as well. And when all else was done, whoever had time would split firewood to improve the house’s stock of that.

None of them wanted to spend the winter freezing, after all.

Plans were also laid for improving the village’s defenses. Construction of a defensive wall around the village itself was discussed regularly, as the mines would produce plenty of good granite if needed. They had plenty of able hands in the form of several newcomers to the village.

A dozen dwarves had decided to move from the larger town of Amberpost to the smaller village of Silverstone due to Koda’s reputation. When he’d come through town just in time to push back a raid of monsters known as the Crooked, he’d impressed more than a few people. Several had chosen to uproot and move on the sly to safer lands, even with the seasons turning soon.

With the winter coming in quickly, the village spent most of its focus on harvesting the small vegetable fields the villagers maintained, collecting fruit from the orchards, and processing the rye from the larger grain fields. Even though the orchards and fields were maintained by different families, many of the regular villagers turned out to assist them during the final rush of winter preparation, Koda and his wives included.

Beyond the new citizens who had moved to Silverstone from Amberpost and were in need of new homes, there were also occasional traders who arrived within weeks of Koda’s return. These traders were from a tribe of feline beastfolk who lived free and wandered the plains to the south, known as the Silent Plains tribe.

Koda had encountered their hunters while chasing bison to help prepare for the winter. As was his habit, Koda had thrown himself into assisting them when he’d discovered they were being besieged by massive, regenerating predators known as trolls.

After helping them reclaim their secluded village and defeat the trolls, Koda had laid the groundwork for a trading partnership with the tribe before returning home, with one of their number tagging along as a representative. That said representative was also determined to join Koda’s growing family went without saying. Samira had made sure there were no illusions about her desires to become one of his mates, and her chieftain had seen it as a way to tie the last champion of Thera, goddess of the beastfolk, to his tribe as well.

Samira worked with the hunters in Silverstone to help build up the village’s stores of meat and hides, as well as coordinate with the traders coming from her people to ensure that goods would be exchanged fairly. That she was living with Koda meant that both sides respected the slightly odd caracal beastfolk enough that no one who belonged to either tribe tried to cheat the others.

Although Koda didn’t have a job that earned him an income, he was slowly coming to accept the fact that money did not rule his new life like it had his old one. However, there were definitely other, stranger problems that he had to deal with besides grocery runs and taxes.
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“So nothing has come through the passes that is concerning?” Koda asked in a serious tone, staring into the eyes of the figure to whom he was talking.

The figure shook its elongated head sharply, the bony structures of its nose and horns whipping back and forth as it did so.

“No sign of trolls coming down from the high mountains or traveling in our area?”

Again, the creature shook its head in the negative. The gesture produced an odd, rattling noise, like the tines of its antlers had bounced off of something that Koda couldn’t see.

“Any other predators moving through the mountains?” Koda asked next, studying the figure in front of him with interest. Its dense, gray fur looked like a mixture of sheep’s wool and wolf’s hide with how it puffed in some spots but lay smooth in others.

A third shake of the head was Koda’s answer. The creature swayed back and forth, as if it was rocking on its heels idly like a bored child.

The problem was this creature had no heels. Its legs ended in scorched nubs where ankles would be on a normal person’s legs. Instead, it hovered several inches off the ground like it was supported by a passing breeze.

“Okay,” Koda sighed and gestured with one hand. “You can return to your rest and guard the Retreat. Continue to patrol the high mountains. If you spot trolls or other large predators moving towards the valley, track them and let me know.”

The wendigo spirit—because that's what Koda was talking to—finally spoke aloud to him, as much as the spirit of an ancient predator could, at least. Its deer-like skull split open along the jaw, revealing the ragged fangs of a predator in place of the flat teeth of a herbivore, and screeched its understanding of his orders.

The hollow spirit bounced in place before slipping over the cold stone of the mountainside like an ice-skater moving in their element. Koda watched as the predator-ghost phased through the cliff to his right and out of sight.

“That thing still gives me the creeps.”

“I can’t fault you on that,” Koda said with a bit of forced levity, turning to smile down at his first mate, who was standing just behind him. “Even though we both know that Thera claimed that ghost and bound it to her, it still makes me nervous, too. There are far too many legends about wendigos back in my old world. Legends and nightmare stories about what they could do if they caught you, as well as the rumors of being able to possess people even after the monster was defeated.”

“Thera wouldn’t risk it being able to do something like that to you,” Sienna said with a gentle smile. “Not to mention there is the fact you are getting better at controlling spirits.”

“At least the ones that are willing or otherwise tamed,” Koda snorted, remembering the stonecracker leopard pride that had aided them against the trolls.

The redheaded wolf beastfolk gazed lovingly up at him. Her fluffy, russet-colored tail stirred in slow circles behind her under her cloak, creating an amusing shush-shush-shush noise.

The lithe woman dressed more heavily than usual to protect herself against the growing chill from the mountains. Koda was used to seeing his lover in a brief top or tight leather vest and close-fitting pants. Now, she wore a long-sleeved shirt underneath her ubiquitous vest and thicker pants, topping it off with a dense, bison-hide cloak. They’d had these made after the odd hunting trip that had seen Samira attempting to wiggle her way into their family.

“I know. But that doesn’t mean I can’t worry about my girls, too,” Koda said with a shrug, holding out his arms to her.

Sienna didn’t hesitate, happily sliding into his embrace and burying her face in his chest. Koda felt her cold nose burrow into his neck for a moment before it warmed up. Her pointed wolf’s ears, which protruded from her head, bounced and wiggled happily as she folded herself into his chest. Her tail picked up speed and stirred the heavy hide of her cloak even more. The way the appendage never failed to convey his lover’s emotions went a long way to reassuring Koda that he’d always be able to tell if his mate was happy or not.

Sienna mumbled something that, despite their proximity, he wasn’t able to make out. Mostly because her face was wedged into his chest at the moment.

“What was that, my love?” Koda asked, shuffling slightly so that his own bison-hide cloak would drape over Sienna, encapsulating the two of them entirely in the warm confines of their insulating layers, all save their heads and their booted feet.

“Do we have to rush back to the village?” Sienna murmured, shifting back enough so Koda could feel the hot breath of her words tickling his throat. “I know the other girls will worry if we take the whole day to get back, but you’ve been so busy the last week…”

Sienna’s arms, which threaded around Koda to press into his back, squeezed him tightly. Far more tightly than a woman her size should have been able to, but that was a side-effect of the time she’d spent with Koda. Killing a troll by herself had blessed Sienna with a level of personal strength that would rival someone easily twice her size. Thankfully, Koda had a similar blessing of power.

“We shouldn’t spend too long,” Koda said after snuggling with his wolfish mate for a few moments. His hands settled onto the curve of her strong hips, kneading the muscles there gently as he blew a slow stream of air into her ear, making it wiggle and twitch in response to the stimulation. Despite his words, Koda didn’t pull away from his lover at all. If anything, he drew Sienna closer into his chest while the wind sent strands of his pitch-black hair spiraling through the air.

In that moment, on the mountainside caressed by the chill breeze in the fading autumn air, with one of his mates in his arms, Koda felt complete. He could feel the love that Sienna had for him in the way her body molded to his, how her arms held him, and the happy little noises that leaked out through her as she burrowed into him. Knowing that he had two more people waiting back home for him, who loved him just as much, made Koda’s heart swell even more.

Sienna broke the long moment of affection when she pulled back to look up at him, mischief dancing in her blue-green eyes.

“You sure that I can’t persuade you to take a bit of time? Maybe chase me through the woods again?” Sienna teased, her hand stroking over the front of Koda’s pants alluringly. Her smile only grew wider as his breathing hitched in response to her teasing caress.

“Well, we can travel a lot faster with just the two of us,” Koda rumbled, his grip on Sienna’s back shifting to cup her butt firmly once before he kneaded her tight bottom in a steady rhythm.

Sienna didn’t respond verbally, instead pressing into him so that she could steal a kiss from his lips while her hands gripped at Koda’s belt. It was only after they separated several moments later that she spoke.

“Well then, catch me if you can, my love.”

With that statement, Sienna slipped nimbly out of his grasp and dashed away. The redheaded huntress’ cloak billowed behind her as she raced down the hillside towards the trees, laughing gaily as she ran.

Koda didn’t need Sienna’s teasing to want to chase her. His instincts roared at him to give chase, to run down his mate and breed her as she clearly desired. Koda’s instincts were something that he’d slowly been growing more in tune with over the last several months, and he didn’t resist their call. Bounding happily down the hill, Koda raced after Sienna’s giggling form.
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Nightfall was wrapping its velvet cloak around the village of Silverstone by the time Koda and Sienna returned. The chill bite to the air had only gotten stronger as the afternoon slowly expired and evening came to replace it. While the couple had enjoyed their brief interlude in the forest, the heat of the chase and their thick cloaks having kept them warm enough, both were ready to get some rest.

“I’ll go check on dinner,” Sienna offered. “It should be cooking, but it was Arthene’s turn tonight. Knowing our dear bear, she’ll settle for a roast haunch and dried berries simply because she doesn’t want to work too much.”

“I wish I could argue, but that is all too accurate,” Koda laughed, drawing his mate into another tight hug. “She’s good at making those dishes at least, but it would help to have some variety. Especially with the vegetables being fresh right now.”

“I’ll get some variety prepared if Calandra hasn’t already stepped in to do that. She wasn’t working with the miners today, was she?” Sienna snuggled happily into Koda’s chest again, taking a deep breath of her mate’s scent.

“Not that I know of. I think Cal was taking today off to do some gear maintenance. The harvest exhausted everyone, so she also gave them time off from combat training. I should also report to Kris. She’ll want to know the details. It’s good the trolls haven’t migrated this far south. It’s entirely possible that the tribe and its chief were the only ones in this section of the mountains.”

“For now,” Sienna reminded him, shifting to peer up at him.

“For now.” Koda agreed with a sigh. Samira insists they will eventually be replaced, but I don’t want to think about that. There is far too much that can go wrong, especially if we get called away for something.”

“That’s why the other hunters having the troll-slayer blessing is good,” Sienna reminded Koda, disengaging from their snuggle to adjust her clothes one last time. “Between those four, the rest of the village, and Cal’s training, the next threat to prey upon the village won’t find it so easy to assault, whether it’s a Crooked raid or a group of trolls.”

“We just have to focus on the positives,” Koda agreed, repeating his mantra from the last few weeks. “Obsessing over what might go wrong won’t help anyone. Worrying won’t help, not unless it leads to constructive work on something that is useful.”

“Worrying shows you care, but don’t lose sight of the good things.” Sienna leaned in and gave Koda one more kiss before they separated. She trotted down the small side lane towards their home on the outer edge of the village, while Koda turned to head deeper into the town center.

It had only been a few months since Koda had arrived, and the village was growing happily. In the wake of the Crooked attacks, it was surprising to see. The only other town he’d seen had been ravaged, with an entire district burned to the ground and more than a few buildings damaged by either the prolonged siege or the fires.

I wonder how Amberpost is doing? Koda thought as he crossed the square, nodding and smiling at those that he recognized, which was everyone he met. The Crooked hit them harder, and their council's ineffective response almost resulted in the city's sacking.

More than a handful of folk had come from Amberpost to resettle in Silverstone. Koda had heard from each of them that the main reason for that was the struggles with reconstruction efforts. He also knew more than a few of the first settlers had sent word back to friends and family, which had caused a second spurt of people to move this way hoping to restart their lives.

From the merry sounds emerging through the open windows of Banno’s tavern, the citizens of the town and members of the Ivory Spear tribe were content with their choices.

“Aegisclaw!”

The sudden exclamation that included his champion title—which was rapidly replacing his family name in Koda’s heart as the memories of his family back home continued to fade—drew his attention. A slim black-haired form, with pointed feline ears poking out of her dark hair, waved to get his attention while she hurried to meet him.

“Oh, hey Hannah. I was heading to meet with your grandmother—want to tag along?” Koda called as soon as he recognized her.

Hannah Dewclaw, granddaughter to the headwoman, gave a shrug as she got closer. The gesture tossed her bison-hide cloak behind her shoulders, revealing the tight muscles of a lifelong woodswoman. Muscles that, like Sienna’s, held far more strength than they appeared to have.

Hannah had been part of the hunting group that had helped Koda deal with the trolls for the Silent Plains tribe. All three hunters who had gone along on that trip had benefited from the effects of the blessing because of the help of the group and their own skills. The signs were subtle, but one sat in Hannah’s fist as she came to a stop next to him. Their much-improved strength required specialized bows for the hunters to put even a portion of their newfound power to use.

“Sure. I needed to report to her, anyway. The southern pass is good, and I spotted a few fire-lights out in the plains when I was scouting it. Looks like we might have some of those trading groups that Samira’s people promised us coming to visit. Surprised they risked it before the snow falls.”

“Wouldn’t it be worse if they waited until after the snowfall?” Koda asked, turning and continuing his path across the plaza with Hannah in tow. “I can’t imagine camping on the plains in the winter is comfortable.”

“No, but there are enough sheltered places in the little nooks and valleys that it is possible. The village actually has a couple of sleighs for the winter if we have to travel down to Amberpost. Those don’t normally get much use, but we might see them get more this year.” Hannah gave a noncommittal shrug of her own at that statement. “Who knows? We might use one to visit Samira’s people and check on them once the first snows fall. Once winter settles in, it doesn’t vacate easily.”

“I remember hearing the people use the winter to relax, mend things, and do handcrafts. Is that not true?” Koda asked, relating what his girls had described to him when he’d asked about the winter industry.

“People do, but there is only so much time you can stay cooped up inside. The mines still operate, though we don’t move as much ore until spring. The hunters will still be active, since the cold will drive animals down out of the mountains. But the farmers and others take the season off. It’s all part of the cycle of the seasons.”

“Fair, I suppose. It’ll be my first like this,” Koda said with a shrug.

He’d told Hannah and the other hunters that he considered friends about his past—at least beyond the fact that Thera had drawn him here. So Hannah gave him an understanding nod at that statement and elbowed him in the chest with a playful smile.

“I’m sure your mates will be happy to have more time to spend with you. Cal was talking about holding training in one of the large galleries in the mines, since it doesn’t get nearly as cold down there as on the surface. But she can’t train folks all the time. Plus, with it getting cold, there’s more of a reason to cuddle up by the fire.”

They’d reached Kris’ door. Hannah pressed the latch and pushed her way through the entrance without knocking while she teased Koda.

“You are awful focused on my home life. Sure you aren’t projecting?” Koda fired back at the black-haired feline beastfolk and Hannah rolled her eyes.

“Projecting what? My own desires onto you? While I can admit that Sienna’s got a tight butt or Arthene’s tits are just ridiculous, I don’t swing that way,” Hannah snorted. “I’ve got my eye on a man in town, but with the tribe’s champion having multiple wives, it’s got most of the guys in town thinking they can manage the same.”

“It’s every man’s dream to be surrounded by beautiful women. It’s just my fortune that my girls love each other as much as they love me,” Koda countered, stopping to use the brush by the door to get the worst of the dirt and mud off of his boots before they went further.

“I’d be happy if my granddaughter settled down at all, whether that be with one man or a half-dozen of them,” called an older voice from the kitchen. “If you want to chase our champion’s example, then go right ahead,fg my dear. Just make sure you have plenty of kittens for me to spoil before I die.”

“Grandma!” Hannah protested, blushing deeply while peeling her cloak off and hanging the heavy garment by the door. This freed the lithe, black tail that protruded from the back of her pants. The animated appendage thrashed in annoyance as she hurried through the doorway, leaving Koda to hang up his own cloak and follow.

“What? I’m only speaking the truth. Pack Lady only knows when our champion is going to have children. You’d think with three mates, one of them would have caught a child by now. You know what you are doing, right? I don’t need to find someone to give you tips?”

The teasing words from the older woman made Koda blush as he entered the kitchen to find Hannah glaring at her grandmother.

Kris Dewclaw was old, her tanned skin wrinkled like a walnut, creased by smile and laugh lines. The older feline beastfolk had her knob-headed staff in one hand. She leaned on it while she waited for a kettle that steamed on a hook over the hearth in the corner of her little kitchen.

“I know what I’m doing, Kris.” Koda shot her a wry look with one raised eyebrow. “You know the girls would have said something by now if I didn’t. While Sienna and Cal might be subtle enough to hint around it, Arthene doesn’t do subtle.”

This drew a cackle of laughter from the older woman, and she gestured to the scrubbed, wooden table that sat along one wall. It was far smaller than the grand affair in Kris’ meeting room—the headwoman’s house also doubled as the village meeting hall—and was obviously where the older woman ate her meals, given its proximity to the hearth.

“That is fair. Legends speak of the primal spirits having a hard time conceiving children by mortal men. I had wondered if the same was true for champions,” the old woman cackled meaningfully.

“No idea, since I haven’t met any other champions that I’d be willing to ask about the situation,” Koda said dryly. He hadn’t noticed the chill that had penetrated his clothing and cloak until the heat from the hearth seeped in and replaced the feeling left by the icy air.

“That is also fair,” Kris agreed with a sobering sigh. “You can’t blame an old woman for wondering, though, right?”

“Only if you're ‘wondering’ if you should set me up for another marriage interview,” Hannah shot back with more than a little acid in her tone while her tail puffed up like a bottle-brush.

“That was only one time,” Kris protested, her smile transforming into a scowl. “I haven’t done that since you complained so heartily about the first one. How was I to know that the blacksmith’s son was the one you’d rebuffed so often? You never told me who it was until then.”

“You tell by asking me first, grandmother,” Hannah snapped back with the tone of a conversation they’d traveled over several times.

Thankfully, their brewing argument was defused by the kettle whistling, which set both of the women to work getting cups and brewing a dark herbal tea.

Apparently, boiling water supersedes old arguments, Koda thought with a carefully hidden smile.

Accepting a cup from Kris, Koda waited until both women settled at the table before he returned to their earlier conversation.

“Thera believes it is a combination of my bloodline, my status as a champion, and my world of origin that is making it harder for conception to occur. She’s confident it will happen, though, enough so that none of my ladies are worried either.”

“That’s a relief to hear,” Kris said while smiling into her tea mug. “And with winter coming on, there won’t be much for you to do besides work on growing that family of yours. Winter is the time of rest so that new life can bloom in the coming spring. Maybe the blessing of the seasons will help press you along.”

Koda had to fight hard to not visibly wince at Kris’ words. He’d spent plenty of time reading growing up—books being an escape he could use to avoid his parent’s constant fighting—and people saying things like ‘it’ll be calm’ always tempted fate.

He debated warning her about it, but the feeling that mentioning tempting fate was, in fact, a temptation itself was something he couldn’t shake. So he remained silent.

“Anyway,” Hannah said, her tone clearly conveying the desire to change the conversation away from children and marriage. “Our reports?”

“Oh yes, who wants to go first? Actually, Hannah, you go first. I have something to discuss with our champion afterward. You can stay and join, or head to the hunter’s hall if you want to call it a night early,” Kris said before taking a meaningful sip of her tea.

Hannah was quick to make her report, repeating what she’d told Koda of the distant campfires she’d spotted on the plains, as well as the pass being clear of either signs of passage or snow at the moment. Kris nodded along in understanding, the graying beastfolk’s ears bobbing slightly in time with her gestures.

“Trade would be good. The Silent Plains have sent individuals so far for specific things, but not the same level of trading that we have been gearing up for. I dearly hope that Samira hasn’t overestimated her people’s needs and desires for worked metal.”

“I don’t expect so,” Koda interjected. While Samira was still just a houseguest and friend, Koda had gotten to know the eccentric caracal woman well in the wake of her declaration of wanting to join his family. “If anything, I would expect she’s been downplaying it. Once they realize we won’t cheat them on the exchanges, then I expect we’ll be supplying a lot of metalwork to them. Especially since we have iron in the valley already, so it’s not like we need to import it.”

“True. Time will tell though, the veins of iron were secondary to the mithril, so they weren’t assayed properly. But the iron is still valuable enough.”

Kris shrugged at that, and Koda couldn’t blame her. Mithril was what had built Silverstone as a village. The tribe that eventually became the village of Silverstone had found two large veins in the valley, having been guided here by Thera in their last bid to find safety.

Now, though, one of the two veins of mineral was entirely played out, while the second was slowly fading in production. How to keep up with the village’s taxes, which had been previously paid in mithril ore, was something that Kris had consulted with him fairly often regarding.

“Well, the mines will keep for now. Winter will give us time to look for more ore and decide. How far out were the camps? And how sure are you that they’re trading groups and not hunters?” Kris turned her attention back to Hannah. Her granddaughter took a moment to think before answering simply.

“I’d say a day, maybe two at most, if they are taking their time. And I’d put good odds on them being traders since there hasn’t been a sighting of any herds of prey animals nearby for the last two weeks. And before you ask, they were far too small of a camp to be raiders, either.”

“Good. The plains tribes haven’t tried to raid in decades, but it’s something I have always worried about,” Kris said and took another bracing sip of her tea before turning her attention to Koda with a small smile. “What about our good champion? Any news from ‘mysterious sources’ to relate?”

Given that Kris’ family had been the ones upholding the traditions of Thera in the centuries since their people’s escape from the Crooked and Thera’s near-fall, Koda had hidden nothing from the old woman about his abilities as they developed. She was one of the few that knew Koda could contact nature spirits and ancient ghosts, or that he could now issue orders to the ghostly wendigo spirit that guarded the shrine high in the mountains.

“Nothing moving in the high mountains. At least nothing with which we aren’t already familiar. Either the herds have come down already, or the animals are tucking themselves away into their burrows for a winter’s sleep.” Koda took a sip of the tea, enjoying the sharp flavor of lemongrass and other herbs. It wasn’t coffee, or even close to the tea he was used to back on Earth, but that didn’t bother him.

“Good, good,” Kris bobbed her head while the smile that had been growing on her face doubled in size. “Sometimes, no word is best. We could do with a bit of quiet time. The longer before something else happens, the more that Thera can recover.”

“I’m hoping that the traders Hannah mentioned will have word from the Silent Plains tribe with more sites I can lay claim to for her,” Koda admitted and got a thoughtful hum from Hannah and Kris that was only off pitch by a single note, the shared habit showing their family connection.

“That would be fortunate. I should ask the new arrivals about the same thing. They may not understand the connotation or significance, but they might know of more shrines near Amberpost that you can claim, too,” Kris said after a moment of thought.

“I should go for a bit of a walkabout that way, anyway. My most-recent gift from Thera would make it easier to sniff out such things,” Koda reminded them. The armor the goddess had given him had the power to help guide him to those sources of energy, and he was eager to test it out more thoroughly.

“Give me some time to gather information. We’ve had another family show up and take rooms from Banno for the winter. Things in Amberpost are not going well, apparently. Many of those who survived losing their homes in the raids learned that the town council was seizing their land to rebuild under new management. Which naturally left them with the choice of starting over in Amberpost amongst the ghosts of those they lost, or trying a new start here.”

Kris’ growling tone told Koda all he needed to know of her opinion regarding the council of Amberpost, and he couldn’t really argue with her. That group of men and women hadn’t impressed him in the slightest when he’d encountered them, especially after how they had treated Calandra for actually trying to get the town guard to work together and help someone besides the council.

“We just need to keep a careful eye on them,” Hannah reminded her grandmother. “The last thing we need is for someone to leak word back that the village has ‘fallen to corruption’ or even word of Thera’s return to us.”

“Of course. That would send the priests into a frenzy to stamp out an opposing faith. Golieas does not suffer the worship of others in lands he views as his, even though it was a coalition of the gods who defeated and drove out Oluk from this world,” Kris grumbled as she tread back over a conversation they’d had before. “I’m keeping close watch on folks we do not know well. It’s why we’ve been keeping ceremonies small and remote, until we are sure that these unknown faces won’t betray us.”

Koda didn’t speak, just listening to the two women discuss how they might know if they could trust the newcomers to the village. While he was the champion of the Beast Queen Thera, he’d only been in the position for a handful of months and he’d gotten by so far on trusting his instincts. And those instincts told him to let the Dewclaw’s handle this for now.
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Night had fully fallen by the time that Koda left Kris’ home and returned to his. The night air nipped at his face, but didn’t really bother him besides reminding him it was cold out.

I wonder how resistant to cold and heat I am as a champion? Koda thought as he strode along the back streets of Silverstone. I noticed it doesn’t really affect me as much, but how much of that is the effects of Thera’s blessing, and how much is just me?

He didn’t have too long to worry about how his role had changed him. Koda arrived at his home’s doorstep only minutes after leaving Kris’ house.

The large house glowed from within, light spilling around the edges of the heavy wooden shutters closed against the chill of the night. Glass or horn panes blocked the windows, so the shutters didn't need to be perfect seals, resulting in dim halos of light from each window.

Stepping up onto the porch, Koda kicked his boots against the edge of the steps and dislodged some of the dirt and mud he’d picked up on the trip from Kris’ home. He could hear the voices and laughter of his mates and houseguest from within, telling him that either they’d started dinner without him or were nearly at that point.

The front door was unlocked when he pressed on the latch—they rarely locked it during the day because no one would be foolish enough to rob the house, knowing who lived there. Koda stepped inside and was promptly swamped with the warmth of his home and its familiar smells: wild fruit, leather, pine sap, blade oils, and the scent of cooking food swirled around him.

Koda had barely made it two steps past the door and was unlacing his cloak when the first of his mates rounded the corner with a broad grin on her sharp face. Bright yellow eyes glittered in the shadows created by her dense brunette mane. Arthene had taken the time to brush her curls recently, so the mane wasn’t as wild as usual, but it still shrouded her shoulders like a cloak, since it hung loose rather than in the twin braids she sometimes employed to tame the unruly mass.

“My mate, you return to us,” Arthene crooned happily, the six-and-a-half-foot tall Amazonian beauty reaching to pull Koda’s cloak off and toss it negligently onto a peg.

The gesture belied her strength and dexterity, as the heavy garment sailed through the air and landed right where she’d aimed. Though Koda wasn’t paying attention, as Arthene was further distracting him.

Regardless of the colder season, Arthene wore only a brief top that barely covered her full breasts. The fur-on hide cupped her large assets and maintained her decorum, while a knee-length fur skirt did the same for her full hips. A pair of rounded bear ears wiggled happily amidst her hair as she pulled Koda into a kiss that mushed her full breasts into his chest and neck while she loomed over him happily.

Koda didn’t fight Arthene’s affection, savoring the kiss as the scent of sun-warmed berries surrounded him. He didn’t know how that smell clung to her, but when she was happy, Arthene always had that scent. His arms draped around her waist, one smoothing over her bare back and up her spine while the other slid down to cup her bottom and tug lightly on the stubby bear tail that protruded from a slit in her skirt.

“Mmhm,” Arthene groaned happily into the kiss, her hips grinding into Koda’s in a way that told him she was only moments from dragging him upstairs and forgetting about dinner.

Thankfully, a distraction appeared a moment later in the form of Calandra. The dwarven woman coughed meaningfully once, and when Arthene didn’t release Koda, she smacked the larger woman on the rump with one strong hand.

That got a reaction out of Arthene, making the primal bear spirit jump in surprise and finally pull away from Koda’s lips. She didn’t release her prey though, instead turning to glare over her shoulder at Calandra, though she had to crane her neck uncomfortably to look down on the smaller woman.

“Dinner is waiting, ‘Thene. You can mount him like a charger later, when the rest of us can watch and enjoy.” Calandra grinned as she swept her trio of thick chocolate braids over her shoulder with one hand.

The dwarven woman was thick of shoulder and waist, her career as a soldier and a guardswoman having given her an abundance of muscle and confidence to go with her sassy mouth and well-padded figure. Right now, Calandra was wearing just a plain shirt, with the top several buttons undone to reveal the tops of her breasts, and a pair of linen pants.

Not waiting for an agreement or rebuttal from Arthene, Calandra turned from her spot by the door and strode back into the dining room. She paused just long enough to shoot a hooded smile over her shoulder at Koda, her olive-colored eyes twinkling alluringly while she bit her plush bottom lip meaningfully. And then she was gone from sight.

“Fiiiine,” Arthene grumbled in assent a moment later.

Despite her verbal acceptance of Calandra’s demands, Arthene didn’t release Koda. Instead, she picked her man up bodily by shifting her grip and pinning him to her chest. This resulted in Koda being pressed almost face-first into her bust. He gave a token struggle, but didn’t fight it too much as Arthene carried him through to the dining room.

The delightfully soft pillows enveloping his head muffled his hearing, but Koda still heard the laughter of his other mates as Arthene carried him into the room. It was only when she freed him from his proverbial prison that he caught the words being said.

“Arthene, has Koda ever tried to run away from you? You don’t have to treat him like a child that you are worried about escaping a punishment,” Sienna said with a laugh.

“I don’t know. It’s rather cute,” Samira teased. “I know I wouldn’t want to let him get far out of reach if it was up to me.”

“Koda isn’t going anywhere,” Calandra snickered with the confidence one normally held while stating that the sky was blue and water was wet. “Hell, I’d half-expect him to complain because you pulled him out of your tits rather than for him to run away.”

“Complaining would imply I’m not happy like this, too,” Koda said, getting a laugh from the girls as he still dangled several inches off the ground in Arthene’s grip. “Give me a kiss, love, then we can eat. You are going to need your energy for tonight.”

“Bet,” Arthene laughed and bent to accept her bribe of another kiss from Koda before releasing him to settle onto the floor once more.

As soon as he had his balance, Koda turned to survey the room and his new family with a broad smile.

Sienna had called it earlier—the meal that Arthene had prepared was a large roast seasoned with herbs and mashed berries. Several steaming loaves of fresh bread had to have been the work of Calandra, as the dense loaves were some of her favorites. They stood ready beside fresh butter and several fruit jams. The vegetables that Sienna had promised were in another bowl, a collection of chopped and pan-fried potatoes with their dark purple skins still on.

The other three women were already seated at the table, with Sienna working a long serving knife and fork to cut the roast dexterously. Calandra was beside the wolf woman, the dwarven guardswoman cutting into the bread with a broad smile to pair it with the roast meat.

“How was your trip?” Samira asked, the caracal woman bouncing in her current spot on the near side of the table.

They rotated who sat where, with only Koda remaining in his spot at the head of the table. That meant that Samira and Arthene were sitting on either side of him tonight, and Koda could tell that the cat-eared woman was happy from the wiggles of both her body and her long tail.

“Good. We made it up to Windwalker Retreat and back without a problem. No signs in the high mountains. I ran into Hannah on my way to report to Kris. Looks like either your tribe is sending a full trading group, or someone from the other tribes near the Silent Plains is coming to make contact.”

“Ooh!” Samira’s happy bouncing picked up speed, sending the barest of jiggles through her form.

Like Sienna and Calandra, Samira had opted for a long-sleeved shirt and pants combination, though the tufty-eared woman had added a leather half-vest over top, decorated with bone and stone beads. Her intelligent green eyes sparkled in excitement at the news, and Koda had to fight the urge to reach over and rub the girl’s ears. Samira was always so lively and joyful that it was hard not to match that energy—something that regularly got her and Arthene into mischief.

“Well then, good of them to come. I was wondering if any others remained loyal to the Beast Queen,” Arthene said with a sniff as she settled into her seat on Koda’s right, accepting her plate from Sienna. The plate held easily two pounds of roast meat and only a small heap of potatoes on a thick slice of bread to counterbalance the protein.

“I’m sure that part of it is just getting the word to spread,” Sienna said while passing down Koda’s plate, which had a much more balanced mixture of food on it. “Vysin will focus on rebuilding from the damage the trolls inflicted and ensuring the village survives the winter.”

“I still think there should have been more thanks given for that work. You ran a heavy risk there and nearly died…” Arthene growled as she grabbed up a hunk of roast with her fingers.

The primal bear spirit ignored the fork beside her plate, gnawing happily away on the meat. Koda was fairly certain that Sienna only gave Arthene a fork as a joke anymore, since the big woman ignored utensils unless she absolutely needed to use them to eat something. Which was very rare.

“Vysin offered to have a party for us,” Koda reminded her gently, rolling his eyes as Arthene dug into her meal messily. She just looked so happy doing it that Koda couldn’t bring himself to be annoyed by it. Instead, he forked up a roast potato and took a bite, happily groaning at the salty flavor of the well-cooked vegetable.

“And you turned him down,” Arthene grunted through her food while giving Koda a reproachful look.

“They needed to conserve their supplies already. We made off with our own rewards from the killing of the trolls,” Koda reminded her, while the other three girls got their plates ready and set to eat immediately.

“Arthene,” Calandra interrupted while she carefully cut her roast up and used her bread to soak up the juices, “have you finished shaping those weapons out of your old bones? I haven’t seen you working on them the last few days, and Hans told me he broke another mattock today.”

“Not surprised,” Samira laughed around her own bite of food. “He’s always showing off for his ladies. Do you think he’s going to actually bring Layla in fully, or just keep showing off to her? I know Brit said the other day she was fine with it.”

“That’s news to me,” Koda said, enjoying a bite of his roast.

“Yeah, I don’t know if she’s actually told Hans yet or not that she’s decided she’s fine with it, but she mentioned it in passing while I talked with her about some clothing.” Samira said quickly, a faint blush coloring her cheeks.

Koda knew Brit worked with the village tailor, but Samira’s tribe may have done things differently, so he didn’t press on it. For all that the caracal woman had been living with them for the last several months, Koda still kept finding surprising things about her as they got to know each other better.

“To your question, Cal—yes, I have finished them up. I was waiting for the last of the treatments to cure on them. They should be done tonight. The air is finally cold enough that it will properly set the infusions,” Arthene said, while gnawing on her food.

Although she was eating with her hands and talking at the same time, Arthene did it without spraying food or chewing with her mouth open, something for which Koda was grateful.

Honestly, it’s likely a contributing factor to why her eating like that doesn’t bother me that much, Koda thought with a shake of his head. Arthene continued to discuss what she’d achieved now that she’d finally had time to properly treat the ancient bones like she had with her thigh-bone club.

“I’d say midday tomorrow they’ll be ready. I could have rushed one or two through like I did with my club, but doing them as a group allowed me to perform the proper ceremonies. Yours will take the most getting used to, but I guarantee you won’t have to fight as hard to keep it sharp.”

“Thank Chandra for that!” Calandra muttered into her crust of bread, naming the dwarven goddess whom she followed.

Despite being a mate to Koda, who was a champion to a different goddess, Calandra still prayed to her own goddess. However, no one objected, as everyone had long viewed Chandra as Thera's closest ally.

“My axe hasn’t been the same since those trolls. I can get an edge on her, but she won’t keep it. She’s overdue for retirement as it is.”

“You’ll have your replacement. Just need to fit it to a shaft.” Arthene gave Calandra a messy smile that the dwarven woman returned. The roast's berry glaze stained both their noses, and Koda fought the urge to laugh at how adorable they looked.

“Did you also treat your club, too? Would it benefit from those same ceremonies done slower?” Sienna asked while carefully buttering a hunk of bread. Koda could tell the wolf beastfolk was also excited at the idea of the new weapons from how her fluffy tail whipped rhythmically behind her, but Sienna affected a relaxed pose.

“Of course,” Arthene snorted. “It’s already baptized in blood and combat, but that doesn’t mean I couldn’t improve it. Your little healing spring helped a lot too. Thank you for that.”

Arthene’s tone turned devious as she said the last part, and Sienna’s facade cracked. Koda’s wolfish lover had been getting better at her blushes, but the reminder that not only had the goddess watched her and Koda ‘get busy’ the first time, but also that she had used the act to consecrate a nearby healing spring would still make Sienna blush.

“So envious,” Samira said quietly, her words partially muffled by her food. However, they were not muffled enough for Arthene to miss them.

The bawdy bear spirit turned her smiling gaze onto Samira, and she gave the smaller woman a broad wink.

“Don’t you worry, Samira. You’ll get yours too.”

Koda knew Arthene had been making weapons for Samira too, as the incarnate spirit viewed the caracal woman as part of their group already. But the implications and innuendo in her tone gave the statement a far more sensual undertone, one that Koda was sure Samira picked up on when she blushed faintly, darting a hopeful look his way.

Something else to sort out this winter, he thought with a wry smile. Not that he would complain. Thera promised him a big family, and he was happy to embrace that.
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Koda sighed and shifted against the pillow under his head so that it supported his neck more. The gentle lapping of the warm water against his chest was soothing after the long day out in the wind and growing chill.

While his resistance to the changing temperatures was strong enough that he barely noticed the cold, it was still there and worming its way into his bones. The hot dinner and lively conversation with his mates and friends had taken the edge off earlier, but the bath was soaking pleasant heat into his body to chase away the last of the chill.

A quiet splash on his right, followed by a contented sigh, told him that Sienna agreed with the sentiment, though it was Calandra on her other side that spoke her approval aloud.

“I know I’ve told you a few times this idea impressed me, but this is brilliant—well worth the effort of getting the tub made.”

“Glad you are as happy as I am,” Koda chuckled, shifting until his neck was fully supported before drifting off in the warmth. “Without the benefits of a water heater for the house, I had to get creative. I think I can get this further refined, but that would require me to disassemble the hearth first.”

“No need for that,” Arthene said from behind him, the strong arms wrapping around Koda’s torso to squeeze him tighter to her chest. That made Koda’s ‘pillow’ squish as well, further enveloping his head and muffling the next sentence from Sienna.

Arthene didn’t keep him trapped for long, though. The large woman was content to indulge in the hot water of the new tub and just relax. It was tight with the four of them in it at once, but Koda couldn’t complain about it not being worth it.

“I’d be curious to see how you would want to change the chimney to make this better, but right now, it’s just wonderful to not have to heat individual kettles and pots,” Calandra was saying when Arthene finally relaxed her arms and her large breasts fell away from Koda’s ears.

“It’s just a matter of transferring the heat,” Koda said, knowing that Calandra’s curiosity would burn at the short woman until she got an answer. “The stones of the hearth and chimney already collect and radiate the heat through the house. All I did was build this little addition on the side of the house, and then built the tub up against the base of the hearth to draw that heat into the water. We put the layer of stone and rough cement against the actual chimney and hearthstones to preserve them, lined it all with copper to help the transference into the water, and built the tub around that.”

“Sounds complicated. I can see why more folks don’t bother since anyone who could afford that could afford servants to just heat the water for them,” Sienna chuckled and Koda felt a hand on his thigh, followed by the slosh of water as Sienna snuggled into him and Arthene.

“Do you want a servant?” Koda asked his redheaded mate, shifting to peer over the curve of Arthene’s right breast to meet Sienna’s eyes.

As almost always happened, Koda found himself drowning in those crystalline orbs. There was something about Sienna’s eyes that drew him in and swallowed him whole. It took a supreme effort of will to pull himself back, but Koda didn’t care, letting himself get lost in his lover’s eyes.

Sienna blinked slowly after a handful of seconds, briefly breaking her gaze with Koda and freeing him before she spoke up.

“I don’t. I like having the house to ourselves.”

“What about Samira?” Koda asked and got a round of amused snorts from his girls at that, as well as a poke in the hip from Calandra as chastisement.

“Samira is settling in just fine. She knows when to leave us be, and when she can keep working away at you,” Sienna answered him with a lazy smile and another slow blink. “Who would have thought a man would be so against having a large harem of beautiful women?”

“I’m not against it,” Koda protested, bouncing slightly when his pillow snickered in amusement at his statement. “I’m not. But that doesn’t mean I’m going to hop into bed with every woman who bats her eyelashes at me. Half the unwed women in the village have been doing that since I showed I’m willing to have more than one woman in my life.”

“There are a few that I’d be okay with…” Sienna said slowly, her expressive wolf’s ears flicking back and forth thoughtfully.

“Not interested,” Koda said quickly, cutting off the line of thinking from Sienna before it could get far. “I already have the most beautiful and capable woman in the village in my family.”

“Hey!” Calandra protested sharply, and this time, the poke transitioned into a pinch. Koda yelped in surprise, eliciting another giggle from Arthene.

“Cal, you don’t count! I poached you from Amberpost, and then you became part of the village. I meant people born and raised here!” Koda protested, shifting so he could shoot a scowl at the dwarven minx.

“I know—I just wanted you to look this way,” Calandra’s scowl turned into a broad grin and she shifted to stand in the stone tub and pull Koda into a long kiss.

As their lips separated, Calandra leaned forward to bump her forehead against his and whisper quietly to him.

“Thank you for taking your time. I’d feared for a while that I would be just another conquest for you—it would have been worth it, but I was still worried. But you’ve taken the time beyond our passions to grow close to me and develop our relationship further.”

“Silly dwarf,” Arthene said, the amusement in her tone making her voice rumble. “Koda is a discerning mate. He chose you above others for a reason. Sure, he could mate with nearly any woman in the village, but he chose us three to be the mothers of his children.”

“And Samira?” Calandra asked, turning the conversation back on to their houseguest.

Koda was about to answer, but Arthene did it for him, and while he would have preferred more tact, she got the point across.

“She is hero-struck with him. It was our entire group who turned back the trolls, but Samira saw Koda come striding out of her beloved stories in her people’s time of need with a bevy of powerful warriors at his back. Not only did he help them, he raised her up in strength and showed trust in her knowledge and skills.”

“Not like she gave me a choice,” Koda mumbled in mock-rebellion, making the girls smile. “She basically attached herself to our group and refused to let go. Rather like an overly-cuddly woman we know.”

To punctuate that statement, Koda twisted to kiss the underside of Arthene’s jaw. This got a happy rumble out of the bear spirit, and she squeezed him tighter to her chest for a long moment.

“I am simply claiming what is mine by right,” Arthene countered airily. “My mate is a mighty warrior and has the potential to rise far above all others. Why shouldn’t I savor every minute I can?”

“I’d complain if you weren’t so actively willing to share,” Sienna said laughingly before stealing a kiss from Arthene as well.

Settling back into the warm water, Sienna let out a long and contented sigh. The breeze created by the exhalation stirring the steam rising from their bath.

“Agreed,” Calandra laughed and draped herself over Koda and Arthene’s combined laps.

The soft weight of the smaller woman’s bust pressing into Koda’s thigh caused a stirring in his lower half that he’d been trying to suppress. But given the acres of nubile and soft flesh that surrounded him while bathing with his mates, it was ultimately a futile effort.

Seeing him rising from the water, Calandra’s eyes gleamed mischievously, and she reached for Koda’s member as subtly as possible. Which, for Calandra, was not subtle at all.

“Ah ah—not yours,” Sienna said, blocking Calandra’s reaching hand by gripping Koda’s shaft at the base herself. “You insist on waking him up in your trademark fashion every morning, so the evenings belong to Arthene and me. We let you monopolize those wakeups because both of you enjoy them so much, but don’t be greedy.”

Calandra pouted cutely up at Sienna, only to yelp in surprise when Sienna used Koda’s manhood to bop her on the nose in punishment.

While Calandra rubbed at her little nose with one hand, Sienna turned a heated look back to Koda. Leaning further into him, the wolf beastfolk began kissing along Koda’s jaw. Arthene’s happy rumbling—he would have called it a purr if the bear spirit hadn’t complained so loudly the last time he brought it up—got louder as she watched lazily.

“You promised us children, my mate. I’m not in a rush, but it’ll never happen if we don’t keep trying. It’s Arthene’s turn next, so give our bear a proper mounting.” Sienna whispered into Koda’s ear.

The hot rush of her breath against his skin, the images conjured by her words, and the feeling of her hand on his flesh all combined to make Koda harder than he’d ever been before. Which was good, because Arthene’s happy growl told him he wouldn’t be sleeping anytime soon.

<><><>

“Shaping bone into weapons is difficult, but not impossible,” Arthene explained as she set the hide-wrapped bundle onto the kitchen table with a thump. “Normally, you can’t get beyond a club or a sharp point out of it. Bone needles or arrowheads, that sort of thing. But I’m rather proud of what I managed.”

The pale, early-morning light leaked through the glass windows that had been thrown open to allow in the bracing morning air. With the number of bodies crowded into the dining area in Koda’s house, they needed some more circulation to keep it from getting stuffy.

“My club is a great example of focusing on the functional strength of a bone and growing it into the most it can be,” Arthene continued a moment later, working at the ties on the bundle while the others leaned in close to observe.

Sienna, Calandra, and Samira all stood on one side of the table, watching and waiting eagerly. Hans, Todd, Hannah, and Netta stood on the other side, looking just as excited as they waited.

The other four that had assisted with the troll-hunt had been summoned that morning to receive the weapons that Arthene had made for them. That the incarnate spirit had used her own bones to craft the weapons made this even more meaningful.

Koda watched on with a smile. While they would receive weapons made with the bones of a demi-goddess, Koda’s totemic gauntlets were already more powerful than anything Arthene could craft. Instead, they’d offered the skull from Arthene’s past incarnation to Thera. The goddess had used it to craft his armor.

“While you can make weapons like these with regular bones, the treatments and time make it less efficient. You’d need bones from a powerful creature to even have a chance of more than the initial effects taking. Now that I’ve got the technique down again, I’ll be teaching it to several craftsfolk in town so they can turn the rest of the bones into tools and weapons for our tribe.”

Arthene’s proud statement got smiles from everyone, even the four warriors not in their family. These four had been by Koda’s side since the beginning, traveling on their adventures and coming out the other side relatively unscathed. The only one who’d been with him longer was Sienna, which was why she stood as the head of Koda’s wives.

“I know that a few of the others were asking about it. Ever since you mentioned it and had us bring the skeleton back from Last Fang Cave, they’ve been eagerly waiting.”

Todd was the first to speak. The fox beastfolk was the oldest of the group, and the most knowledgeable tracker in the village. He was in his forties and beginning to show it with some gray in his hair and tail, but he still moved with the sprightly grace of someone half his age despite that.

“It takes time to do it properly, but I’m confident that we’ll have most of the bones processed by the time the spring comes. Who gets what is entirely up to Kris. The headwoman can deal with the headache of distributing them. You all are the ones for whom I wanted to make them personally.”

Arthene made her statement offhandedly, but coming from a being who they viewed as the legendary guardian of their tribe made all four puff up with pride, despite knowing how Arthene normally acted.

“Well, go on then,” Hans said with a broad grin. The bull beastfolk stood at the back of the foursome, his broad shoulders standing out amongst the three lithe hunters. “I hope you made something that I can use in the mine, too. I’m rather tired of breaking shafts and my mattock is blunter than a bachelor’s sewing needle…”

“I am surprised at that. I thought for sure Brit would keep it sharpened for you,” Netta teased the big man, the hawk beastfolk cackling like a crow when Hans blushed darkly at that.

“Now ,now—let’s not get distracted talking about Hans' love-life. That gets enough traction in the village already,” Calandra cut in, ignoring the disbelieving squawk from Hans. “Let’s see what you got there, Thene.”

The dwarven woman’s use of Arthene’s shortened nickname earned her a smile from the big woman before Arthene flipped the bundle open and yanked out her first item while keeping the bundle closed over the others.

What Arthene produced was a wide, angular hunk of sharpened bone that had downward-facing hooks worked into the back on it. The other side featured a flat cutting surface, which came to a gleaming point. She offered the blade to Sienna with a smile.

“Here, for our dear wolf—a new head for your spear. I trust you know best how to attach it and what will function best as a shaft. With your new strength, the hooks will keep your prey from escaping you.”

Sienna goggled at the item and accepted it, her mouth dropping open in a rather cute ‘O’ of surprise.

The hunk of bone was easily over a foot long and several inches wide at the base, with a flared bottom to make mounting it on a spear haft easy. Darkly-stained runes were carved all over the flat of the bone, leaving the yellowed material marked with dark orange and red lines.

Koda could easily imagine how brutal the weapon would be in Sienna’s hands, given that she used her normal wide-bladed iron spear more like a halberd when fighting.

The next piece that Arthene pulled out of her bundle got an excited laugh from Calandra, who happily accepted the runed axe head while bouncing on her heels.

Calandra’s weapon had clearly been shaped from a scapula, the angular bone already the right shape for an axe and sharpened to a razor’s edge. Koda didn't know how, but Arthene had straightened the back half of the scapula, sharpening it to a point to pierce armor.

“And my little sister-mate, I promise this will hold an edge for you. The processes I put it through allowed me to shape it so it is balanced and the bone is dense all the way through. I sacrificed any scraps that I had to fill the head in properly. Again, I leave making the haft to you.”

Samira was bouncing on her heels in excitement when Arthene got to her and drew out a pair of leather-wrapped bundles that were as long as the incarnate spirit’s forearms. She handed them over to Samira with a silent grin.

Squealing with excitement, Samira tucked one under her arm and drew the other out. This revealed the two to be a set of shortswords made of lengths of rib bone and sharpened to keen edges. Another series of jagged runes ran along the lengths of the blades, which Koda guessed was part of the reinforcement magic that Arthene had used. Soft leather wrapped the handles, and brief knurls in the bone extended above the grip to deflect blades away and protect Samira’s hands.

Arthene sorted through the bundle again, drawing out a set of two shortswords like Samira’s, as well as a matching set of two long daggers with sharply tapered tips that made Koda think of a documentary about Vikings that he’d watched.

“These were harder for me, because I know that you two have been struggling to control your strength and not damage your bows. But the magic I know with the bones doesn’t give it the whippy strength that you would need for bow staves. So I opted for something that would protect you if you were to end up in a melee,” Arthene explained, pairing a sword and dagger together and handing one set to Hannah and one to Netta.

The two huntresses accepted them with solemn nods and smiles, drawing the weapons to study them before belting them on their waists.

“I am glad to have them. I’ve been working on treating several different bow staves to reinforce them, but it’s taking time. In the meantime, these have been holding up well.” Netta explained, rolling her shoulders and making the wrist-thick bow she wore in a sling bounce.

“I know that there were folk who used horn to reinforce their bows as well, which gave the wood more whip. But those were primarily shorter bows intended for horsemen,” Koda suggested. “I’ll see if I can remember anything about how it was used. Maybe we can adapt something for you?”

“Appreciate it,” Netta said, giving him a grin. “Till then, we won’t end up unarmed now. Not to mention we still have those stonecracker-fang spears still, too.”

Arthene snapped her fingers sharply and grinned at that statement.

“I knew I’d forgotten something. Bring those to me and I can teach you how to treat the heads further. It won’t be as good as my old fangs, but they’ll still be solid.”

After the hunters all agreed, Arthene pulled a pair of long daggers from her bundle and offered them to Todd, who bowed as he accepted them.

“I thank you for these, Den Mother. I have been a bowman my entire life and am adapting better to my new strength every day. But having these as a backup will allow me to rest easier,” Todd said, quickly belting the weapons on.

“I had assumed as much, Todd. May they serve you well.”

“Of course you leave me to last,” Hans grumbled playfully, his fluff-tipped cow tail whipping back and forth. “Put me out of my misery already. Am I getting a sword like these folk? I suppose I can learn how to use one finally, but⁠—”

Hans’ grumpy words faded out as Arthene tugged the largest item out of the bundle so far. Fashioned from a leg bone which had merged with another of her scapula, the mattock was thick. The spade side was broad and sharpened to a serviceable edge, but the pointed pickaxe side gleamed with wicked intent. Arthene worked one of her old fangs into the point, reinforcing it with engravings to pierce whatever it hit.

Carvings spiraled up and down the bone of the shaft, while rugged leather wrapped the grip at one side. It was clearly a tool meant to be wielded with two hands. Arthene gripped it by the head as she offered it to Hans.

The miner-turned-warrior was silent as he took the offered item, his eyes wide with surprise. A brief grunt escaped his lips as he hefted the tool, his muscles bunching as they took on the weight of his new weapon.

“Why is it so heavy?” Hans asked as he swung it through the air. Despite his question, he handled the mattock with ease.

“I reinforced the joining with a measure of mithril from the mines. You won’t see it unless someone cracks the bones open, which I doubt is possible. There is some in each of them to ensure the weapons have the proper weight,” Arthene said with a smug smile.

“Mithril? But how? The output of the mine is carefully guarded—” Todd asked, worry thick in his voice. Koda understood that, as the mined mithril made up nearly all the town’s taxes to the baron.

For all the good it does us, he growled internally. But Koda didn’t speak, just watched as Arthene heaved a great sigh.

“I didn’t take any from the storehouses. I delved into the defunct mine and extracted a few bits that were missed.Sienna, you should use your magic to check if the veins are entirely depleted.”

“I’ll see what I can do. Sensing what is in the stone is something I’m still learning. Shaping is easy, but feeling stone is not the same,” Sienna replied with a nod that told Koda she’d be focusing on that to make up for what she might view as a past mistake.

“And that is that, my dears,” Arthene said with a grin, folding up the leather wrapping. “I hope you are happy with your presents and that they will serve you well. Do not be afraid to use them whenever you need to. They are meant to be used, after all. I doubt that any of you, save maybe Koda, could break or damage them.”

“How did you do so much to shape these?” Todd asked while inspecting Hans’ mattock. Besides Calandra’s axe, it was the one that had the most blatant shaping done to the bone to take it beyond what its original form had been.

“Magic, rituals, and certain treatments to make the bone malleable. The people I teach will do most of this, but without magic of their own?” Arthene shook her head with a resigned expression. “Still, they can make tools and weapons that could rival worked mithril if they apply themselves.”

That statement got a twitch of surprise from everyone present, save for Koda, who had already heard this from Arthene. He’d been the only one she let watch her work, since she’d already gifted the skull to become his chestplate to her mate.

“Rivaling mithril?” Hans asked, the normally jovial bull beastfolk pale.

“The smith will be able to, at least,” Arthene said, with an offhand shrug and a wicked grin. “Your weapons are made of the bones of an incarnate spirit, shaped by her hands to protect her family. They could easily rival adamant or more because of that.”

Even Sienna and Calandra were gaping at Arthene now, as the bear spirit grinned broadly at her friends, clearly pleased with her surprise.

She really does love taking care of those close to her, Koda thought with a satisfied smile of his own as the seconds ticked by and they waited for the others’ brains to restart.
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After Arthene’s little ceremony with the new weapons, the group broke up to go about their daily tasks.

Hans headed for the mines, eager to test out his new mattock, with Calandra in tow, as the dwarven woman was intent on checking out one of the mining galleries to see if it could play host to her winter weapons training plans. Sienna, Netta, and Hannah headed to the carpenters in search of a shaft to mount Sienna’s new spearhead on. Todd set out on a hunt by himself, saying something about wanting to check on a nearby herd of deer that he’d been tracking.

With her current task done, Arthene declared the rest of the day as a rest day for herself and promptly threw herself into bed to sleep. She tried to drag Koda along with her, citing that she needed someone to keep her warm, but he fended her off gently.

“I’m going to head to the entrance to the valley. I want to check on those campfires that Hannah mentioned to me the other night. If they are traders coming in, I would like to greet them. If they are people looking for trouble⁠—”

“—then they will find more than they can handle when my fierce mate finds them,” Arthene finished with a broad, proud smile. She tugged him down to press a kiss to Koda’s lips, having already stripped and crawled into bed.

Seeing his beautiful mate sprawled there amongst the blankets and thick furs they used for bedding, her pale skin gleaming in the dim light while her yellow eyes danced with a wild allure, was a test of determination and self-control.

But Koda kept a handle on his libido. Instead of jumping into bed and ravishing the beauty who was clearly still tempting him, Koda just tangled both hands in Arthene’s thick mess of brunette curls and kissed her soundly.

When they separated with a pop and a quiet gasp from Arthene, Koda kissed her again on the tip of her nose and stood upright.

“Have a good nap, Arthene. You definitely earned it.”

Koda’s words cooled the arousal in Arthene’s gaze and her expression shifted to one of love. She rolled to bury her face in the pillow with a happy sigh—the fact that her new position left her muscled butt bare to Koda’s eyes was entirely an accident, he was sure.

Leaving Arthene to her nap, Koda exited the bedroom and the absolutely massive bed that he and his mates shared. Closing the door quietly behind himself, Koda spotted Samira leaning against the wall by the stairs heading down to the rest of the house.

The caracal beastfolk was dressed in her traveling clothes: a pair of close-fitting leather pants that tucked into soft boots, a leather halter top decorated with hundreds of small beads, and her bison-hide cloak. The bulky outer garment would have made the feline featured woman shapeless if the front was closed, but since they were inside, it was open to expose the tops of her compact breasts, as well as the muscled arms crossed over her ribs.

“Hey,” Samira said with a broad smile, her large, tuft-tipped caracal ears wiggling happily when she caught sight of him. “Was wondering if you’d escaped or not. Want some company?”

“Sure,” Koda replied with a smile. Samira’s ears perked upright in happiness. She pushed off the wall before skipping down the stairs on nearly soundless feet. Her tail even poked clear of the bottom of the heavy cloak, its tip wiggling in excitement as she led the way to the front door and outside.

Koda didn’t bother to lock the door to his house as they exited. Not just because he trusted the residents of the village, but because he knew that none of the locals would make the mistake of trying to break in. While he’d kept the news of his status as a champion to a select few and they knew not to talk about it, it was impossible to miss just how dangerous he and his mates were.

Also, Koda knew that anyone entering the house that didn’t belong would immediately wake Arthene. For all that his largest mate liked to laze and snooze, Arthene Deepclaw was called the Den Mother for a reason. She did not tolerate unwelcome violations of her home.

Samira led the way for them to the main road, skipping excitedly over the frozen earth. It didn’t take long for the energetic cat woman to chatter, as Koda had expected.

“Winter is coming quickly, but I am looking forward to it. With my tribe, we would always gather in the central hall during the day to talk and work on projects. That was when we traded tales to preserve knowledge. I’m curious to see how your people do it here.”

“I honestly don’t know how the Ivory Spear tribe normally does things during the winter,” Koda admitted as they followed the side roads out to the main dirt road that led out of the mountains. “I only recently came here myself, so this will be my first winter amongst them. Sienna would be the one to ask about that.”

“I asked her about it!” Samira exclaimed, bounding forward several steps before spinning on a heel to walk backward. The lithe huntress had a broad smile on her face while she talked, her ears flapping happily. “People usually gather in each other’s houses. Those with crafts will take on new apprentices, as the cold keeps people inside anyway, and lets the young men and women focus. Others gather at Banno’s tavern during the day, and I expect to spend a fair bit of time there. It seems like the best place to collect tales.”

“Just make sure that the stories you collect are true ones, okay? I wouldn’t put it past a few folks in the bar to spin some tall tales,” Koda cautioned. The caracal woman’s enthusiasm was infectious, and he felt a smile tugging at his own lips.

“Oh, I will! I’ve gotten good at spotting a fabricated story over a real one—the other hunters always liked to talk about the prey that escaped or the strange things they’d see at night on the plains. But even those stories can teach you a lot,” Samira said while skipping a few steps backward. She nearly tripped a moment later, but righted herself with a flail of her arms before Koda could react.

“Careful now,” Koda warned. Samira just grinned up at him, her eyes squeezing mostly shut with the force of her grin.

“It’s fine. I’m good on my feet!” Samira proclaimed, but spun back around so she was facing the direction they were traveling.

“What do you think, Samira? Are those folks Hannah spotted the other day from your village?” Koda asked before Samira could pick up on her previous topic and elaborate on the usage of tall tales. He wanted to get her opinion on this before she dragged the conversation down a rambling side-road.

“I think it’s likely going to be a group from the Silent Plains, maybe accompanied by a few people from nearby tribes. Most of them don’t travel to Amberpost to trade, and instead trade with traveling merchants or the other tribes. If Vysin does what I think he will, though? They’ll make the trip.”

“What do you think he’s going to do?” Koda asked, his chest tightening slightly. Vysin was the headman of the Silent Plains tribe and was one of the few people he’d directly clued in on Thera’s return. He seemed like a good man, but Koda hadn’t had as long to get to know the man.

“He’ll spread the word of a group that can be trusted for trading, and use that to get word to the leaders of other tribes he trusts. They’ll send traders both to represent them and take a measure of you, as well as those in Silverstone,” Samira said with an offhand shrug, tilting her head to look back at Koda over one shoulder.

“I suppose I understand that. It would be hard to believe such news after so long,” Koda murmured thoughtfully, though he was surprised when Samira shook her head rapidly. The motion was so emphatic that her large ears flapped back and forth on top of her head.

“No, that’s not why. Well… maybe not the entire reason why,” Samira said a moment later. “The tribes are wary of each other, but even more wary of those that claim to be ‘civilized’ and live in either the towns or villages. There are some stories of missionaries and champions of Golieas using stories like this to hunt down those who still believed in Thera centuries ago.”

That the church would do that sort of thing didn’t surprise Koda. The more he’d learned about Golieas Goldheart, the god who claimed humanity as his own, the less he liked it. It reminded him far too much of the different religions back home that used their followers to remain in power with no care for how that affected them.

I need to learn more about the different gods still. I’ve met one in person, and heard about three others. Chandra, the dwarven goddess, is supposed to be an old ally of Thera, but we don’t know if that is still true. Then there are the rivals like Golieas and Oluk—one who would happily take Thera’s power if he could, and the other a displaced monster.

Snorting, Koda realized he had a good source of information on at least some of them in front of him, and time to kill. It would take most of the day to make it to the edge of the pass and back on foot.

“Hey, Samira?” Koda asked, interrupting the feline woman as she mentioned a reputed battle between three tribes that had erupted during a trading meeting. Samira blinked at him curiously and tilted her head to one side, making her large ears flop adorably.

“What is it, Koda?” she asked, a small smile tugging at her lips to show that she wasn’t angry at being interrupted.

“Can you fill me in on the different gods that you know about? I only know Thera well, while the others are all strange to me. Since I'm not a local, I'd appreciate any information you can give me to help me understand.”

The small grin grew into a broad, teeth-baring smile and Samira nodded enthusiastically before launching into a story about the nine worlds and the nine primal gods that created them, as well as the species they crafted in their own images.
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“So three different worlds have been ‘stolen’ from their primal gods, then?” Koda asked, as he thought over what Samira had told him. “Eassemund, this world, was taken from the troll god Oluk Bloodtusk by the Stalwart faction, and now Golieas claims it as his own. Then there was the Moonlit Realm, which is now known as the Forsaken Realm, which belonged to Thera and was lost when the Crooked arose and overwhelmed it. Then last, there are the Broken Lakes, formerly known as the Roaring Lakes, which were lost to another threat a few hundred years ago. Of the nine primal gods, two are believed to be dead—Thera and Ormi Bluescale.”

“Yep! That is commonly held knowledge. Though word of the fall of the Roaring Lakes only came to our people a few generations ago. The drak’nar are a shattered people in the wake of what happened. Just as Chandra opened her doors to shelter the beastfolk, Gont Sailfist opened his world to the displaced brethren of his blood brother Ormi,” Samira answered while skipping down the road, her arms held wide for balance.

Despite the chill wind blowing lightly at their backs, the feline woman didn’t seem to be bothered by it. She had her cloak pulled back over her shoulders and ignored the pressure of the wind on her back. She’d spend the last several hours giving Koda an overview of the gods that she knew well and the various stories of their worlds.

The nine primal deities were Golieas Goldheart of the humans, Beast Queen Thera of the beastfolk, Ormi Bluescale of the drak’nar, Oluk Bloodtusk of the trolls, Lady Daphne Whitebark of the fae, Chandra Wildheart of the dwarves, and Gont Sailfist of the orcs. Three were displaced or dead gods, with Gont having recovered Ormi’s remains and interring them on his world.

“The reason that many of the beastfolk hold out hope is that Thera’s body was never recovered. She simply vanished during the fighting to cover the escape, as stories go. Many missionaries from the Stalwart, often representing Golieas, used that fact to spin the idea that the Crooked captured and twisted Thera, since that was the only reason they could be so powerful and dangerous to threaten other worlds.”

The scowl that stretched over Samira’s face at that statement told Koda just what she thought of that idea, and he couldn’t argue with it.

“So Chandra was Thera’s friend in the past. Who else might there be that would come to her aid if they knew?” Koda knew he could just ask Thera this, but the goddess had been surprisingly quiet since the event following the trolls. He knew she had to have other things she was working on, so didn’t want to distract her.

“Gont and Ormi used to call her friend, but I haven’t spoken to any of their followers myself to say how they feel nowadays,” Samira replied offhandedly, lifting her arms to fold them behind her head.

Samira looked like she was about to continue, but the sound of voices from around the bend in the road reached them. The caracal woman stiffened for a moment, her hands dropping to the hilts of her new shortswords.

Koda didn’t hesitate, either. A tightening of a spiritual muscle manifested his totemic gauntlets. The spiritual weapons melted into existence, wrapping around both his forearms and baring the wickedly sharp talons in readiness.

But only a moment later, Samira relaxed and her ears perked back up.

“That has to be them! I hear Cyrus, and it sounds like he’s leading the hunters that came to trade!”

“Aye, and you need to listen closer!” came a distant call from around the bend, as the cougar beastfolk that had been Samira’s hunt-leader called back. “We were making bets on when you’d hear us!”

That made Samira’s ears wilt, clearly disappointed at the chewing out that she was expecting. Not wanting to leave her that way—Koda infinitely preferred Samira’s energetic banter even though it wore him out often—he nudged her with an elbow. When she looked his way, he whispered loud enough for her to hear.

“Come on, Samira. Race you to them. Let’s see if we can surprise Cyrus by popping out sooner than he expects.”

Samira’s broad grin was the only answer Koda needed.
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Samira took off down the road at a dead sprint. One moment she was walking at a normal and respectable pace; the next, she was tearing down the road in long strides. Her cloak billowed and flapped behind her, cracking in the sudden wind of her passage.

The enthusiasm that the caracal woman displayed brought a smile to Koda’s face, and he bounded after her with a grin. Rather than let his cloak billow, though, Koda swept it to one side to bundle it up under his arm and wrapped that around his waist. Bundling it tight, the heavy leather caught less air and thus didn't slow Koda nearly as much.

Not that he needed the extra help.

Samira had fought and defeated a single troll in personal combat, as well as a second in shared combat. Both acts had earned her a reward of supernatural strength as they hijacked an act that was to empower the trolls. Koda had, however, defeated two by himself. And one was a troll chieftain of immense size.

Koda’s first leaping stride carried him nearly ten feet down the road. His second brought him even to Samira, who yelped in surprise when he landed next to her.

“Cheater!” Samira screeched as Koda bounded past her, chuckling the whole while.

Samira pushed herself, fighting to keep up with the laughing champion as he launched himself past her with ease. It was a losing battle, but Samira did her best. They didn’t have far to go, with the bend in the road that hid their friends being only a quarter mile off.

Clearing the corner of the road, Koda spotted the group of six tribesfolk trotting along the road at the easy lope that he remembered them using when he had first visited them. At the head of the group was Cyrus. The older cougar beastfolk blinked in surprise at Koda’s appearance before his eyes widened in surprise as Koda covered another ten feet in a single bounding stride.

Before they could react, Koda skidded to a halt in front of the group, sending up a small cloud of dirt from the frozen soil in his wake. Behind him, he heard a yelp of surprise and then a skittering noise, which brought him around in a turn to check on Samira.

The lithe caracal woman had kept fairly close in their short race, but Koda saw the problem immediately. He’d planned how to stop and Samira hadn’t. She locked her legs to slide to a stop like Koda had, but didn’t have his weight to aid her in it.

Koda reacted instinctively, sidestepping to put himself in Samira’s way as the speeding woman’s foot slipped and she tumbled. The same instincts that the goddess had given him for fighting with the bone claws on his totemic gauntlets allowed Koda to pluck the lighter woman from the air before she landed on her face, all without hurting her with those claws.

Spinning in place to bleed off the momentum, Koda pulled Samira tight to his chest to steady her. Samira shrieked in surprise as she was snatched up and then crushed to Koda, though clearly she knew who it was because she clung to his chest while he brought them to a halt.

“Impressive!” Cyrus said dryly as Koda came to a stop a bare ten feet from him. “I thought for sure that little Samira was going to crash into the dirt doing that. Good to see that your time living away from the Silent Plains hasn’t changed you that much.”

Samira didn’t respond to Cyrus’ teasing, instead remaining pressed to Koda’s chest. She knotted her hands in his shirt and wrapped her slender tail tightly around his waist. There was a slight tremble to Samira that Koda was sure he only detected because she was pressed so tightly to him at the moment.

Koda wasn’t sure if she was gathering herself or not, so he bought her some time. Looking up at Cyrus, he gave the older man a nod of greeting.

“Cyrus, good to see you. How was your trip? Has there been any trouble for the Silent Plains?”

He’d expected the older man to just nod or reply blithely, but Cyrus drew himself up and saluted Koda with a fist over his heart and a bow of his head.

“Greetings to you, Champion Aegisclaw. I thank you again for all that you have done to help our people and for looking after our little Samira.”

“Not that little!” Samira protested, though her words were muffled from where her face remained buried in Koda’s chest. She was moving a bit more now, but the trembling was gone.

Is she sniffing me? What the… Koda thought in surprise as the rapid rise and fall of Samira’s chest finally made sense to him. Wait, beastfolk. That’s right… they have a thing with smells. Sienna and Arthene have mentioned it to me in the past—that they enjoy the smell of me. Is Samira taking advantage of this to get a good sniff?

That realization was oddly amusing to Koda, so he didn’t push Samira away like his first instinct had been. Chalking it up to just being something her species did, rather than Samira being weird, allowed his concerns to settle. He focused back on Cyrus. The other man had not moved from his salute, clearly waiting for something. And now that Koda was looking up again, he saw that the other five with Cyrus were also saluting him, though two of them had an uneasy look about them.

Realizing that Cyrus was waiting for a response from him, Koda scrambled mentally before his instincts supplied a response that he thought would work.

Without releasing Samira—she’d let him know when she wanted free—Koda returned the bow, though not as deep, before speaking aloud.

“It was my honor to provide the help the Silent Plains required in their time of need. Samira has acquitted herself honorably while visiting us and is a credit to her tribe.”

Samira let out a small gasp into Koda’s chest and he felt her tail tighten around his waist, but he didn’t release the smaller woman just yet. Cyrus, though, relaxed and stood upright as well, followed by the others in his group.

“That is wonderful to hear. I have brought supplies with us to trade more in earnest, as well as two representatives from other tribes who wished to make contact. Allow me to introduce them.” Cyrus gestured to the two that had been slightly uncomfortable while saluting him, causing them to step forward.

One was a younger man with spreading antlers of a deer protruding from his dense hair. He was thick with muscle, nearly as much as Hans, if Koda was honest, with blunt features and wide blue eyes. The man carried a heavily decorated spear in one hand that would have looked impressive if Koda wasn’t familiar with Sienna’s weapon. The man eyed Koda warily, but didn’t seem openly hostile.

The other was a more mature female hunter. She didn’t show any signs of gray hair, but faint lines at the corners of her eyes and the more weather-beaten texture of her skin told Koda that she was likely the eldest of the group, save for Cyrus. Riding on her hips were a pair of delicately crafted tomahawks, their iron heads and wooden shafts showing signs of care and age that told him these were her prized possessions. Her animal features were a pair of large, white fox ears and an extremely fluffy white tail.

“This is Jordan, of the Whistling Grass tribe,” Cyrus said while indicating the young man. “And this is Melia of the Branching Stream tribe. Their respective headwoman and headman sent them as representatives to meet you and see what the Ivory Spear tribe has to trade.”

“They also sent us to confirm the rumors of a Champion once more walking the world,” the woman added in a brusque tone. “That the Champion of Thera appears to be a human makes it that much harder to believe.”

Cyrus winced at her sharp tone, but calmed when Koda didn’t take offense. Feeling Samira tensing in his arms was all that Koda needed to keep control on any shred of temper that the woman’s tone dredged up.

“I answered the call when she came to me,” Koda stated simply with a shrug. “I trusted her words, and she has given me the proof that I need.”

Releasing one of his arms from around Samira, Koda lifted it up to display his totemic gauntlet, keeping his eyes locked with the woman. She just quirked an eyebrow questioningly, doubt still heavy on her features.

His training with Calandra and sparring with his other mates had taught Koda what to look for. Even though this woman looked relaxed, her muscles were as tight as springs; she looked ready to leap into a fight if needed.

“Melia,” interrupted Jordan before Koda could finish his counterargument. “Your headman told you the same as mine did, I am sure. We need to see and judge for ourselves with open hearts, as Vysin and the Silent Plains have been allies for a long time.”

“It’s fine, Jordan,” Koda reassured the large man, getting a nod of acceptance from him. “I can understand that it would be easier to doubt than understand in this situation. Hell, I doubt it myself sometimes. I wonder if this is all some sort of strange dream from which I’m about to wake up.”

“You’d better not,” Samira muttered into his chest, tensing up only to relax again when Koda squeezed her with the arm around her back.

Looking back to the doubtful Melia, Koda gestured with his upheld arm as he noted that her expression did not look as hard as it had only moments ago.

“These are a gift from Thera herself, a weapon forged out of her last remaining totem to equip me in her time of need. They are bound to me, and answer my call to battle. Just as I answered her call to save the last of her faithful in their time of need.”

Melia’s face twisted into a snarl—she was clearly about to decry Koda’s statement about the Ivory Spear tribe being the last of Thera’s faithful—when Koda banished the gauntlet back into his soul by relaxing the ephemeral muscles and ‘sheathing’ his claws.

The leather, stone, and bone gauntlet vanished in a flash of ruby fire. It happened without shedding extra light or heat, simply consumed by energy, leaving his bare arm in its place. The one that had been supporting Samira also flared with the same energy before that gauntlet vanished too, though it didn’t damage the woman or her clothes.

Melia’s eyes widened at the display of power and her protests died on her lips, but her doubting frown remained. Oddly, that reassured Koda. It meant that she was sincere in her concerns and wouldn’t be easily swayed. If he could convince her, then it would mean she could advocate for the truth of Thera’s return to others.

“I know some things are hard to believe at a glance, but it will be proven, given time. All I ask is that you take the time to observe and judge from there.”

With his point made, Koda let his free arm wrap around Samira again. She snuggled in a little tighter before pushing on his chest gently to let him know she was done.

Releasing Samira, Koda watched as the caracal woman turned to lock eyes with the two newcomers before glancing to Cyrus to ask a question.

“Have you taken them to any of the shrines?”

“No. Vysin asked to keep their locations as tribal secrets for now, and the heads of the other tribes understood,” Cyrus answered, the twist of his lips showing that he disagreed with his headman, but had obeyed the order.

Samira turned a questioning look to Koda. It wasn’t hard to guess what she was thinking, and he nodded his agreement.

“Last Fang is the closest one. It is the final resting place of the Den Mother’s previous incarnation.”

Koda’s statement made both Melia and Jordan’s eyes light up and Cyrus smiled broadly.

“Thank you for that, Champion. Please, lead the way.”

“It’s back the way you came, towards the pass. Shouldn’t take long for us to double back there and visit it. We can still make it to the village before nightfall.” Koda gestured the way they had come, and the group turned around.

They’d made it about a hundred yards down the road before Jordan twitched and looked at Koda in question.

“What did you mean about the Den Mother’s ‘previous’ incarnation?”
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Koda did his best to explain to the newcomers from the other tribes what had happened.

Apparently, while Vysin had given them general information about Koda and the Champion’s exploits, he hadn’t really divulged much beyond that. He’d even concealed Arthene’s presence in their group.

Seeing the shrine that was formed in the Last Fang Cave had swayed Jordan over, and the prospect of meeting a primal spirit like Arthene was rapidly bringing Melia as well.

“I honestly didn’t know that Arthene was such a big deal,” Koda murmured to Samira as they led the group of traders and hunters back along the main road to the village.

“She is one of the oldest and best-known of the Beast Queen’s daughters,” Samira replied with a muffled giggle. “Though you might not think that, given how you have seen her. I admit my own observations lessened my reverence, but what I saw her accomplish during the fight with the trolls also heightened my opinion of her.”

Koda nodded in understanding of that declaration. He’d just finished telling Jordan and Melia the story of the trolls, specifically how Arthene had held off nearly half a dozen of them by herself in her bear form.

While the two representatives had never met a primal spirit, they were at least familiar with the potency and threat of trolls, as their tribes’ territories bordered on the mountainous terrain that such creatures favored. After Koda’s story, they lapsed into thoughtful silence.

“And what I saw you achieve as well,” Samira said, even quieter—almost quiet enough that Koda missed it.

He shot a sidelong look at Samira to find the caracal woman blushing faintly, but not looking his way. Her attitude and bearing reminded Koda of the tribeswoman’s blunt declaration that she wanted to join his family, something she’d danced around for a bit before deciding to cut to the chase.

You really haven’t been getting to know her like you should, Koda thought to himself. Sure, you have good reasons, what with getting ready for winter and finally getting to enjoy your home. But isn’t today the first time you’ve made time to spend with just Samira?

That thought, coupled with Samira’s earnest declaration of interest, made Koda grimace. He’d been a poor host in that fashion, but at least he’d realized it himself before one of his girls had manually adjusted his attitude and reminded him.

Koda’s desire to avoid that fate was strong enough that he opened his mouth before he formulated his thoughts.

“So, Samira,” Koda said, then froze when her intelligent, green eyes darted over to lock with him.

Koda didn’t feel himself falling into them like he would with Sienna’s crystalline orbs, but the intensity in Samira’s gaze startled him. They pierced him with the gaze of a hunter training on its target as Samira focused on him without a shred of hesitation.

She’s not thinking of anything else. I have her full attention, Koda thought in wonder.

Samira seemed like she had her head in the clouds, distracted from her surroundings by some measure. She was always thinking about her stories, her legends and tales. That or how she could add to them. But Koda now realized that Samira was entirely focused on him alone. That sort of intensity startled him at first, but it was also strangely flattering.

“Ah,” Koda cleared his throat before continuing, darting a glance over his shoulder at the group that was following them. “Samira, it occurs to me we haven’t been spending as much time as I would like together, and I apologize for that. Is there anything that you’d like to do? Anything I can do for you to make up for that?”

Samira continued to walk, but stared at him with a blank look on her face for a good ten feet before she blinked. Then she blinked again. A third blink finally seemed to power-cycle her mind and the caracal woman’s ears twitched.

“Koda… you don’t have to—” Samira said, her large, tuft-tipped ears folding back into her sandy-blonde hair.

“I want to,” Koda interrupted.

Samira’s ears shot back upright, quivering in excitement enough that the fluffy tips danced back and forth. Before she could speak, Koda continued.

“I want to get to know you better. I regret that I’ve been so busy lately and I want to make up for lost time. So is there anything that you’d like to do? Anything at all that I can do for you?”

“Umm… could we go for a walk?” Samira asked tentatively, clearly reining in her excitement to appear composed. “I’ve explored a lot of the village, but… well, I would like it if you could show me the places I have heard stories about? Like that valley where you fought that first major battle against the Crooked? And I’d like to see the Windwalker’s Retreat…”

“Sure, we can do that. Are you sure that is all you want?” Koda’s reply was greeted with a broad smile and a rapid lashing of Samira’s feline tail, which was the only answer he needed to know that she was happy with his agreement.

[image: ]


By the time their group got back to Silverstone, it was already late in the afternoon and most of the shops were closing. The Silent Plains hunters all agreed that it would be better if they rested for the night and met with the various vendors in town the following day.

Before, Koda had offered to host the traders in his house, both to welcome them and give them familiar faces with whom they could converse. But as soon as they realized that Koda’s home was also where Arthene was living, both Melia and Jordan declined.

“It wouldn’t be right to invite ourselves into your home, and I do not want to offend the Den Mother,” Jordan insisted. “We can get rooms at the inn easily enough.”

“Agreed. While I would dearly like to meet with the Den Mother and learn more of her, it does not feel like our place to force our way in,” Melia agreed.

The others from the Silent Plains all looked at Cyrus, who shrugged his shoulders.

“It’s no issue to me,” the older cougar beastfolk said. “We could easily camp in the woods near town if we had to, but I wouldn’t mind having a bed under me.”

“Then you might be best going to Banno’s tavern,” Samira chimed in from Koda’s side as they stood on the outskirts of Silverstone.

The caracal woman had been virtually skipping along at Koda’s side since his agreement to go on another walk with her. Apparently, their trip to the edge of the valley didn’t count as one, since it was with the intention of meeting others. Koda was frankly surprised that she hadn't tried to tow him off immediately.

“She’s right,” Koda said after a moment of thought. “While we have the space at my home, you’d be sleeping in bedrolls on the floor in the spare room. Getting ready for winter has us rushing about and we haven’t really had time to furnish much of the house.”

“Then we will seek rest in the tavern,” Cyrus said decisively, his eyes narrowing with an understanding smile. Koda remembered a fragment of information from his previous life that cats blinked or squinted their eyes as a sign of trust, and he immediately wondered if cat beastfolk did the same thing.

I wouldn’t be surprised. Sienna loves getting head-scratches just like most canines I knew, and Arthene is definitely sleepy enough that it might just be a bear trait, Koda thought before leaving that train of thought to fend for itself.

While he’d been mulling it over, Samira had given the group directions to the tavern in town.

“I’ll let the headwoman know that you have arrived so she can meet with us tomorrow,” Koda called as Cyrus began directing their group into the village. “Enjoy a warm bed and good food. Let Banno know you are guests of mine and he’ll take care of you.”

“We will do so, Champion. Thank you again,” Cyrus gave Koda another salute and half-bow, but this time, the elder hunter didn’t wait for Koda to return them before he headed off.

“Well then,” Koda said with a relieved sigh. “Shall we head back to the house?”

“Could we… go for that walk?” Samira asked shyly, biting her bottom lip while her leafy green eyes shimmered in the late afternoon light.

“Already? Sure, I guess. Let’s swing by the house to let the others know we came home already and where we are going though, okay?”

Samira nodded rapidly at Koda’s request and scampered off down the lane to do just that. Koda followed in her wake, a bemused smile on his face at the feline woman’s enthusiasm.

Arriving back at his home, Koda followed Samira inside to find Arthene lounging at the kitchen table with Sienna, while the wolf beastfolk worked on her new spear. He could also hear Calandra singing in dwarven from the kitchen.

“Oh, you two are back already?” Sienna said, spotting them first and setting aside the carving tools she had been using to refine the spear shaft.

Sienna didn’t wait for either of them to respond, hurrying around the table with a broad smile on her lips and her red-black hair bouncing with each step.

Koda didn’t hesitate either, sweeping Sienna into his arms with a broad smile and planting a kiss on his first mate’s lips that made her croon happily while her fluffy tail whirled like a windmill behind her.

Since Koda was otherwise distracted, Samira answered the question for him.

“Yes! We found the traders and brought them back to town. They’re taking rooms at Banno’s so they could enjoy warm beds, though they brought a pair of representatives from other tribes as well. Arthene, they are going to be a bit star-struck when they meet you…”

The incarnate primal spirit sighed but nodded in understanding, shifting in her chair so she was leaning backward and letting her head hang to look at them upside down with a lazy amusement.

“Of course they are. I look forward to the day when people see Koda is more impressive than me. That will allow me to avoid such duties.”

“I doubt that’ll ever happen,” Koda said with a laugh after he finally pulled back from Sienna, though he kept an arm slung around her waist to pull her into his side. “My lovely Den Mother is just that impressive. People will come from miles around simply to pay their respects to such an ancient and honorable guardian.”

Arthene’s face screwed up in distaste at that thought, but smoothed out again when Koda bent to plant an upside-down kiss on Arthene’s lips. The hand that wasn’t holding Sienna to his side caressed its way across Arthene’s cheek to cup her muscled neck possessively and then dance down over the top of her chest.

“Mmm, a flatterer and a tease,” Arthene hummed while shooting him a lidded look and arching her back further to put her full chest on an even greater display. “You escaped my temptation earlier… but will you do the same now?”

To add further fuel to the fires of arousal she was fanning in Koda, Arthene traced her tongue over her bottom lip suggestively and gave him a saucy wink.

Koda had to fight the urge to agree right then and there. Arthene was a sensual creature when she wanted to be, and she was closely in touch with her natural drives. And since sex was one of those natural drives, she was adept at teasing him into a frenzy when she wanted.

But he’d made a promise to Samira already, and didn’t want to break it. Earlier, he had reminded himself and resolved to better respond to Samira.

So Koda pulled back on his arousal—though Sienna giggled in his ear as she felt his manhood harden against her leg—and instead kissed Arthene on the tip of the nose.

“Maybe tonight, Arthene. I was just stopping in with Samira to let you all know we’d made it back, but she wants to see the valley where we stamped out that first Crooked camp,” Koda said, darting his eyes back to Sienna with a smile. “You know the one, where you and the others chased me after they attacked the village?”

“You mean the one you’d planned to take out on your own after shaming the rest of us for taking so long to strike back?” Sienna replied airily, her blue-green eyes dancing in amusement and drawing Koda into their depths once more. “I think I remember that one. The standing stones were quite impressive, and I believe the villagers have gone out there to clean up the pyres so the wilderness can reclaim the place easier.”

“That’s a relief,” Koda said and meant it.

Their group had to kill dozens of Crooked in that fight, including the first Champion he’d had to bring down. That fight had been both difficult and bloody, with Koda barely escaping his own death several times during the fight. Afterwards, they had piled all the bodies and the disturbing Crooked paraphernalia against a cliff wall and set the lot on fire to dispose of it. The last thing Koda wanted to see was the charred bones of the Crooked that he’d had to kill, especially on what he was hoping was a romantic evening walk.

“Yes, it is. I believe it was also because of the shrine that you created there, too. They didn’t want the young ones to find the bones when they brought them there to pay respects to Thera,” Sienna continued with a small smile on her lips.

“Is that Koda I hear?” Calandra called from the kitchen, interrupting their conversation.

A moment later, the dwarven woman poked her head around the door and broke into a broad grin. She wore a dark apron over her clothes, which was marked with flour and a few other small stains from cooking.

Calandra mirrored Sienna’s earlier actions, not hesitating to hurry around the table to where Koda stood with his arm around Sienna’s waist, her own arms spreading wide to demand a hug.

Koda released his grip on his other two mates and took a knee to put himself on the dwarven woman’s level. Calandra accepted his embrace, twisting her body to keep from transferring the worst of the stains on her apron to Koda’s relatively clean clothes, though her strong arms still trapped him in a hug that pressed her full bust into his chest.

“What’s this I heard about you going for a walk? Are you so afraid of my cooking that you want to dodge dinner?” Calandra asked once they separated, her large olive-colored eyes glimmering with amusement.

“Not afraid—just a bit hesitant is all,” Koda replied with a grin, tugging playfully on one of the dwarven woman’s three thick braids.

Calandra arched an eyebrow at him, propping her fists on her hips and throwing her ample chest out in his direction.

“I’ll have you know I am a great cook! I can definitely do more than traveling soups and stews.”

“Cal, I think I smell your bread burning…” Sienna said dryly from behind Koda.

The dwarven woman’s eyes widened, and she whirled towards the kitchen in surprise, only to blow out her breath in annoyance.

“Damn it, Sienna! I actually thought something was burning,” Calandra growled when she didn’t see the expected billow of smoke.

Sienna giggled quietly, her tail whipping back and forth in amusement as she leaned over Koda’s still-squatting form to press a kiss to the top of Calandra’s head.

“Just teasing you, dear. Though you should keep watch on your food until you are used to the new fireplace. With the changes Koda had me make to it, I’ve noticed that it holds heat better.”

“Just a part of insulating the outside to make the bathing room,” Koda said defensively. Both girls turned smiles his way, but Calandra stole another kiss from Koda.

“We didn’t say it was a bad thing, just that we are adjusting to it,” Calandra reminded him before bopping Koda lightly on the nose. “If you are going to go on a walkabout with Samira, then get going! Dinner will be ready in another hour or two, so don’t spend too long out there.”

“I’ll make sure that we are back in time for dinner,” Samira promised with a sharp nod that sent her pointed, feline ears flapping.

“I mean this with all the love I have for you, Samira,” Arthene drawled, still leaning over backward in her chair. “But of the two of you, I think you are the most likely to get distracted and lose track of time.”

To head off any more teasing, Koda pushed himself to his feet and spoke.

“I’ll make it back in time for dinner. Whatever you are making, Cal, it smells delicious.”

The compliment made the busty dwarven woman’s chest puff out even further and her smile grew. She turned and hurried back to the kitchen with a bounce in her step, though Koda wouldn’t have noticed that. He was too busy staring at Calandra’s firm bottom as she left.

A gentle poke from Sienna drew Koda back to reality, while Arthene’s snickering picked up once more.

“Get going, love,” Sienna reminded him gently while tossing her head towards the door. “You promised Samira you’d take her out there, and now you promised to make it back for dinner.”

Smiling down at Sienna and Arthene, even as Calandra’s singing picked up in the kitchen once more, Koda couldn’t help but feel like he was buried in love at the moment.

Is this what true happiness is? A loving home and a family that cares about you? Koda thought as he got one last kiss from both Sienna and Arthene before leading Samira out the door.

He couldn’t help but wonder if it was possible to be any happier as he led Samira down the lane, the caracal woman bouncing happily along at his side. She was already peppering him with more questions about the battle that he’d fought in the valley they were headed for.

Thera definitely made good on her promise to give me a loving family, Koda thought with a smile as he watched Samira skip along. Despite his earlier affection for his mates, the caracal woman didn’t appear envious or even put out in the slightest. Instead, she was excited to have more time with him right then.

Love shared grows, Koda thought with a smile as the two of them headed into the cool afternoon together.
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The temperature dropped while Koda and Samira wended their way through the forest. Clouds had gathered on the horizon all day, looming over the nearby mountains like a threatening hand waiting to strike down, but holding itself at bay for the moment—but only for the moment.

Samira had spent the last hour chattering away about different subjects, most of them being stories and legends that she’d heard of regarding the origins of her species and the ancient tales of the Moonlit Realm, Thera’s ancient stronghold that the Crooken had taken.

“—and then the high priest commanded the sea itself to give up its due. Moments later, the waves parted and revealed great deposits of shimmering nuggets and flecks of iridescent sand. Silver and gold washed ashore, carried by the waves themselves to present a bounty to the temple. The metal was taken and smelted down to create both decorations and art for the city to enrich its people. The artisans chosen to work with the metal were the most humble to handle such riches and worked to draw the most beauty from the metal that was within their power.”

Samira’s ears wiggled happily as she told the tale, her easy stride as she trotted along beside Koda completely at odds with how quickly they were moving.

“Interesting. And why was it they chose the sea to ask for such a thing?” Koda asked, intrigued by the story.

Samira thought for a moment, her slender fingers drumming against her jaw while she considered it before she spoke.

“It’s not said in the tale, but I would believe that it ties into other tales from the era. Great sailing fleets often carried goods for the different kingdoms, and the sea always took its due from them. I believe the high priest had decided it was time for the sea to return some of its stolen treasure.”

“Ah, but was it truly stolen if it was taken as the sea’s ‘due,’ as you said?” Koda asked with a smile that Samira returned with a roll of her eyes.

“Are the coins extorted by bandits on a highway truly stolen if they are called a tax to pass? The primal gods created the worlds from the raw matter of existence, so everything on them belongs to those gods. The high priest simply reclaimed what already belonged to Thera in her name, as her people needed it.”

“An interesting attitude to take, but I can’t fault it. I don’t know enough about how the power structures work between the gods to really form an opinion,” Koda replied as they darted through a tall stand of trees. “We should slow down. We’re getting close to the location you wanted to see. Also, we should take some time to just enjoy our walk.”

Samira blinked at him in surprise before looking around to take in their surroundings. She slowed a moment later, her bounding stride returning to something more akin to a normal walk in time with Koda.

“I hadn’t realized we were doing that again. It’s been months and I’m still getting used to the strength…” Samira murmured.

“It’s easy to lose track of,” Koda agreed with a gentle smile.

Samira nodded before waving a hand to one side as if to rewind their conversation to an earlier point. “You should think about such things, though, Koda. You are Thera’s Champion, first amongst many to come. You are the highest authority in her name.”

Not wanting to argue it with her, Koda just nodded and fought back a grimace. He didn’t need or want to think about that right now. He was only just getting used to the idea that he was someone that others respected.

Leave the leading to people like the headwoman. She knows what she’s doing, Koda reminded himself. You’ve surrounded yourself with intelligent people, especially your mates. Listen to them and things will work out.

While Thera didn’t communicate with him often, Koda could feel his connection to the goddess within himself. It lay like a power cable burrowed deep into his soul, and more often than not, he felt nothing from it other than a general sense of anticipation. Right now, though, he could sense amusement welling up from the goddess.

Wanting to change the subject away from his potential responsibilities and the idea of having to lead an entire faith, Koda turned the conversation back on Samira for a bit.

“So, Samira. I have a question for you that might be a bit personal, if you don’t⁠—”

“I’d be happy to answer any questions you have! What is it?” Samira interrupted Koda with a grin and an extra bounce to her step.

“You sure about that?” Koda asked in surprise, darting several glances towards the excited caracal woman.

“Of course. I have nothing to hide from you, Koda. You've already proven your trustworthiness to me. So what is it you wanted to ask me?”

Samira’s easygoing answer was so in-tune with her attitude that Koda couldn’t help but smile.

Why did I worry about being awkward? Everything just sails right over her head when it has the potential to be taken wrong, Koda thought with a sardonic shake of his head before returning to the conversation.

“I was just curious, Samira. What sort of plans or desires do you have for the future? Maybe it’s because I’ve finally gotten to stay in one location for longer than a few days, but I’m finally thinking about what is coming,” Koda answered.

Samira hummed thoughtfully as she walked, her tail flicking back and forth behind her animatedly. As they had traveled, Samira had moved closer and closer to Koda until she was walking with her hip nearly pressed into his. The tip of her tail whacked against his leg occasionally as it danced happily behind her, not enough to annoy him, but enough to remind Koda that it was there.

“Short-term you already know,” Samira said after a moment of thought, turning to smile up at him hard enough that her eyes squinted with the gesture. “I want to join your family, Koda. Sienna, Calandra, and Arthene are all so happy all the time, and you seem like a wonderful mate to take care of them so well.”

If it hadn’t been for her previous declaration in the wake of their victory over the trolls, that blunt statement would have made Koda trip in surprise. Instead, since he’d been thinking about just that, it made him snort in amusement.

“Yes, I remember that part,” Koda said with a laugh, reaching over to run his hand through Samira’s sandy-blonde hair. The caracal woman let out a happy purring noise and leaned into his hand, mewling contentedly when Koda rubbed at the base of one triangular ear. “But I meant for the future. What sort of goals do you have in life?”

“Kits—lots of kits,” Samira sighed happily, her tail thrashing even faster behind her in excitement. “I want at least three children, but as many as I can care for. It’s part of what drew me to you, Koda. Your family is going to be large, and that will give me many little ones to spoil and teach.”

The way Samira’s voice rose in excitement as she mentioned ‘teaching’ made Koda have to stifle a laugh.

Of course, it all comes back to her stories, Koda thought with a broad smile. But if that is her passion, then I can’t fault her. He carefully did not think too hard about Samira’s insistence on the number of children she wanted, or that he was bound to have lots of kids. He wasn’t against the idea, but it was daunting to consider what it might be like to have that many little ones running about.

Family. Security. Duty. Guardian.

The words echoed up from deep within Koda’s soul, in the place where the ghosts of his ancestors lay within his blood. He still wasn’t sure how it worked or what motivated the power to reach out to him, but it had stirred to his aid on more than one occasion. Each thought echoed through his being like a plucked guitar string, and Koda felt his faint anxiety over the future slowly fade away.

We will handle that when it comes, Koda thought with a firm nod.

The thoughts took less than a second to process through his mind and soul, and then Koda returned his awareness to Samira as the caracal woman leaned into him for the first time during their walk.

Tentatively, he felt Samira’s hand slip into his before she pressed herself into his arm.

“Is… is that what you want?” Samira asked quietly, her tone more subdued than before. “I know you will have your choice of beastfolk, and more of the primal spirits will likely flock to you as well. Arthene talks constantly about how jealous her sisters are of her getting to come to you first⁠—”

This time, it was Koda’s turn to cut Samira off. Rather than speak, though, he pulled himself free of her tentative grip before wrapping his right arm around Samira’s shoulders to pull her firmly to his side.

“Samira, if I didn’t want that, I would have said something back when you first asked Vysin to be the one sent to my home,” Koda reassured her while giving the cat woman a gentle squeeze.

The caracal woman had stiffened when Koda shook her off, only to melt into his side when he wrapped an arm around her. She sniffed once, hard, before nodding while leaning into him. Their walking pace had slowed further now, given the difficulty of walking while entwined like this, but she didn’t mind.

As if it had a mind of its own, Samira’s tail thrashed around until it wound around Koda’s hips like an arm, happily clinging to him in return.

“I’m just taking my time to get to know you, is all. You deserve more than just a quick toss in the bed to add you to my collection,” Koda continued. His words drew a happy purr from the contented catwoman, and she nodded her understanding. “So, besides joining my family and wanting lots of kids to spoil rotten, what other kinds of dreams do you have for the future?”

Samira was quiet for several long minutes, but Koda did not disturb her. He could tell from the way her ears would flatten, then wiggle, then flatten again that she was giving his question some serious thought. Which, for the normally flighty beastfolk, was a good sign.

“I suppose I would like to travel. To see more of the world and its mysteries. To journey to other worlds, at least those that are welcoming to our kind. The stories I have memorized tell of great battles, majestic feats, and awe-inspiring sights. I would like to add new stories to their number before bringing them back home to share with others,” Samira said at last.

“That should be easy enough to do,” Koda laughed, giving her a squeeze about the shoulders, making Samira sigh happily again. “I have a feeling that I’ll be doing quite a bit in the future. If you stick with us, I can guarantee that you’ll be able to see and experience a few oddities, including a goddess showing up in our living room.”

The last part made Samira snort with laughter, as she obviously remembered the awe that she felt when Thera had appeared in Koda’s house one day to tease him about having children.

“And the rest of it?” Samira asked quietly once she had her laughter under control.

“You’ll find your place there, I’m sure of it. And the others will be happy to have someone to help with that part. If I left teaching up to Arthene or Calandra, they’d only teach them how to get into trouble.”

“Sienna would do her best, though,” Samira reminded him, snuggling her head into his shoulder. “They all do their best for you.”

“Indeed they do,” Koda agreed with a smile, briefly squeezing Samira’s shoulders. “I know all of you will do your best.”

At the confidence in his words, Samira let out a heartfelt sigh of contentment and fell silent.

They continued for several more minutes like that, walking through the dimming afternoon light as the clouds slowly crept down the mountain face above them.

Koda only broke the silence when he saw the large ravine through the trees ahead of them. He gave Samira a squeeze, which brought her out of her own thoughts.

“There it is up ahead,” Koda said gently, and Samira’s ears perked up at that. Their affectionate walk had pushed her normally boundless energy aside in favor of introspection, but now that energy was peeking out once more.

“Tell me everything! I want to hear the whole story,” Samira demanded as they came to a stop next to a large boulder that sat on the edge of the cliff. A pair of animal trails wound around it, one to each side, that dove toward a narrow path into the ravine.

Smiling at the memories, and his own eager intent to help people even back then, Koda nodded his assent to Samira before he related the story. He pointed towards the boulder to indicate a path that led down into the ravine.

“Well, to give you context, I had arrived here only hours before, helping to push back the Crooked from the village. The hunters had been arguing over whether they should reinforce the village or head here when I left ahead of them. Following the Crooked back wasn’t hard, and I was hiding right there, trying to figure out how I was going to get in there to help the captives when Sienna snuck up on me…”


9


“So to put it simply, you want me to travel out to the Silent Plains village to meet with other tribal representatives? And all of this as the snows are beginning to come down from the mountains?” Koda asked, leaning his elbows on his knees and raising an eyebrow while he stared at Cyrus.

The cougar beastfolk grimaced but nodded.

“The winter is a time for the tribes to sit and discuss things,” Cyrus explained. “I know Samira will have been teaching you of our traditions, but it is the time when most, if not all, of the tribe is present, so decisions can be made. Many other tribes of the plains follow the same traditions. This will be the last official gathering of those outside the tribes in large numbers.”

“And by being present, that will allow many of them to meet me and carry word back to their people. Then they have the winter to convince their people that I’m not full of shit?” Koda asked dryly.

He already knew where this was going to end up, but that didn’t lower his irritation any more. Koda had been enjoying the last two months getting settled into his home and preparing for the winter.

The village had plenty of projects that needed to be completed—everything from new buildings being constructed for the incoming residents from Amberpost, to preparing the foundations for the perimeter wall Kris wanted his help in building. And that was not even counting everything back home that he needed and wanted to get done.

“Simply put, yes. Jordan and Melia represent the only tribes willing to come to you,” Cyrus said with a sigh. “Know that Vysin sent word out to the people he trusts, but only those two tribes will entertain the idea that such a thing could be true.”

“And Vysin believes that me being present at this meeting will help convince others that both he and I are not lying. Ugh, what a time for such a thing to happen.”

Cyrus’ grimace only deepened. It was obvious the older hunter knew what he was asking of Koda, and he didn’t like it any more than the Champion did.

“I know your village is preparing for winter, and asking you to travel at this time is not right. The snows could seal the pass behind you and make it impossible to get back into the valley. If such a thing were to happen, I guarantee that the Silent Plains would be happy to host you,” Cyrus offered into the silence.

“I doubt that it’d be necessary. If I am away that long, Arthene would lose her mind and likely come looking for me,” Koda snorted, shaking his head.

Cyrus blinked in surprise, his feline ears folding back against his skull.

“The Den Mother would not be coming with you?”

“I don’t know,” Koda said with a shrug. “It’s not like I have had the chance to ask her or the others yet.” Koda made a gesture to their surroundings and Cyrus nodded.

The two men sat in the front room of Banno’s Tavern. The other seven of Cyrus’ group were out and about in town with Samira so she could show them to the different merchants that might have goods in which they would be interested.

Even though he’d only had that long walk and conversation with Samira the previous night, Koda was already finding himself growing more attached to the vivacious young beastfolk. It didn’t help that his other mates already were clearly embracing her as a friend—something that had escaped Koda’s notice during the last few months while he was working on getting his home ready.

Now, the caracal woman was happily fulfilling the nominal task that had been the reason for her actually coming to Silverstone, other than her self-professed plans to wiggle her way into Koda’s family.

“Koda, I did not mention it initially because I didn’t want it to sound like a lure…” Cyrus said after the silence had continued to drag on for several more moments.

Koda blinked away his thoughts and looked up from the quietly steaming teacup he’d been staring at. Cyrus was chewing his bottom lip while refusing to look at him. Thankfully, the other man continued before Koda had to prompt him.

“You remember how you consecrated several locations in our territory? Claiming those sites of power for… your patron?” Cyrus clearly paused, hesitating to mention Thera despite the mostly empty state of Banno’s Tavern that morning.

“Yes. I take it that your people have been successful in finding more?” Koda asked, grimacing as he now understood the other man’s hesitation. If he’d thrown that fact in with the request for Koda to travel to the Silent Plains village, it would have sounded like a bribe or a lure.

“We believe so,” Cyrus heaved another sigh before lifting his mug up and taking a sip of the herbal brew inside it. Only once the clay tea mug was back on the table did he continue. “Without a shaman or priest of our own to confirm it, we cannot be sure. But they do have the same sense of quiet majesty about them that the ritual cave and the grove by the watering hole had. I know that with each day’s passage, the Lady grows stronger⁠—”

“—and this will help her grow even more quickly,” Koda finished with a nod. “I understand your hesitation. If it was someone else, I might have assumed them to be trying to coerce me. But I promised I would come if your people needed me.”

Cyrus’ grimace didn’t fade though, if anything it grew heavier on his aged face.

“You should be spending this time with your family, not racing about playing power games,” Cyrus said. The guilt that hung on his words was an obvious weight to the older man.

“Someone has to do it. And while I convinced Jordan and Melia that I am being truthful, they are only two people,” Koda replied.

Despite his reservations, Koda could already feel that he was going to agree to this. The only question was if he’d be making the trip by himself or with one or more of his girls.

I don’t expect them to come with me like when we had to skip town to avoid that priest, Koda thought to himself. It honestly would make the greatest sense for most of them to stay in town. Sienna to finish prepping the house for winter, Calandra to finish setting up the weapons training, and Arthene because… well, she’s comfortable here. The only one I would expect to want to go is Samira, so she can visit her people.

Thera was strangely silent within his mind and soul. The sensation of anticipation and pride from his goddess hadn’t shifted one bit during the meeting he’d had with Cyrus, and Koda couldn’t help but think that Thera was content to let him decide how to handle this.

“I’ll need to talk to the others to see what they want to do,” Koda said at last, getting a firm nod from Cyrus.

“That makes sense. Your family comes first, and it would be wrong of you not to consult your women before making such a decision,” Cyrus agreed, but Koda shook his head.

“I’ll be going with you back to your people at the very least,” Koda confirmed, his confidence startling Cyrus. “It’s just a matter of who is coming with me. We all have duties in the village, and I need to speak with the headwoman to make sure that she can spare me for a week or two to travel back to your tribe.”

“The meeting will be…” Cyrus began before cutting himself off with a snort of amusement. “One would think that I wouldn’t be so quick to forget the powers of your dwarven mate. Her magic would ensure we could return to the tribe well ahead of the schedule if she comes with us.”

“Not just that,” Koda laughed before patting his chest with one hand. “The strength from the troll-slayer blessing is enough that I could easily sprint there or back if needed. So even if Calandra doesn’t want to come with us, I’ll be able to shorten one side of my trip at the very least.”

“That is also fair,” Cyrus said with a nod and a smile. “Our people use sleighs when the snow hangs heavy on the world, but it will be some time yet before that happens—several weeks to a month or two at the latest. I know of at least two tribes from further to the north around the edge of the mountains that use trained wolves to pull sleds.”

“Dog sleds,” Koda agreed with a nod. “I have heard of them, too. They can cover a surprising amount of ground, but taking care of the sled teams is a challenge all its own.”

“We were planning to head back within the next four days. Is that going to be enough time for you to talk to who you need to?” Cyrus asked next before draining the last of the hot tea in his mug.

“Should be. I can talk to the headwoman and my girls today and get back to you either tonight or tomorrow.”

Before Cyrus could answer him though, a clatter of the front door to the tavern bursting open drew the attention of everyone present there.

A pudgy-looking man, heavily wrapped in wool and fur, pushed his way into the tavern, shivering despite his layers as a cold breeze chased him inwards. Despite the travel-stains on his garments, the man appeared well off from the make of his clothes and the elaborate embroidery at the hems. Three more men followed him in, all dressed in thick cloaks over leather and chainmail armor.

“Keeper! I have a cart and goods that need storage, as well as horses that need care,” the well-dressed man called across the room as he stamped mud off his boots before hurrying to the large hearth in the corner.

Banno, a bear beastfolk with brown hair, broad shoulders, and a hooked nose, hurried out from behind the bar.

“Master Halvor, good to see that you made it! We weren’t sure if you’d make another trip up the mountain before the winter, what with all that business regarding the Crooked and the attack on Amberpost.”

From the respect and friendly tone in the normally gruff bear man’s speech, Koda could guess that the fat man was a somewhat-familiar face in the village.

Probably a traveling merchant, based on the talk of goods, Koda thought before draining his own tea mug.

“Yes, that was quite bad for business,” the fat man agreed, allowing Banno to urge him towards a wooden chair by the fire. “But I know that your little village relies on us traders to get many of your goods! I couldn’t leave my long-time partners here without supplies.”

The self-satisfied tone that Halvor was using grated at Koda’s nerves already, but he swallowed his irritation. This wasn’t his place to interfere, and Banno looked more than happy to have the man in his establishment, after all. As soon as the bear beastfolk had settled Halvor by the fire, he’d turned to direct the three men—obviously guards for the merchant—to a nearby table before sticking his head through the door to the kitchen to shout directions to someone.

Koda could feel the eyes of the three guards on him as they studied the few occupants of the room, clearly checking for any threats to their employer while they settled in.

Halvor continued to prattle on about what ‘fine goods’ he’d brought to sell to the villagers, while not so subtly prying at Banno for information on the mines as the bear man poured several steaming mugs of mulled wine for the merchant and his guards.

“I sold most of my goods in Amberpost—the poor people there are in need of so much help after the depredations of the Crooked—but I made sure to keep plenty on hand to bring up the mountain with me. I wouldn’t want your people to freeze without enough cloth for blankets and the like,” Halvor was saying as he accepted his steaming mug from Banno.

The merchant's eyes darted about the room as he talked, his deep-set eyes always active and keen despite the heavy-handed way he was talking. Koda felt it when those eyes landed on him and Cyrus, as well as heard it because Halvor’s speech hiccuped when he spotted the tribal garb of the hunter sitting across from Koda.

Feigning a glance towards the merchant, Koda was surprised to see disgust on Halvor's thick features; he quickly smoothed away the look when he caught Koda's glance. The fat man’s demeanor was more subdued and gruff when he started talking again.

Of course, Koda thought with a sigh. He probably sees the tribal folks as ‘uncivilized barbarians’ or some such bullshit. That or he’s worried the people of Silverstone won’t need his cloth if they are trading hides with the tribes. I wonder how much he’s gouged the people of Amberpost for warm clothing?

Not wanting to dwell on something he couldn’t change, Koda pushed the thought away and got to his feet. Cyrus followed him a moment later. Before the other man could, Koda produced several copper coins and set them on the table after catching Banno’s eyes with a wave of his hand.

“Good day to you, Aegisclaw! Give your wives my regards, please? And you too, hunter,” Banno called their way with a grin and a nod, clearly either ignoring the merchant’s grumpiness or missing it.

“You too, Banno. I need to go have a word with the headwoman, but you let me know if you need anything, okay?” Koda called back, keeping his tone even and pointedly not looking at the guards or the merchant by the fire—who had fallen silent at Koda’s movement.

“Always. Give the headwoman my best as well when you see her,” Banno replied with a wink before turning his attention back to the merchant. “Now, Master Halvor, how long will you be staying with us? We’ve your normal room available, and I have a shared room large enough for your guards, too.”

Koda didn’t catch the merchant's response, as he was already moving with Cyrus in tow behind him.

The clouds that had been slowly ambling down the mountain the night before were now hanging heavy over the town, faint flurries of snow occasionally drifting through the air, only to melt as they hit the cobblestone street in front of the tavern.

“May want to try avoiding that one,” Koda murmured to Cyrus, who nodded in agreement.

“Aye, I could feel his eyes digging into my back. His kind are the reason that most of the tribes don’t trust the ‘civilized’ people enough to travel to Amberpost. Those that do often end up being taken advantage of. It’s why Vysin was so excited to hear that you and Silverstone wanted trade. You’ve already shown you can be trusted.”

“I’d like to think that. Might want to let the others know as well. I doubt the man will cause problems, as that might affect his profits if he’s chased out of town, but better to be safe,” Koda suggested and Cyrus nodded.

“That I will. Were you serious about going to the headwoman already?”

“Might as well,” Koda said while biting back a sigh. “I’ll talk to Kris now and then the girls later. I should be able to let you know by tomorrow how many of us are going back with you for this tribal meeting.”

Cyrus didn’t voice his thanks; instead, he just saluted the champion sharply and bowed his head before turning on his heel and striding away down the street to find his people

Koda watched him go, turning over the situation at hand in his mind.

Well, it wasn’t as if you expected to relax for long. At least you got a month or two to enjoy the new house, rather than a single night this time, Koda thought with a smirk before turning on his heel to head across the square to the headwoman’s house.
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“Honestly, it’s not a bad idea,” Kris said as she studied the glazed clay cup in her hands.

The older cat beastfolk looked a little silly with how heavily she was bundled up at the moment, despite being inside and in front of a good-sized fire in the hearth.

“That was my thought as well,” Koda sighed, staring down at the pale green tea in his own mug.

While it had been months since he’d left Earth to come to this strange new world, there were still some things that he missed about his old world. Some of those—like a bathtub—he’d found ways around. Others were still missing from his life, and he was going to have to get used to lacking familiar comforts.

That didn’t make the lack of coffee any easier, considering that he’d lived on the stuff for so long while he worked construction. The colder weather was just making the absence that much more obvious to him.

Pulling his thoughts back, Koda focused on what he had right now, and the situation in front of him.

“I know everyone is busy getting ready for the winter and—” Kris cut him off with a wave of her hand.

“Not anything that we can’t handle. The village has had worse. No, this is a task that only you can do. While I would have preferred if they hadn’t left it to the last minute like this, I also can understand that it takes time for these meetings to be arranged. They likely held off sending their traders until now to ensure that they could bring word.”

The headwoman took a long sip of her tea before setting the mug on the table and drawing her shawl closer around her shoulders. That it was one of three she was wearing wasn’t lost on Koda.

“Do you think the village will be okay if the girls decide to come with me?” Koda asked, and Kris shot him an arch look that made her wrinkles deepen even further.

“Aegisclaw, if you think your mates are going to let you wander off without them, then you have another thing coming. I can just about guarantee that if you were to suggest such an idea, it would get a rather unkind response from them,” Kris drawled, sarcasm dripping from every word.

Koda grimaced but nodded his understanding, taking another drink of the hot herbal brew before he spoke again.

“It’s not that I don’t want them to come with me. I always want my ladies at my side. But we’ve settled in nicely these last few months and we’ve only just now gotten the house comfortable.”

“Your home will be waiting for you when you come back,” Kris said with a thin laugh. “If the stories that my granddaughter has told me of your ability to move across the plains at speed are anything to be believed, then I doubt you will be gone overly long. Your place is with your tribe, Aegisclaw. And I know you will find your way back to us swiftly.”

The confidence in Kris’s tone as she said that helped the knot in Koda’s gut to unwind. Looking at it critically, he knew she was right. The Ivory Spear tribe had fended for themselves without him for a long time. It was only the arrival of the Crooked in an area that was previously safe that put them at risk.

Now, though, these people were far from helpless. Between the work that all the tribe’s warriors had put in to train and learn already, the weapons that Arthene was teaching the tribe’s craftsfolk to make, and the knowledge that their goddess was watching over them, these people would never again be victims.

And it would be wrong to not do my best to give that same reassurance to the other tribes. Thera needs their faith, as much as the strength from the places of power to recover. It would be greedy of me to refuse simply because I want to spend more time at home.

“I’ll give you a bit of additional incentive to return as well, Aegisclaw,” Kris said, drawing Koda out of his thoughts.

The older woman was leaning forward with her elbows on the scrubbed wood of the table. Her smile was back and pulling the already-deep wrinkles on her face even deeper now. When Kris was sure that she had the champion’s attention once more, she continued.

“The village will be prepared for the winter soon, but there is a ceremony that will be coming due in the next month. For centuries, our people have made sacrifices at the doorstep of winter to remind us of the warmth of family and friends to get us through the winter. It is known as the Pack’s Hearth, and I planned to celebrate it after the first snowfall. However, I think the village would welcome it to celebrate your return from this latest trip.”

“What sort of ceremony is it?” Koda asked, his heart stirring with excitement despite not knowing anything. There was something about the way Kris described it that made him want to experience this ceremony.

“It’s a day of feasting, family, and respect. Every member of the village contributes food and fuel for a grand bonfire that we will have in the village center. Offerings are made on the bonfire—everything from crafted items, prizes from hunts, to written messages. When each person returns home, they bring a lit ember from the bonfire to bless their homes with the warmth of the community, as we all must look after each other in times of need. It is one of the Pack Lady’s decrees.”

“Sounds fairly simple, and a great way to remind folks that the community is in it together before the winter starts,” Koda replied with a grin.

Unbidden, images rose from deep within Koda’s soul. Memories that were not his own, but clearly coming from the place where his strength resided.

Memories of temples, villages, castles, towns, and more celebrating life and community.

Large bonfires roared tongues of flame high into the sky as people of all species talked, danced, laughed, and feasted in the warmth emitted from the great pyres.

Children playing chase games with bright ribbons in all the colors of fire.

Champions, clad in armor of leather, bone, and metal, consecrating unions.

Adults telling stories and making plans for the coming year.

Priests clad in hide robes, blessing newborn children.

Craftsfolk of every age and skill level exhibiting their abilities.

Kids playing in the mud.

Behind every action came the upwelling of community, companionship, and a desire to see friends and family succeed and grow, all bound up with the loving affection of a mother’s pride in her children.

Blinking furiously, Koda brought himself back from what he was sure were memories from hundreds of different people. There was no way that so many different visions in all those different locations could have been from a single person.

Community, the voice deep within his soul sang like a breeze through the trees. Duty, it rattled a moment later, the ringing echo of mighty chains following the word. Family, the same voice whispered with the pride and fear of a father presenting his daughter to her intended.

Koda shook his head from side to side, emotions roaring up from the depths of his being as memories tried to overwhelm him again.

He still had no idea what dwelt deep within his soul and spoke to him at these odd moments. Thera had said nothing to him either, but it whispered and roared to him in alternating rhythms. All he knew was that this strange link was tied to his lineage.

I wouldn't be surprised if the way Thera found me in her time of need somehow connects to this. One last duty from my ancestors or some such bull, as if I needed their urging to help someone in trouble, Koda thought with a mental growl as his emotions settled once more.

“Is everything all right, Aegisclaw?” Kris asked, and from her worried tone, Koda could tell that she had expected a different reaction from him regarding this ceremony she’d mentioned.

“I’m fine. Just had a moment there brought up by the ceremony you mentioned,” Koda replied, trying to wave off her concern.

“It is part of the village’s tradition, but you are not required to take part if you don’t—” Kris reassured him, but now it was Koda’s turn to interrupt.

“I would be honored to take part in the ceremony. Such a pure and powerful rite of community is something to be proud of.” Koda’s words clearly reassured Kris, as her worries faded away in moments. “I just… well, you could say I saw a vision, what I believe such things were like in the past.”

That statement clearly stunned the older woman, and tears gathered in the corners of her eye a moment later.

“You saw the old rites? The celebrations of our people’s history?”

A thin, golden thread of hope gave her words a backbone like steel as she asked a question that sounded more like a declaration to Koda’s ears. He just nodded, feeling his own control over his emotions quake.

Tears slipped down Kris’ wrinkled face in full as she tilted her head upwards, her eyes clearly looking at a place beyond where the two of them sat.

“Oh Thera… please? You have returned to us and brought hope back to our people. Does that mean that we have a chance to return to past glory?”

[image: ]


He’d sat with Kris until the headwoman had collected herself properly. It had also given him time to get a better handle on his emotions and suppress the memories threatening to overwhelm him.

I really need to figure out what the hell is going on, Koda thought while ambling through the sun-soaked streets of the village.

Now that it was past noon, the village was humming with activity as people moved back and forth about their daily tasks. The air was still chill, with a thin fog from people’s breath trailing behind them, but the bright sun was enough to keep the worst of the cold air at bay.

Koda rolled his shoulders so that the heavy bison-hide mantle settled more comfortably into place around him. The thick hide-and-fur mantle was easily more than enough to keep him toasty even in the chill air, so he didn’t bother to do up the bone toggles on the front to hold it closed.

“Good day, Aegisclaw!” called a passerby, a smiling wolf beastfolk man who had a bundle of firewood on each shoulder.

“Good day to you as well,” Koda replied with a grin, threading his way through the crowd, giving smiles and greetings to anyone who spoke to him or met his eyes.

Word has spread enough that everyone in town knew who he was, though he still fought to remember names. Thankfully, the villagers were forgiving of that fact. Even those who were new to the town treated him with respect. None stopped him, though. It was obvious Koda was moving with purpose, and even those who did not know he was a Champion were loath to impede him.

Koda spotted his quarry as he turned down a lane on the edge of the village, where the ringing song of hammers and anvils beat out a counterpoint to the murmur of the townsfolk. There were still shoppers here, but they were far fewer in number, so the trio of brunette braids bouncing along at just above waist height was easier to spot.

Calandra strode with confidence down the street, her wrist-thick braids dancing and shimmering with health in the sun as she carried an armload of what looked like sticks but Koda knew to be training blades.

She had just emerged from one of the open-fronted smithies and was working her way along the lane toward the edge of town and the well-maintained road that led towards the mines.

Not wanting to startle his mate while she was carrying a burden, Koda called out to Calandra as he got closer.

“Cal, got a minute?”

The dwarven woman rolled her head on her neck to catch sight of him before grinning at Koda broadly.

“For you, lover? Always. Here, make yourself useful and help me carry this lot. I should have tied them together to make it easier to manage, but⁠—”

“—you didn’t realize that until you were halfway down the street. My dwarven mate is too stubborn to stop once she’s started, after all,” Koda cut her off, accepting a portion of the bundle with a smile and a laugh.

“Oh hush you; you don’t complain about my stubbornness each morning when I wake you up,” Calandra grumbled back at him playfully, a smile touching her lips as she shot him a loving look when he lightened her load. “Ah, that’s much easier to manage now. I’ve been ferrying training gear to the mine so we have it ready when folks are ready to start. These practice blades aren’t perfect, but they’ll do just fine for now.”

“Surprised you are starting them on swords rather than spears,” Koda replied as they stepped beyond the edge of the village and into the trees, following the packed dirt road towards the mithril mine.

“Why should I? This is a village of hill-folk. Even those who aren’t lifelong hunters know the basics of the spear so they can hunt if they have a need,” Calandra said, blowing a strand of hair from her face with a huff before she continued. “I’ll still drill them on the basics of the spear, so everyone has a good grounding. But the sword is a gold-standard for martial weapons for a reason.”

“What about the club? I thought it was one of the first weapons created,” Koda suggested, getting a playful elbow to the hip from the shorter woman.

“The club is a fine weapon, as are the axe and others. But a lead-weighted practice sword will let me get them all up to a passing level of skill. It may not transfer directly, but a lot of the styles from a sword are similar to a club or an axe. Also, a practice sword is marginally less likely to break a bone than a practice club.”

“Fair enough. I imagine that a practice club is just a club after all, since it’s not like they have cutting edges,” Koda shot back, bumping Calandra back with his thigh to her shoulder.

“Some styles of mace do, but the majority don’t. It’s all about how the weight swings that deals most of the damage,” Calandra answered without missing a beat. She met his bump by setting her feet and shoulder-checking him to one side, nearly knocking Koda over in his surprise.

“Feeling feisty today, aren’t you?” Koda laughed when he regained his balance.

“A bit. It’s been quiet the last few months and I keep waiting for the other shoe to drop. I’ve gotten used to things going sideways too often to not expect it now. Once the snows settle in, I might be able to relax some,” Calandra admitted, shooting him a look out of one eye. “Something’s on your mind, I can tell.”

“You girls can read me like an open book,” Koda said with a snort and a roll of his eyes. “I shouldn’t even bother trying to hide anything at this point.”

“Smart of you to realize that already,” Calandra replied haughtily. “I was almost certain that Sienna and I would have to find some way to train that habit out of you.”

“Not going to try and enlist Arthene’s help?” Koda asked with a grin, sidestepping another bump from Calandra this time and making her stumble.

The dwarven woman caught herself after only a single misstep and blew at the errant strand of hair once more before she deigned to respond to his question.

“Arthene wouldn’t bother, mostly because she’d believe anything you were trying to hide was of actual importance, rather than you overthinking things. Which one of us would be right at the moment?” Calandra said, returning to the previous question as they passed under several large trees.

The loss of the direct sunlight caused a noticeable drop in the temperature, but not so much that it bothered Koda. He took a moment to consider his response before he answered, mostly to ensure he didn’t just ramble.

“The Silent Plains folks brought word of a tribal meeting that is going to occur in a week or two,” Koda began, only to pause when Calandra made an understanding noise.

“Let me guess, they want you to be there? I’m betting either for some kind of official capacity, or because someone didn’t believe the stories about our fights with the trolls.” Calandra’s dry question was all that Koda needed to realize that he’d been an idiot about wondering if his girls would understand.

“The latter, but I wouldn’t be surprised if it's both, actually. Vysin wants my help convincing the other tribes of the truth of Thera’s return. Cyrus mentioned that the tribal meeting also is when they exchange information before the end of the year, so it would not surprise me at all if there is some ceremony they want me to take part in.”

“When are we heading out?”

That simple question put the last of Koda’s concerns to rest. While he’d pushed the worries back before, having the easy acquiescence from his lover was enough that Koda felt them truly melt away now.

“In a few days’ time, when Cyrus’s group heads back to the Silent Plains,” Koda answered as they reached the entrance to the mines.

Calandra nodded without slowing, leading the way into the lamp-lit shadows that echoed with the distant chipping sound of the miner’s picks.

“That should be more than enough time to get ready. Sienna will want to get the house wound down, and I’m sure we will need to warn Arthene ahead of time. That girl does things at her own speed, so we need to make sure she’s aware of the plan. I love her, but she doesn’t take surprises well.”

“An idiom about poking a sleeping bear does come to mind,” Koda agreed with a smile, his heart swelling at the easy affection in Calandra’s tone while he followed her into the shadows.
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As was commonly the result of making plans, fate liked to interfere with them. Less than a day after Koda decided to head out to the Silent Plains tribe, and a full three days before they departed, snow blew in from the high mountains.

The carpet of downy white material came down in droves and froze the ground solid within the first day. Whether or not they had planned it, construction was done for the year unless Sienna intervened with her earth magic.

Rather than complain about it, though, the village seemed to be excited. As soon as the snow appeared, the villagers completed the last few doable tasks before settling in for winter.

The merchant, Halvor, cut his visit to the village short to flee ahead of the snows, as his cart was not ready for the winter mix. It amused Koda quite a bit that the merchant was forced to sell off his wares without nearly as much haggling, as he had clearly wanted to drive the prices up, too.

Cyrus and the Silent Plains hunters finished their trading early and held themselves ready for a break in the storms, knowing that it was going to be a slog to get back to their village as the snow piled higher and higher.

When that break finally came, Koda and his wives made ready to head out with the hunters, aided by supplies and equipment loaned to them by Kris on behalf of the village.

In the last two months, Koda had fully transitioned away from his Earth clothes. Fur-lined leather pants covered his legs, while a dense leather vest lined with more fur wrapped around his chest. Sturdy boots made in the village specifically to fit his feet kept the wet out, and over it all was his bison-hide cloak with a hood. He could fasten ties inside the cloak to keep it shut against the wind or if he needed to move quickly.

Sienna and Calandra were similarly garbed, with full sleeves rather than vests for their tops. Calandra also brought along her quilted gambeson and the chainmail shirt she’d been wearing, though Koda knew she hoped to have the smiths forge her a more comprehensive set of armor as well.

Arthene, however, was the outlier to the women in Koda’s family.

Unlike Sienna and Calandra, who bundled up against the cold, Arthene seemed to revel in it. She kept her bear-hide wrap skirt and brief bodice, exposing vast swathes of her pale skin to the chill breeze and the kiss of the falling snow. Her only concessions to the weather were a pair of knee-high leather boots, and her own bison-hide mantle, though she left the mantle folded over her shoulders most often.

“Why should I fear the cold? My kind may be more sluggish during the winter, but we do not sleep away the cold season in warm dens,” Arthene had responded with a wide grin when Koda asked her about the choice in her garb.

She had truly looked like a goddess to him at that moment, with a crown of snowflakes adhering to her wild mane of brown hair, giving her a celestial appearance.

Now, though, Arthene’s bratty side was showing more.

“Still don’t understand why the hell I needed to be here,” Arthene grumbled, even as the wind blew her long hair out in a banner behind her.

“Because the rest of us are cold, and Koda is insane,” Calandra growled. “You hear that, Koda? You are insane!” Layers of furs muffled the dwarven woman’s words; they were piled high enough that only her nose and eyes poked out of the mound.

“No, I’m not!” Koda called back with a laugh. “I’d say you lot are the insane ones for being under all those layers!”

“I’m mated to a madman,” Calandra continued to grumble, turning to bury her cold nose into Arthene’s soft bust, as the wind whipped harder around them.

“You love it and you know it,” Sienna countered from her spot on the other side of Arthene, mirroring the dwarven woman by snuggling into the primal spirit.

Calandra didn’t respond verbally, instead worming a hand over to poke Sienna hard enough that the wolf beastfolk yelped in surprise.

“Now both of you, no arguing on the sleigh or you’ll knock some of us off,” Samira said, coughing and having to spit out a strand of Arthene’s hair that had been swept back into her face.

“This feels very wrong,” growled Cyrus. “You should not disrespect the champion in this manner.”

“He doesn’t view it as disrespect,” Samira replied with a laugh, the caracal woman twisting to smirk back at Cyrus who sat behind her.

To accent Samira’s words, Koda let out a whoop of laughter from the front of their convoy.

A moment before, a crest of snow had been blown up into the air in his wake, and the sleigh jolted briefly before the runners settled onto the packed snow once more.

“I worry we won’t survive the trip back to your village,” Melia murmured, her tone high with worry.

“Oh, live a little, Melia!” Jordan cajoled with a laugh, matching Koda’s whoop of excitement a moment later as the sleigh juddered once more. “How many people can claim that they traveled with a champion in this day and age? And how many of those can claim that a champion took it upon himself to draw their sleigh?”

When Kris had seen just how much snow had come down, she’d offered to lend Koda one of the village sleighs for the trip out to the Silent Plains. He’d almost declined the offer, though, as the horses trained for it would have been slower than he was. Then he hit upon his current idea.

The snow crunched sharply underfoot as Koda propelled himself forward with a rapid pumping. His heart thundered and his pulse sang in his ears as the wind whipped past him. The harness that they had modified for him bit tightly into his shoulders, but now that the sleigh was moving, it wasn’t nearly as hard to keep it going.

Of all the benefits that came from downing the troll chieftain, this still has to be the coolest! Koda thought with a grin as he towed the loaded sleigh and its eleven passengers over the snow at the speed of a car.

Normally, the sleigh would have required at least four animals to pull it, and would have moved far slower over the uneven ground of the plains. But Koda’s troll-bolstered strength allowed him to plow a path through the deep snow without hesitation.

He didn’t do it alone, though. Koda could feel the magic of his mates racing along beneath and behind him. Sienna used her earth magic to check the ground and snow for anything that might make him slip or fall, using a gentle tremor to reveal crevices ahead of him. And Calandra’s wind magic lightened the load of the sleigh, allowing the overloaded transport to move despite the weight.

His mates were working hard for him, doing all that they could to support and aid him, so he put his all into making the most of their help. Despite the wind, the flying snow, and the chill in the air, Koda’s heart sang with the simple joy of running.

Another crest of snow burst upwards as he slammed into a waist-high drift and scattered the windblown powder in all directions. Beneath him, the frozen layer of snow crunched merrily under the pumping beat of his thick boots.

“It still isn’t right,” Cyrus protested from the sleigh. “It is far too cold to allow the Champion to keep doing this!”

“You saw him fight that troll before, Cyrus. You know that Koda regularly does things people believe to be impossible,” Samira countered.

The confidence in her tone made Koda smile even as the wind finally hooked his hood and whipped it down, sending his long black hair billowing behind him.

“Still—” Cyrus protested, worry thick in his tone. But this time it was Arthene who interrupted the older man.

“If this is enough to break your ability to believe in him, Cyrus, then I cannot wait to see how you react when you realize just how far our mate’s aspirations run, and how high he will reach to achieve them.”

Koda didn’t need to hear Sienna and Calandra voice their agreements; he could feel it in how their magic redoubled around him. The support of his lovers, both current and the one wriggling her way into his heart, buoyed him up like a boat at sea.

Hair whipping in the wind, Koda let out a joyous bellow that echoed across the plains before crashing headlong into another drift of snow, sending it scattering before him, not missing a single beat as he charged onwards. Distant movement to his right drew Koda’s attention to the shaggy forms of a far-away herd of bison. They had broken into a run to get away from his group, startled by the noise.

You really are incorrigible, Thera’s voice floated through Koda’s mind as the echoes of his exaltation faded over the snowy landscape. They are not wrong, though. Acting as a beast of burden is beneath you.

“There are many things beneath me, but that doesn’t lessen their fun!” Koda replied aloud, blowing great clouds of fog out with each breath. Despite his burden and speed, he did not struggle to breathe, and the chill of the air had no hold on his steaming form.

That is also true, Thera sent him with a tinkling laugh. I would worry that Arthene is a bad influence on you, but if anything, you have been a mitigating influence on my wildest daughter.

“She makes every day a joy with her energy and love, just as all my mates do,” Koda replied, knowing the goddess could and would hear him.

The singing of the sleigh’s rails through the snow made a bright counterpoint to the pounding of his boots and the crunch of the snow for several long moments before Thera responded once more.

You really are a marvel, Koda Aegisclaw. I can only attribute whatever confluence sent you to me as luck long overdue.

“And I’m happy you got lucky with me, in more ways than one,” Koda huffed out, only realizing the other connotations of his words when Thera’s deep laughter echoed within his mind.

The black-haired champion fought against the blush that the throaty noise threatened to bring to his cheeks, but a small smile creased his lips at how happy Thera sounded despite the innuendo.

Again, I would worry that Arthene was influencing you, but she isn’t. You are just that perfect of a match. This sort of banter and excitement is going to amuse another of my daughters who is finally stirring from her long slumber.

“Oh?” Koda shot back questioningly. He had to pull the sleigh into a curving path as the snow ahead of him shifted and fell inwards, revealing a deep ravine that the deep snow had hidden. “Going to play matchmaker again with one of your wayward daughters?”

Oh dear Koda, my First and highest Champion, Thera purred. Her mental tone sent a thrill of desire down Koda’s spine that promised he would have to exercise some of it later with his mates. Sweet Koda, Thera continued a moment later, there will be no trying in that matter. She will love you as easily as Arthene did once she meets you.

The goddess’s amused laughter chased him across the plains, echoing from deep within his soul so that he could not escape it.

But Koda found, as he turned the idea of another ancient spirit like Arthene joining him over in his mind, he didn’t want to escape his fate.

“Surrounded by love,” Koda murmured with a smile, before he crashed through another bank of snow to send it sailing overhead.
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“That had to be the single greatest rush I’ve ever experienced!” Jordan whooped, still excited a full hour after they had come to a stop for the day. “And we covered so much ground. At this rate, we’ll make it back to the Silent Plains’ village in a day or less.”

“Less,” Samira said with confidence as she sat back from the small fire pit, a billow of smoke following her. “Koda, how are you feeling?”

“Like I ran all day in the snow,” Koda groaned from where he lay on the frozen ground, his head pillowed on Sienna’s lap while his wolfish mate stroked his hair gently.

The sun was dipping towards the horizon now, and the group had taken shelter in a stand of trees tucked into the bend of a wide river. Overhead, the snow-laden branches created a solid roof, while the thick trees and deadfall wood would provide more than enough firewood to keep them warm.

“Oh, get up, you silly man,” Calandra said with a laugh, kicking Koda lightly in the thigh. “We all know that you only stopped because Sienna and I were wearing out, not because you were tired.”

“Wait, what?” Melia asked, turning to look at the dwarven woman in confusion while Koda pretended to wince and groan at the blow, only stopping when Sienna silenced him with a kiss.

Calandra shot Cyrus a questioning look, and he shrugged at her.

“She may have forgotten, or not realized,” the cougar beastfolk said with a wave of his hands.

“Koda could probably have done all of that without our help, but Calandra and I were aiding him with our magic,” Sienna answered when Calandra sent her a questioning look, clearly deferring to Sienna as the first of Koda’s mates. “Give me a minute and I’ll be shaping a shelter. Cal, could you clear the snow from this area?”

“Sure thing, Sienna. You’ll just need to get our lump of a husband off the ground first,” Calandra replied with a grin.

“I don’t know. He looks rather comfortable there,” Arthene laughed from her spot by the sleigh. “I bet he would make a good mattress to keep the chill from the ground away from us!”

“Not sure if I want to avoid that fate or embrace it,” Koda teased right back, wiggling his eyebrows up at Arthene, who blew him a kiss.

Before Melia could ask for further clarification, Koda scrambled upright and pulled Sienna off the ground like she weighed less than a feather and up into a princess carry.

Calandra wasted no time, conjuring a firm breeze that blew the snow away from the frozen ground in a wide swath. The small fire that Samira had built flared higher as the breeze fed more air into it, making the caracal woman hiss in surprise before she threw more wood into the blaze to keep it from burning up all its fuel.

“Sorry, Samira,” Calandra said contritely as she continued to work, ignoring the astonished looks from Melia and Jordan as the two unfamiliar hunters watched the magic in action.

“It’s fine. It just surprised me. I should have known that you two were going to make a nice shelter for us.” Samira laughed, obviously already having forgiven the dwarven woman.

Calandra quickly had a space cleared, revealing the frozen earth. It was studded with winter grass and frozen leaf litter from the trees overhead, in an oval shape that was about twenty feet long and two-thirds that wide.

“Think that’ll be enough space?” Calandra asked, glancing at Sienna.

The wolf beastfolk nodded from her spot in Koda’s arms. Rather than fight her position, Sienna had happily settled into Koda’s chest, snuggling under his cloak for warmth while she waited.

“That’ll be fine,” Sienna said before she squinted her eyes and focused.

The already wide eyes from Jordan and Melia grew even wider as the ground abruptly shifted and swelled upwards. A dome formed of packed earth bowed upwards and a hole appeared in the leeward side, where it would be shielded from the constant wind. Within seconds, a shelter made of frozen earth appeared before their eyes.

“Well then,” Arthene said, to break the silence. “Let’s move the furs from the sleigh in there. Bring in any goods that you don’t want freezing overnight as well.”

“Samira, I made sure there was a firepit in the center and a vent up top for smoke,” Sienna explained as Koda carried her towards the entrance of their shelter. “You just have to bring in a few coals to get a fire going inside. We won’t need a big fire to warm the inside with how many people are going to be sleeping in there.”

“Got it!” Samira chirped brightly, scooping up the pile of branches and sorting through to find two she could use as tongs to carry a bit of burning wood with her.

That motion got the other hunters moving, and Cyrus barked orders to his people, splitting them between bringing the blankets and furs in from the sleigh and gathering more firewood.

“Showing off a bit there, aren’t you?” Koda teased Sienna gently as he ducked into the darkness of their shelter.

“Maybe a bit,” Sienna murmured, leaning up to kiss the underside of his jaw. “Every bit we do casually like this will only add to your reputation, my mate. Melia and Jordan will carry that news to their tribes and spread it further. Isn’t that the main reason we are going to this tribal meeting?”

“Yes, but you still enjoyed showing off,” Koda countered with a smile, shifting his grip on the woman in his arms so he could lightly pinch her bottom through her leather pants.

Sienna let out a happy groan at the sensation and wriggled closer to her.

“Maybe just a bit,” she murmured into Koda’s neck. “But it’s not like you weren’t doing the same thing earlier today.”

“Guilty,” Koda laughed, bending to steal a kiss from Sienna’s lips before the others came in behind them with all the bedding and furs needed to stay warm in this winter wonderland.
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After really stretching his legs the previous day, Koda knew the sort of sustained pace he could manage towing the sleigh with its load of people and goods. While the girls had covered for him previously, saying that he had stopped to spare them, he had let his pride drive him to push harder than he should have.

That didn’t make the sight of him anything less of a spectacle as he crossed the snow-clad hills of the high plains, though.

“I really wish I’d taken the time to decorate the traces with bells,” Calandra laughed from her spot in the sleigh. “Can you imagine the merry jingling that he’d be making right now?”

“As amusing as it would be,” Cyrus replied dryly from further back in the sleigh, “that would also cause a rather unholy racket that would carry forever out here on the open plains. Better to not drive off the winter game any more than we need to.”

“Is that going to be a problem?” Koda called back. The wind was low at the moment, so he could easily hear the conversation back on the sleigh. “Are we going to be putting your village at risk?”

“Not at all, Champion,” Cyrus called back immediately. “But we are taught that sound can carry some distance over these snow-clad hills unless the snow is actively coming down. Then it muffles the sound instead.”

Koda nodded in understanding and returned his focus to the front. He could see the distant hills and forest that hid the little village of the Silent Plains tribe from view, so it was nearly too late to change his approach, even if he wanted to.

Instead, Koda focused on the task at hand while he ran. The wind did not bother him; he’d folded his cloak tight around his body to block it out and the fur liner on his hood kept the wind from burning his face.

I wonder if I am more resistant to the cold now? Koda wondered while the packed snow crunched underfoot. All the others save for Arthene are all bundled up in the sleigh against the wind, but here I am, racing along without a problem. I know it’s not the troll-slayer blessing doing this, so it has to be something from Thera, right?

A snippet of conversation from the sleigh caught his attention.

“While I appreciate the speed that we are moving at, isn’t it going to diminish his station to be seen like this?” Cyrus was asking in a lower tone, likely not realizing that Koda could still hear and understand him just fine.

“Why would it diminish him?” Samira countered, her normally easygoing voice sharp. “Any from our tribe that would think less of him after knowing what he and the others did for them don’t deserve our understanding.”

“Being seen as a beast of burden would diminish anyone,” Cyrus replied, concern thick in his tone. The derisive snort from Calandra was all the dwarf voiced as Samira was again quick to defend Koda’s choices.

“Koda has shown no desire to elevate himself above others. He serves his community as much as—if not more than—nearly anyone in a tribe can. I have seen him unload barrels for the tavern owner mere minutes after advising the stonemasons on new techniques to fasten their bricks together. Strength and wisdom both follow in the man’s wake, and those who cannot see that are blind!”

The vehemence that Samira defended him formed a lump in Koda’s throat and he didn’t bother to hide the smile that formed on his lips at her words.

“She’s a rather vehement one, isn’t she?” Arthene asked from her position a few feet to Koda’s left.

The massive form of his bear beastfolk bounded through the snow with all the grace of a racing elk. Despite the combination of feminine curves and abundant muscle, she had no problem nimbly keeping up with Koda while making it look like she was out for nothing more than an afternoon stroll. Her hair was free of the chunky braids that she’d started wearing it in—something Calandra had been trying to get her to do more to keep her hair in order—and the brunette mane whipped behind her like a second cloak.

“That she is. I just hope that she doesn’t say something that she regrets later. Cyrus is a good sort and clearly wants to help.”

“But he’s wrong, and she’s right,” Arthene teased, glancing his way with a broad, tooth-shining grin.

The yellow of her eyes sparkled in the white-drenched world, and Koda found it unbelievably alluring. He loved all of his mates without holding one above the others, but at that moment he had to fight the urge to just unhook himself from the sleigh and chase Arthene across the snow until he caught her and had her.

From the way her eyes hooded and she bit her bottom lip, Arthene saw the desire pulse through him and approved of it. Each bounding step the incarnate spirit took sent a ripple through her full form, making her breasts jiggle and her ass sway despite the thick hides of her outfit.

Forcibly, Koda tore his eyes away from Arthene and focused his attention forward. He hadn’t seen any of the village scouts yet, but would put good money that they were already aware of his approach. Chasing Arthene off into the bushes for a quick tumble wasn’t a good idea.

At least not at the moment.

“Samira is a good girl for speaking out in your defense,” Arthene continued, though Koda could hear the desire deep in her voice. “I’ll have to make sure to let her know I approve later.”

He didn’t voice it aloud, but Koda had a feeling that Arthene’s “approval” was for more than just Samira’s defense of his choices.

[image: ]


Slowing down as he guided the sleigh around the forest, Koda saw the edge of the village coming into view.

He’d known approximately where the village was for some time now—given the rising clouds of steam and smoke coming off the various chimneys and fires. But now that he could actually see the buildings, Koda saw the welcoming committee already arrayed for them.

Dozens of the tribe’s hunters stood ready, holding a mixture of bows and spears prepared. Those equipped with bows had gotten on top of the roofs of the outer ring of houses, while the spear-wielders blocked the road into the village.

Good thing I was already slowing down, Koda thought with a grin as he waved one hand over his shoulder to signal his passengers. A moment later, he felt the tug on his harness increase sharply as they applied the brakes and the large metal spikes dug into the snow.

Slowing to match, Koda stopped pulling on the sleigh to allow its own weight to join the spike-brakes in stopping it.

Arthene, who had still been trotting along at his side, growled at the assembled group of warriors menacing her mate with their weapons. The Amazonian beauty unslung the thick bone club from the strap she carried it on across her back.

“Easy, Arthene. They weren’t expecting us, and it wasn’t like we sent word ahead,” Koda murmured as he turned about in the traces and caught the sleigh with both hands, digging his feet in and making the wooden frame of the conveyance groan in protest at the impact.

“They disrespect us and you, especially after inviting you here,” Arthene’s snarl carried through the air and more than a few of the tribe’s warriors flinched at the sound, but did not back down.

Thankfully, Cyrus was already moving. Even as Koda brought the sleigh to a full stop, the cougar beastfolk leapt down from the back of the sleigh and trotted towards the village, waving his arms over his head.

“Warriors, hold! These are friends and we have returned from trading with our allies!”

“Cyrus?” called a voice from amongst the warriors. “Shit, it is Cyrus and the others. Stand down!”

The tense warriors immediately relaxed and approached curiously. A handful stayed back to assist the archers down from their positions. Meanwhile, Koda laid a hand on Arthene’s arm to further calm his powerful mate.

“It’s fine. They were just wary. I don’t fault them for that after the whole troll business.”

“Not to mention our overenthusiastic man must have looked quite the sight towing this sleigh by himself,” Calandra grunted from above the two.

Koda glanced up to see Calandra hanging over the front of the sleigh, her own abundant bust propped on its upper lip. The position put her at roughly eye-level with Arthene and above Koda for once, something that clearly amused her from the twinkle in her olive-colored eyes.

“I just wanted to get here as fast as we could,” Koda said defensively, ducking when Calandra reached out to pat him condescendingly on the head.

“And it had nothing to do with showing off just how big and strong you were, did it?” Calandra teased, her glittering eyes and broad grin drawing any venom out of her words and leaving behind only love.

“Maybe,” Koda muttered.

“Definitely,” Arthene interjected, her anger falling away, to be replaced with a smile now.

“Ease up on our mate,” Sienna said from out of sight.

Koda wasn’t sure what Sienna did next, but it made Calandra jump and squeal in surprise. Given her precarious position, the dwarven woman slipped, tipping over the front end of the sleigh.

Without hesitation, Koda snatched the stout woman out of midair before she could land face-first in the snow. Arthene quickly plucked Calandra out of Koda’s arms and spun her around to set her down in the snow with a broad grin.

“Easy now,” Arthene teased. “I know you like to jump on him whenever you have the chance, but diving into his pants in front of so many people would be a bit too far, at least for now.”

“Oh shut it, you!” Calandra growled, steadying herself against the front of the sleigh with one hand while she fought to get her thundering heart under control.

To give his dwarven wife a moment to calm down, Koda turned his attention towards the approaching group of warriors from the Silent Plain’s tribe. Already, the other passengers were quickly disembarking from the sleigh now that they were on the edge of the village.

The returning traders were greeted by their fellows warmly, though the rest of the villagers seemed hesitant to approach Koda and his circle of mates—not that Koda could blame them. Arthene’s amusement at Calandra’s antics hadn’t dimmed her irritation at what she saw was a slight on herself and her mate.

It didn’t take long before the hide-swathed form of Vysin pushed his way through the crowd of hunters. The elderly headman was grinning broadly as he clapped Cyrus on the shoulder before turning to hurry across the twenty feet of ground between his tribesfolk and Koda’s group.

“Aegisclaw! It is a blessing to see you again so soon. I see my people conveyed the request for you to join us and speak with the others to allay their fears?”

“Yes, they did, Vysin,” Koda answered, stepping around Arthene to greet the older man. “I will admit, I was nervous when I saw the fierce greeting you had planned. Have things been alright since the trolls?”

Koda pointedly spoke louder than necessary when he mentioned trolls, and the wary hunters in the group that knew him ducked their heads in embarrassment. Those that hadn’t recognized him earlier realized what they’d been doing, and those that did felt more shame for menacing someone they’d called on for help.

“No, things have actually been rather quiet. Two of the tribes that were supposed to come and trade have arrived, as you met with their representatives,” Vysin said, gesturing to Melia and Jordan. They stood off to one side of the main group of hunters, conversing in low tones with similarly garbed tribesfolk. “We just didn’t know what to expect when the scouts advised a sleigh was approaching at high speeds with no team pulling it.”

“Yes, well, I don’t have a lot of time to spare right now with the snows having come in,” Koda gestured to their white-drenched surroundings and Vysin nodded.

“That is quite understandable. I would expect the other tribes to arrive within the next few days, to maybe a week. The snow will have delayed them some, but that shouldn’t be a problem. Come! I have good news to share with you and it would be best to get somewhere warm. I am sure that you would like a chance to relax by a fire.”

“Yes, please!” Sienna, Calandra, and Samira chorused. Koda grinned back at them before turning to Vysin and nodding.

“Of course. Lead the way, if you would, Vysin? Sienna, can you pull the brakes?”

“On it, love,” Sienna called while scrambling back to flip the lever, which would raise the iron spikes out of the snow.

The entire braking assembly for the sleigh was more like half of a bear trap mounted to the bottom of the sleigh. It was strange, but it worked, so Koda didn’t complain.

“Oh, that is unnecessary, Champion. I can have some of our braves bring the sleigh into town,” Vysin said quickly, his eyes widening in surprise as Koda dug his feet in and pulled the sleigh into motion once more with the sort of stubborn strength that was normally reserved for oxen.

“My burden is not complete until I deliver my mates to the meeting house,” Koda stated firmly, walking right past Vysin. Behind him, he heard the crunch of snow and felt the tug on his harness when Calandra hopped up into the sleigh with a bright laugh.

“Better just do what he says, Headman,” Samira called from her spot on the sleigh. “One thing that I have learned about Aegisclaw is that he has the determination of a boulder when he has chosen his path.”

“Walk and talk,” Koda called over his shoulder with a laugh, the snow crunching thunderously as he got the sleigh moving again. “Vysin, we brought extra trade goods as well. My lovely mates, in their infinite wisdom, saw the opportunity to build stronger bonds with both your tribe and others. There are bundles of iron arrowheads, spearheads, spices, woolen cloth, and other things tucked into the sleigh.”

“I will ensure that your possessions and trade goods are not molested, Champion,” Vysin said with a nod, staring in surprise as Koda hauled the sleigh forward at a fast walk.

Ahead of them, the crowd parted, allowing Koda to pass, with Vysin hopping through the snow at his side.

“They are my family’s possessions. While Kris Dewclaw, the headwoman of Silverstone, sent her greetings, she wasn’t ready to send a trading envoy herself. My wives and I will happily trade with you and carry word of the tribe's wares back to Silverstone, so that she can prepare better for the next group that comes her way.”

Koda could see the excitement shining in Vysin’s eyes at this news, as well as a touch of avarice. Koda honestly expected it, since the Silent Plains were the ones gathering the other tribes together to meet and trade with Koda. Thus, his tribe would act as the gateway for the other tribes to meet Thera’s Champion, at least for now.

And thank you, Sienna. My clever wolf already saw the issues that might arise if Vysin tries to monopolize contact with me, Koda thought with a grim smile. No chance that will happen. I have no problem with Vysin and the Silent Plains tribe benefiting from being my point of contact, but my girls will make sure that no one gets left out.
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The last time that Koda had been amongst the people of the Silent Plains tribe, they’d been recovering from what amounted to a natural disaster. While they’d been happy to have his help in dealing with the threat, it had been enough to drive them from their homes for a time. That sort of experience left a mark on people. In the battle's aftermath, Koda had told Vysin to focus on the recovery and reconstruction efforts rather than a party for him.

Now, though, the tribe was ready to celebrate once more. Koda could see evidence of their hard work as Vysin led them to the meeting hall.

New roofs protected the homes from the snow, while fresh wood shone against the weathered walls where repairs had been made. He could hear the distant bleating of goats and sheep from the pens behind several large barns, telling Koda that the villagers had either been successful in finding replacements or had discovered some of their livestock had escaped the depredations of the trolls.

Learning that the strange party comprised their fellows returning to the village with guests made the hunters and tribesfolk of the Silent Plains much more welcoming.

The hunters and warriors of the tribe flowed in a group around them, chattering with those who had traveled with Koda, awed by the speed with which they’d covered the terrain. There were an eager few who descended on the returning traders to see if they’d been successful in finding something particular, such as a new spearhead or knife.

It only took a hundred yards before the women of the tribe engaged with Koda’s girls as well. Samira’s gregarious nature aided this, as the caracal woman called out to people she recognized and pointed them out to the girls. Arthene continued to draw stares, as the woman towered half a head or more over everyone save Koda, her garb in this weather making her even more notable than normal.

Soon, there was a crowd walking all around the sleigh as Koda towed it along through the frozen streets, chattering animatedly and laughing despite the chill in the air. The churned mud of the street made for rougher going, but the sleigh’s runners were more than up to the task, since Koda did not slow down at all.

“Again, I have to thank you for everything you have done for us, Champion Aegisclaw,” Vysin was saying as Koda pulled the sleigh through a rough patch, shattering the earth under the sleigh’s runners and making his harness creak. “The village recovered quickly and made repairs before the snow hit. Driving the trolls off preserved most of our supplies, with only our herds being decimated.”

“They weren’t driven off, Vysin,” Koda reminded him pointedly. “We exterminated them. Driving them off implies that they might remain a threat in the wilds.” He wasn’t sure why, but the way Vysin had said that irked Koda, and he had to suppress that anger.

“You are correct, Champion,” Vysin was quick to respond, bowing his head rapidly. “That is what I meant. It is just that there was no evidence of them being defeated to show the other tribes when they asked, as you were so thorough in destroying the bodies.”

“Leaving dead trolls lying about is a great way to attract more of their kind, I was told,” Koda answered curtly as the meeting hall came into view.

“That is also true,” Vysin hedged, clearly hesitant about continuing the subject. “But most would have kept a skull or something as a trophy…”

“Most are stupid,” Arthene growled, having gotten to the headman without being noticed despite her size. “If a troll can sniff out any remains of their kind that have not been purified and ground down to the earth, they can devour that to claim back some of Oluk’s power.”

Arthene’s words made Vysin twitch, but the elder did not argue with the incarnate spirit, something that Koda found amusing.

While Arthene happily obeyed Koda, most who knew the large woman considered her his superior. Given that she was the incarnation of a primal spirit—and basically a demigoddess in her own right under Thera—it made sense that she would outrank him in the eyes of the faithful.

“Something I hope to address to the doubters,” Vysin said in agreement with Arthene’s previous statement. “Those doubters who have brought it up always question why we cannot find any remains of the trolls. Their bones are dense and strong, and bones are notorious for enduring fire as at least fragments.”

“My mate buried those bones, encasing them in stone to ensure that they remained out of reach of any trolls to return to the area—” Koda began, annoyance in his tone, before Vysin interrupted him.

“Indeed, I remember that part. Samira told me about it before she left, as well as a number of other tales. They would have sounded fanciful if not for the exhibition of power that we saw when your mate created shelters for our people from the earth itself. I do not doubt what you did—I am just relaying the issues that were brought up by the tribes that visited.”

“They will soon learn the folly of questioning the honesty of my mate and the power of our wives,” Arthene growled, the tone of her words rumbling and low, far lower than a human throat should have been able to produce.

With Arthene getting angry about it, Koda got a handle on his emotions instead. He reached out to catch her forearm with one hand and give it an affectionate squeeze. The touch was like flipping a switch; it dismissed the large woman’s anger and replaced it with an affectionate smile she bestowed on Koda.

“I can understand their doubt, since it’s been so long since something positive has happened. But I sincerely hope that none of them are disrespectful in their approach,” Koda said once Arthene had calmed down. “I don’t mind answering questions and assuaging doubts, but I don’t have time to put up with people being obstinate and insulting.”

“That shouldn’t be a problem. Not anymore, at least,” Vysin said quickly, his face morphing into a relieved expression as Koda calmed the incarnate spirit with a touch.

“Oh?” Koda asked curiously. Vysin nodded quickly at that and hooked a thumb over his shoulder.

“No, not after the display you made hauling a fully loaded sleigh like a team of reindeer. And definitely not after Melia and Jordan finish filling in their heads when they arrive.”
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The interior of the meeting hall was warm and smoky from the large, central firepits which burned to warm it. Not that the pits were needed, given the sheer number of bodies crammed into the building.

Built down into the earth to help insulate it, the wood-and-stone building was about half the size of a football field. It had enough seating for every member of the tribe to settle in and talk, filling the space with the rumble of conversation.

Samira had explained this to him before, that the tribe would gather and talk like this during the winter. The central hall was easier to heat than individual homes for longer periods, and it gave the community an opportunity to socialize while they completed minor tasks.

Men and women tended to tools and sharpened weapons, passing different whetstones back and forth as needed. Others mended clothes or baskets woven of dried reeds. Several large looms sat against one wall, clattering away as elders taught their juniors how to weave cloth and patterns during this quiet time.

Through it all, though, conversation flowed. Elders taught the young tales of their tribes, showed them how to fletch arrows or treat leather, and just told stories. The hunters who had come with Cyrus repeated the story of their speedy transit on the sleigh again and again, as well as the other casual feats of strength they’d witnessed Koda and his mates perform on the journey.

Gossip reigned supreme, though, as expected. Everyone liked a juicy story, and while Koda talked with Vysin, Cyrus, Melia, and Jordan, he could hear their stories going back and forth.

“I just don’t understand how none of you are with child yet!” exclaimed an older beastfolk woman with lynx ears poking through her hair. “Surely he doesn’t work constantly.”

“Oh, it is not for lack of trying,” Sienna answered with a shake of her head, sending her red hair swaying. The dimmer light inside the room helped hide her blush, but Koda could see the faint coloration on her cheeks.

“You aren’t taking any herbs, right? There are some that can throw off your moon cycle and make it harder to catch,” advised another woman, this one far younger and sporting an obvious baby-bump under her dress. She sat close to the fire, being fussed over by several other women.

“No, no herbs,” Arthene answered for Sienna, the bigger woman sitting cross-legged on the ground between Sienna and Calandra. “And I know Koda isn’t taking anything either.”

“And none of you have had any luck so far?” a third woman asked, her face pinched with worry. “That makes me fear that there is a problem with⁠—”

“No, trust me,” Calandra interrupted with a wave of her hand and a laugh. “There is no problem with Koda’s virility.”

That comment set off a storm of giggles amongst the women that drew the attention of others, who drifted over to the group to see what they were talking about.

“I apologize for the ladies of our tribe,” Vysin murmured to Koda when he noticed the Champion’s distraction. “They are excited for the next generation, and celebrate every birth. I think some of the older women were hoping for good news on that front, so they could pass along their wisdom to your mates.”

“It doesn’t bother me,” Koda answered quickly, though he could feel his ears burning as complete strangers asked some very prying questions of his wives.

He’d have shut down the prying, but his girls didn’t hesitate to answer everything, from how often they made love, to how vigorous they were in the bedroom, as the women of the tribe tried to figure out why he hadn’t gotten his mates pregnant yet.

“Better to leave the women to it. They know the most about pregnancy as it is their bodies that craft the child,” Jordan said with a sage nod that was ruined by the bemused snort from Melia. The harsh woman had mellowed some in the last few days, and gave Jordan a one-armed shove.

“Of course you’d say that. Your mind is too shallow to fully comprehend what a woman’s body goes through, anyway.”

“Just because I can’t comprehend it doesn’t mean I cannot appreciate the wonder of the entire affair,” Jordan protested, waving his hands to block the next shove. “Besides, I’m sure that Aegisclaw knows enough that he has to put it in the right—ack!”

This time, Melia didn’t just shove Jordan, but elbowed him in the side hard enough that the horned man doubled over with a groan.

“You deserved that,” Cyrus said dryly, causing Jordan to groan a second time, more theatrically.

“Disregard the violence and the cretin, please,” Vysin murmured, trying to drag their conversation back to the earlier topics. “So Melia and Jordan are here representing their own tribes, along with a delegation. There are three more tribes that sent word they’d be joining us, and I expect them in the next few days.”

“But the storm may affect that, yes?” Koda asked, happy to accept the distraction. He still caught Arthene beginning to tell a rather lurid rendition of her first time with him, though Sienna’s protests cut off the bear woman, sending her into fits of laughter instead.

“Yes. If their groups had to turn back, then that is understandable. They aren’t late yet, but if we do not see them within the next week, then I would assume they are not coming.”

“I can’t fault that,” Koda said with a nod. “The weather would inhibit normal travel unless you were ready for it. The sleigh was an unexpected boon from my headwoman and allowed us to move far quicker than before.”

“Not to mention your mate’s magic and your own strength?” Vysin said dryly, raising one graying eyebrow in amusement.

“Those two would have still helped us travel, but it all hinged on the sleigh. Without it, we wouldn’t have been able to cover the ground as quickly and might have had to decline instead,” Koda answered.

On the other side of Vysin, Cyrus nodded his agreement to that. The older hunter had explained to Koda the different ways the hunters would still travel the plains during the winter. But without the extra tools and supplies, it would have made the journey much harder.

“Not to mention the fact the cold doesn’t seem to bother you much,” Melia said, turning her attention away from tormenting Jordan, allowing the horned man to scoot further away from her. “I don’t know how you did it, because I was near freezing even under the blankets and hides with how fast you were moving.”

“My cloak helped a lot,” Koda said with a shrug. Cyrus, Jordan, and Melia all shot him disbelieving looks at that.

“Bison hide cloaks are common garb for our hunters,” Vysin explained slowly. “But even they are not perfect against the cold of the winter. I would expect that the goddess has bolstered you against the chill somehow, either intentionally or as a side effect of your status. I’ve noticed that the Den Mother does not seem bothered by the cold either.”

Koda couldn’t really argue with that, as Arthene had been even less concerned with staying bundled up than he was. The only reason she’d spent time in the sleigh under the blankets was because Koda’s other mates had asked her to come in and snuggle with them for warmth. And if Arthene was one thing, she was a sucker for cuddles from her lovers.

“Regardless,” Koda said with a wave of his hand to push the conversation onwards, “we got here and that is that. And we are waiting for the other tribes whom you contacted to arrive with their trading groups. Cyrus mentioned you had some leads on a few other sites of power that I might claim for the Pack Lady?”

“Indeed, that is the case,” Vysin’s wrinkled face split with a large smile. “It took some time to speak with the knowledge keepers and the hunters so that we could separate fact from story. But there are two more locations that I think might fit the bill in our territory.”

“I know of at least one on the border of our lands,” Melia suggested helpfully.

“And I can think of at least two for ours,” Jordan volunteered, resuming his seat now that he was safely out of range of Melia’s retribution. “We can talk with the others from our tribes to see if they know more, but that would require traveling further across the plains. If not for the speed of your sleigh travel, I wouldn’t mention them. But…”

Jordan let the sentence trail off, and Koda was quick to pick up on the horned man’s suggestion.

“But I can easily head out there to claim them and get back myself. But I’d need guides that could keep up or bring them with me.”

Jordan dipped his head in agreement with Koda’s statement, a broad smile crossing his face.

“I wouldn’t object to tagging along to guide you, if you don’t mind. I’ve never traveled that fast before and I would dearly love to experience it again.”

“As loath as I am to admit it,” Melia interjected, “I am the same. If you give us tonight to talk with our people, we could set out in the morning to make a large loop of these sites and then double back to the village. Normally, I wouldn’t want to travel more than I had to during this season. But the opportunity speaks for itself.”

“It would be best to not overload the sleigh,” Koda murmured as he thought it over. “That way, we can travel quicker and get back sooner. I’d hate to leave on this errand while we wait for the others, only to have them turn up the day after and then leave before we get back.”

“I doubt that will be an issue,” Vysin reassured him with a low laugh. “If the other tribe’s representatives make it, then they will want to wait to meet with you in order to make the trip worth it.”

“I can speak with Samira and give her the locations that I have,” Cyrus offered. “She should have no problem guiding you to the locations in our territory. If you take just her, Melia, and Jordan with you, then your speed is guaranteed.”

“I’d need Calandra as well—her magic with wind will speed us further,” Koda muttered, glancing over at his dwarven mate.

As if she could feel his eyes on her, Calandra glanced his way. The firelight glimmered in her olive-colored eyes while she sent him a loving smile. Koda returned the smile and winked at her, which surprisingly made the dwarven woman blush.

“What about Sienna to prepare campsites?” Jordan suggested, not noticing the interaction between Koda and Calandra.

“I’ll ask her, but I think she’ll probably want to stay behind. I know she was the one who masterminded the idea of bringing supplies to trade with the Silent Plains, so she may want to stay behind to handle that,” Koda said with a shrug. “I’ll talk to her tonight and figure things out in the morning. How close is the first site?”

“Less than two days travel on foot normally,” Cyrus said thoughtfully, tapping two fingers against his chin while he considered. “With the sleigh and your Calandra’s magic, maybe half a day?”

“Then we can set out at noon tomorrow,” Koda said with a nod. “That will let us all get a good night’s rest without having to rush, and let you two talk to your companions.”

Melia and Jordan nodded in understanding, both suppressing grins while their eyes shone happily. Koda could tell that they both knew what this meant. If Koda claimed a site of power within their clan’s territories, then a shrine for Thera would form there. And that would be a boon that their tribes would not hesitate to accept.
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Koda talked with his mates when he had the opportunity. As he’d expected, Sienna elected to stay behind with the Silent Plains tribe to conduct the trading that she’d masterminded in bringing the extra supplies with her. What surprised him the most was Arthene’s decision to stay behind with her.

“I’ll keep a close eye on our sweet Sienna,” Arthene had advised Koda when he brought up the suggestion. “You can go run around through the snow and play with the sleigh some more.”

“I’m surprised,” Koda admitted, and Arthene had given him a mysterious smile before snuggling in closer, pulling Koda’s head further into her bosom as his other mates made themselves ready for bed.

Koda and his girls had been offered a room at Vysin’s house, but had instead opted to simply camp at the meeting hall, as they had when cleansing the town of the trolls. The large room still retained plenty of warmth, and the only others staying there were Jordan, Melia, and their tribesfolk.

Arthene had summarily claimed them a corner for themselves and dragged Koda onto the heap of hides and blankets that they’d brought with them. He’d waited until they’d been laying out the bedding to relate the plan to his mates. Not because of any concern they’d object, but because they’d been having so much fun with the women of the tribe.

“Why would you be surprised? Someone needs to stay to keep watch over our dear wolf. While the Silent Plains appear to be good people, I will not leave a member of our family alone to fend for herself unless it is absolutely necessary,” Arthene insisted, running her fingers through Koda’s smooth black hair.

The gesture was both soothing and intimate, especially considering Arthene was once-again nude and smothering Koda with her luscious body while she caressed his hair. Only he knew that she was naked under the furs, but with the way Arthene’s hands wandered, he doubted that it would remain a secret for long as she started to tease and arouse Koda.

“I appreciate it,” Koda said finally, shifting so that he could extract his face partially from Arthene’s bosom and speak to her directly. “I wasn’t really worried about her safety, considering that each of you has the boost of strength from killing a troll…”

“But one must sleep some time,” Arthene finished with a loving smile. “Don’t worry. I will look after Sienna while you are away having fun. Having Calandra and Samira with you will ensure that you don’t get lonely. Just don’t spend too long out there chasing rabbits—come back home to us quickly?”

Koda didn’t answer Arthene’s question verbally, instead he let his hands roam over her sculpted form while his lips answered her in another way, starting with a trail of kisses between her breasts and working his way outwards.
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The herd of bison snuffled through the thick snow, scraping away with their heads and horns until their foraging turned up clumps of the thick grass that had been hidden before. Each large animal was, by itself, an eating machine that could forage their way through vast swaths of greenery. The snow fall had only slowed their work as the herd ambled south away from the mountains.

Despite the placid way in which they grazed, none of the bison relaxed. Great hunters walked these plains. Wolves half their size but vicious in their demeanor, and cunning beyond reason in their packs. Large cats capable of bringing one of their number down in ambush. Those and more kept the large herbivores wary, but as time passed and the day wound onwards, the bison relaxed.

Just before noon, as the watery sun hung as high as it could climb in this chilled land, a new noise made the herd pause.

First one shaggy head rose, then another. Soon, the bison clumped closer together as the sound grew louder and louder. A rushing, shushing sound, not unlike a river that broke through an ice dam and was charging down its banks once more.

Finally, nerves broke and the herd—easily several hundred bison large—wheeled as one and thundered away from the strange, rushing noise that was approaching them at high speeds. Bison bellowed in both anger and fear, but as they could not identify the threat, the fear won out and they fled as their strange noise crested a nearby hill. That their flight drove them northwards, back the way they had come, didn’t matter. Only getting away from the perceived threat.

“There goes another herd!” Calandra laughed from her spot at the head of the sleigh. Her wool scarf covering her nose and mouth muffled her words, while she pulled her cloak's hood tight against the wind and flying snow.

“Yes! Flee before us!” cackled Samira, seated right next to Calandra.

“But not too far, I hope,” Jordan snorted from further back in the sleigh, grunting as it caught air for a moment before landing with a solid thump once more. “I doubt your village would appreciate the bison moving into their homes.”

“Oh, I doubt they’d let that happen,” Samira laughed. “The hunters would claim the easy kills and then rest happily for the rest of the winter to process the game. Some of the more superstitious might even see it as a sign!”

“I don’t think tricking your tribesmates will be a good idea,” Koda called from the front of the sleigh as he dragged it ever onwards.

Milia didn’t add to the conversation. She remained at the back of the sleigh, talking in low tones with the other representative from her tribe who had come along.

When Koda had set out the previous day, it had been with plans to bring along Jordan, Melia, Samira, and Calandra to speed their passage, while Arthene and Sienna stayed behind, along with the other representatives. Melia’s tribe had sent another along to observe, being more wary than the others, but that still kept the sleigh to well under half what it weighed before, allowing for even greater speed.

I have to thank Kris when we get back, Koda thought with a grin as he pounded up another ridge. This was a brilliant idea, and whoever made these sleighs did good work since it’s holding up so well.

Koda could move even faster if he wanted to, but without Sienna to sound out the footing ahead of him in case the snow hid a ravine or a divot, he’d had to restrain himself more. Not entirely, however, as he’d gotten good at picking out the danger spots and how the snow draped over them.

“That’s the best part!” Samira called, dragging Koda back to the previous conversation. “We wouldn’t need to trick them—they’d be tricking themselves. People are superstitious enough that we wouldn’t need to do anything at all.”

“Devious—I like it!” Calandra laughed before nudging Samira with one elbow. The multiple layers of insulating furs that Samira wore softened the blow, though the two were sharing a lap blanket to combine their warmth against the wind.

“Koda, steer more to your right,” Samira called a moment later. “We are looking for a long lake that feeds three rivers. Its current is strong enough that it normally doesn’t freeze over.”

“Got it!” Koda called back, the wind whipping past him, carrying his words away as soon as they left his mouth.

He’d chosen to experiment on this trip, stripping away a layer of his warm underclothes and loosening his cloak under the draw-harness that attached him to the sleigh. The air was chill, but in a bracing fashion, even on the bare skin of his face.

I guess that confirms my earlier suspicions. Thera has done something to make me more than just a normal person, Koda thought as he trotted along.

The steady, loping pace that he maintained didn’t slow going up the hills, and he only sped up on the downhill slopes to match the speed the sleigh gained on those.

Behind him, he could hear Calandra and Samira chatting. Samira was telling the stories she knew about this site of power, about how the people believed this lake to be the home of an ancient spirit of water as it had no source, simply welling up from the earth and pouring itself out into the far-running rivers.

There are so many legends in this world, Koda thought with a smile while hitching his harness higher on his shoulders so it wouldn’t bite into him so much. I wonder how many of them are fanciful tales and how many have their basis in reality?

He hadn’t been a strong student back home on Earth, so Koda couldn’t really draw any comparisons between the two. He was more interested in the modern tales of cryptids than history after all, as it was much more amusing to imagine Mothman visiting the local Waffle House or Denny’s than ancient tribal tales. But now, those stories were far more interesting, since monsters really existed in this world.

The crisp, icy scent of winter in his nostrils was briefly infused with the musky scent from the bison as he crossed over a corner where the herd had been lingering before he’d startled them away. But just as quickly as it had come, the scent vanished, to be replaced with the sharp smell of winter once more.

My senses are so much stronger now too, Koda thought as the brief change brought that concept to the forefront of his mind now. I mean, I worked construction before. Everyone smelled like sweat, cigarettes, and stale coffee. Maybe hot metal if I was helping the welders.

Turning over how his life had changed for a moment, Koda couldn’t find anything to really complain about. Sure, the lack of indoor plumbing was annoying, but he’d gained far more than he had lost in this exchange. Even with the risks involved in fighting monsters like the Crooked or the trolls.

“There!” Samira’s sharp call pulled Koda out of his thoughts, and he glanced back to see her pointing to his left while bouncing in her seat.

The caracal woman’s hood had fallen back, and the wind was dancing amongst the tufty fur on the tips of her large feline ears while her hair flicked and bounced as the breeze danced amongst it. Samira caught his eyes and smiled so broadly at him that her eyes narrowed to slits, making Koda’s heart jump in his chest at just how happy she looked.

You’re falling fast for her now too, aren’t you? Koda thought before dragging his attention to the front once more. Now that Samira had pointed it out, he saw the large, flat depression that indicated the lake, the shimmer on the surface of the rippling water so similar to the snow that he’d missed it at first.

“Is it such a bad thing?” Koda asked himself quietly as he veered towards the water.

He didn’t have time to answer his own question, as the scent in the air changed once more when the wind shifted. While it had been the chill of winter, that sharp scent of ice and snow, the scent of green grass, warm sun, and a familiar tang of power.

Without hesitation, Koda turned even further to the left, angling away from the lake in a wide turn. The terrain was hilly around the lake, with several narrow draws and ravines that he would have to avoid. However, one drew him like iron to a magnet.

Bushes and low trees protected the draw, but the scent he’d picked up, one that reminded him of the raw, primal energy that welled up from the sites of power, was unmistakable.

“Koda, not that way!” Samira called, but Koda ignored her as he towed the sleigh in a wide loop around the edge of the lake. He slowed as they reached the entrance of the draw, reaching up to unbuckle his harness as Calandra called to him.

“What’s going on, Koda?” Calandra asked, before turning to the beastfolk woman next to her. “Samira, pull the brakes for me. Something is up.”

As soon as he felt the tug on his shoulders that told him the brake on the sleigh was engaged, Koda reached for the quick-release catches. They’d allow him to detach his worn harness from the traces and investigate what he was smelling.

If this is another site besides the one Samira knew about, then all the better, he thought with a smile. I need to thank Thera again for that blessing. I hadn’t expected it as part of the package for the armor, but it’s come in handy.

Koda had just finished undoing the catches when the sleigh came to a full stop behind him. The rasp of the runners through the snow became a sharp squeal as one found a stone, and the loud noise made him jump.

It also made the figure in the bushes directly ahead of him jump. Not much, but enough that Koda’s eyes snapped towards it. He caught sight of the brilliant blue eyes peeking between branches, watching them.

Koda’s instincts screamed at him to act, and he reacted before his brain finished processing what he was seeing.

Lunging forward through the snow, Koda summoned his totemic gauntlets with a thought. The bushes between him and the mostly hidden observer were no barrier as he crashed through them.

But his target was quicker. Koda had just reached the brush when his watcher threw herself backward and into a roll, using the motion to push herself up and out of the bushes and into a dead sprint away from him.

“No, you don’t!” Koda bellowed and pushed as much of his strength as he could manage into his legs. He felt it as his muscles bunched and bulged before exploding with enough power to send him flying at his target.

The woman—because he had seen enough through the dead bushes and tree trunks to tell that it was a woman—turned in time to see him coming directly for her like Koda had been shot from a bow. Her bright blue eyes widened in surprise before she reacted as well. She leaped straight upwards, clearing almost ten feet as Koda shot by just underneath her.

“Peace, Champion!” the woman called as she soared through the air to land with a soft thump.

Koda’s landing was less graceful, and far more devastating. He slammed shoulder-first into the trunk of a young tree, tearing the pillar of wood in half, sending a cloud of splinters away from the point of impact. He landed in a roll that tore up several bushes but didn’t actually hurt him, as he’d unconsciously summoned his armor over top of his clothing and the harness. Koda whirled to take in the sight of the woman before him.

She was long-limbed and graceful as she stood up. Hair the soft gray of storm clouds hung in waves around her shoulders, while bright blue eyes watched him with interest rather than fear. She wore a fur-lined leather vest that left her arms bare while compressing a full set of breasts, and a pair of pants that hugged her muscled legs like a lover. She had a knife at her belt and a large, flat package made of leather strapped to her back.

The stranger looked like many of the tribal people he’d met with the Silent Plains and their allies, save for a few major differences.

First, she easily stood at least as tall as Arthene, putting her a good head over Koda’s height, at least halfway to seven feet tall. Second, and more surprising than her height, were the pair of long, slender rabbit’s ears that protruded from amongst the flowing mass of her gray-white hair.

Shouts from the sleigh told him the others had spotted the woman and were reacting already. Or had they been shouting this whole time, and he had been so caught up in his instincts that he hadn’t noticed? Koda wasn’t sure at this point. But now that he was looking at her, at those bright blue eyes watching him with a fascinated air, he felt the roaring of his instincts to give chase quiet down as the scent of springtime invaded his lungs once more, while his mind replayed one word she’d spoken.

“Champion?” Koda asked. Well, the tone was more of a growl in reality, but from the gentle smile that crossed the woman’s full lips, she understood.

“Yes,” she said simply. “Champion. I apologize for startling you. This ‘wayward daughter’ would ask for your forgiveness.”

The tone that she used, the smirk that her smile morphed into while she spoke, and that scent of power finally clicked in Koda’s head and he groaned.

Two things held that scent: sites of power, and beings of power like Thera and Arthene.

This woman was one of Arthene’s sisters.
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“Thera did not have to prove me wrong so quickly,” Koda growled as he turned and stomped back towards the waiting sleigh.

He noted that while Samira and the other tribesfolk had their hands on their weapons, Calandra was just grinning at him cheekily over the front of the sleigh as he emerged from the trees with the towering rabbit woman following some distance behind.

“Got distracted chasing rabbits, dear husband?” Calandra teased, and her phrasing reminded him of Arthene’s previous words. She, too, had cautioned him about getting distracted ‘chasing rabbits,’ and Koda’s frown deepened.

“You knew? And Arthene did too! Was Samira in on this as well?” Koda asked, rapid-fire. His eyes drifted suspiciously to her, but the caracal woman looked as bewildered as the others at the appearance of the rabbit beastfolk.

“Peace, Champion?” the woman behind him asked. “I am sorry if this caused you distress. I simply asked my sister to let me meet you on my own terms. My plan had been to approach your camp tonight and introduce myself after studying you a bit longer.”

Koda wanted to be upset, but instinctively he understood what she had meant. She wanted to ensure he was a safe person with her own two eyes. Given what he’d seen in the world, and his own past experiences with family drama, he couldn’t exactly fault her on that. If anything, he was more annoyed with his mates for not warning him. Even though the woman obviously meant him no harm, it felt wrong that they would keep a secret like this from him.

It’s not that they cannot have secrets, Koda thought, puzzling out the feeling as he hooked back into the traces with his harness silently. I know they keep things from me all the time, things that only really concern them. Those don’t bother me. But this? This bothers me.

Koda nearly missed the worried look that the newcomer shot Calandra, but the way her lapine ears wiggled and bounced so expressively caught his attention and he glanced her way in time to spot it.

Later, he resolved. I can get lost on this later and ask them why. For now, I need to focus on what is in front of me.

Koda gave the long-limbed woman another once-over, from her booted feet that strode across the surface of the snow without falling through, to the tips of her prodigious ears. The soft gray of her hair and the earnest look of concern lingering in her bright blue eyes eased his heart a bit more.

“Come on then,” Koda said gruffly, looking back towards the lake while settling the straps of his harness once more. “You can tell me more about yourself while we travel. There’s work to be done still.”

“As you command, Champion,” the rabbit woman said, her smile returning readily as she bounced from foot to foot on top of the snow. Despite the leather boots she wore, the motion made not a single sound, though the gesture was large enough that it sent gentle sways through her full bust.

With a firm tug, Koda got the sleigh moving again, pulling it at an angle to return to the edge of the lake that Samira had been guiding them around earlier.

He could hear the faint strains of quiet conversation from the sleigh, but the wind was just enough that he couldn’t make out more than just the rumble of conversation at the moment.

Cal might be using the wind to hide their talk, Koda thought before shaking his head vigorously to dislodge the thought. No, you trust the girls. Don’t go doubting them now just because they worked to surprise you. Make sure that it's an unpleasant surprise before you go judging them.

“Champion, I am sor—” the rabbit beastfolk said after a minute of silently pacing him. Koda interrupted her almost immediately.

“Koda. Just call me Koda, or Aegisclaw if you must. There is no one else out here to worry about titles, and if you are what I believe you to be, then your rank is no less than my own.”

“You would be wrong in that… Koda,” the beastfolk woman replied, bounding along easily at his side. Despite the speed that Koda knew he was moving at, she had no problems keeping up with him. “You are single-handedly elevating our Lady once more to power. But I will do as you ask.”

“What should I call you?” Koda asked, steering the sleigh around a large boulder that sat on the shore of the lake.

His companion didn’t slow or go around the boulder. Instead, she leapt nimbly into the air and bounded off the top of the boulder, some ten feet in the air, before landing back in the snow without breaking the surface crust or losing speed.

“Finna Longstrides, but you should simply call me Finna,” she said as she bounded up next to Koda and settled in at an easy lope by his right side. “Like my sister, I have other titles, but they don’t matter right now. They won’t matter for some time.”

Her airy tone became despondent, and Koda shot her a sidelong glance. Finna’s animated face had shifted to one of resignation and she stared forward without really seeing what was in front of her.

“I wouldn’t count on that.”

The words fell from Koda’s lips before he could consider them. But once they had escaped into the frosty air, he found there wasn’t anything he objected to in them.

Finna twitched, a motion that started with the tip of her left ear and ran down her entire body until she was staring down at him and blinking. The wind caught the large fan of her lapine ear and abruptly folded it down, giving her a distinctly cute air despite the fierce tribal garb she was wearing.

He could see the questions in her eyes, but now was not the time to address them. Instead, he shifted the conversation over to what was important right now, since she’d been shaken from her introspection.

“So, Finna. Tell me about yourself?” Koda pressed, and she blinked down at him some more, lost at his change of subject.

Between the woman’s greater height—added to by her long ears—and the fact she ran on top of the snow rather than crunched through it like Koda did, she loomed over him as they ran. However, there was something oddly vulnerable in the way she bit her bottom lip thoughtfully before she spoke again.

“What do you want to know?”

“What do you want to tell me?” Koda countered with a raised eyebrow. “You claim to be Arthene’s sister, which carries some implications based on what I know of her and who it was that sent you. Arthene made no bones about what she wanted when she first rocked up.”

“Oh,” Finna said with an understanding nod that sent her bunny ears bouncing once more, righting the one that the wind had folded for a moment before she laid them back along her head. “That’s an easy answer. I want in your pants.”

Koda tripped on a hunk of hardened snow and nearly went tumbling, but his increased reflexes allowed him to stutter-step and recover. Finna still reached out to catch him, but Koda steadied himself before she needed to intervene.

“I’m fine. I should have expected something like that from Arthene’s sister,” Koda chuckled. He didn’t know if Finna had intended to do it, but the blithe way she’d said it had cracked his concerns, and he could feel his heart loosening up.

“Oh? Did my elder sister already pave my way?” Finna asked with a bright laugh, slipping into a skipping stride that was playful yet didn’t lose her any speed.

“You could say that,” Koda countered. “She set a bar with her actions, meaning it takes a fair bit to fluster me. Cal back there helped set the bar even higher. Only got me this time because I don’t know you well enough.”

“And I wasted it on an easy and quick joke—damn,” Finna snapped her fingers with a mock frown before she grinned again. “I’ll just have to try harder next time.”

“You are definitely Arthene’s sister if that is your answer,” Koda groaned. “Seriously, though. Tell me about yourself. Thera’s hints and your own admittance told me what you want, but I’m not going to just throw you down in the snow here.”

“Aww, but it would be so much fun! I guarantee I could keep us both warm,” Finna teased again, waggling her eyebrows exaggeratedly. “I’m sure your companions wouldn’t mind us taking a brief break.”

“And I guarantee that at least two of them would be annoyed with me,” Koda shot back. “Regardless of what sort of impression I might give for having as many mates as I do, I’m not that easy.”

Finna waggled her eyebrows again and bounded forward, skipping up an incline to perch on another boulder. The motion drew Koda’s attention to her round ass as she raced past, the muscles of her strong legs and tight bottom jiggling and tensing as she put on the burst of speed. But the crowning glory was the puffy rabbit tail poking out between her vest and leggings that wiggled like a waving hand at him.

“Sure you aren’t,” Finna giggled as he towed the sleigh past her, blue eyes sparkling with mischief. “But I won’t run this joke into the ground. It wouldn’t be very ‘bunny’ of me.”

“I can’t believe you just made a rabbit pun,” Koda groaned. “This might actually qualify as punishment from a divine…”

“I am sure that you will grow to enjoy them,” Finna teased as she leaped down once more, accelerating until she was slightly ahead of Koda and to his right. “I am ever the ‘hop-timist,’ after all.”

Koda groaned again, but he couldn’t fight the small smile forming on his face at the rabbit woman’s playful teasing.

At least it’s a change from Arthene’s constant innuendo, he thought, as their path curved further around the lake. There were far worse things that she could choose to joke or tease about, so he couldn’t complain. I can only imagine the absolute chaos that would happen if Arthene started using puns to tease me and the others.
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Koda stood on the long boulder that extended out over the waters of the lake. Behind him on his left was Calandra, and on his right was Samira. Finna stood a few steps behind the two of them, watching in interest. She’d spent most of the trip thus far pelting Koda with puns and jokes. If not for the clues dropped by Thera and Finna using the same phrases, he’d have been more worried about her evasiveness.

Jordan, Melia, and the lone unnamed hunter from Melia’s tribe remained by the sleigh, watching from a distance as Koda conducted the small ritual to claim this site of power.

It’d only taken another ten minutes of towing the sleigh, while dodging various puns and jokes that Finna threw at him, for Koda to pick up the scent of the site of power. The tang of power had woven into the icy scent of the air until it drew Koda to the rock shelf that protruded into the lake. Stepping out onto it had further intensified the scent, so he had stopped the sleigh and investigated.

Now, he and the other three stood at the very edge, looking into the pool of water so deep that they could not see the bottom. Koda could feel the power welling up from the earth, though, as the ancient wellspring that fed this lake carried water and minerals up from within its depths.

As always, Koda let his instincts guide him. A flex of his spirit brought his totemic gauntlet into existence on his right arm. He used the claws to slice open his left palm to spill several drops of his blood into the water.

The crimson droplets trickled through the air, rippling from the wind that skated over the surface of the lake, before bursting into ruby flames as they struck the water and then sank out of sight, still burning despite the liquid surroundings.

Pulling his bleeding hand back, Koda let three drops spill onto the stone at his feet. Again, they turned into ruby flames before landing, as the goddess reached through him to claim and sanctify this location.

One flame became a low stone bowl made of the same granite on which they stood. The other two combined underfoot and formed the hide of a bison, the thick brown mane of the giant herbivore supporting the stone bowl that was the altar itself.

A thrum of energy flowed up from the deep water and Koda clenched his left hand tightly, conjuring the other of his totemic gauntlets over that limb as the pulse of ancient energy surged out of the water to slam into his right gauntlet.

“Thera’s teeth!” swore Samira from behind him, but Koda couldn’t spare a look. The power surging into his gauntlet and through that, into his body, burned with the icy fury of the ancient earth. This wellspring of power had sat untapped for hundreds of years and had much to give.

“Hold, Samira,” Calandra said gruffly, and Koda could imagine the dwarven woman holding out a hand to restrain Samira. “Koda has this. Trust in your man.”

Your man? Koda thought briefly, before having to shove the idea away. He couldn’t spare the time and energy to think about that right now; instead, he needed to focus on what he was doing. He’d somewhat expected this, as the last natural spring site he’d claimed had bludgeoned him with the power it contained as well.

Focusing inwards, Koda sent the screeching beam of energy towards the place in his soul that connected to Thera. The goddess welcomed the energy happily, ready for it this time, and the pain rapidly bled away from Koda’s body as the burning chill faded.

A minute or two later, the process was complete, and Koda let his arm fall to his side with an exhausted sigh. His right hand felt like a block of ice inside his gauntlet, but he knew that feeling would return shortly. He could move his fingers without a problem; he just couldn’t feel anything other than cold at the moment.

“Astonishing,” Finna breathed, though rather than surprise her tone was full of arousal.

Twisting his head to look back, Koda found the rabbit-spirit staring at him with wide, twinkling blue eyes and a dark blush staining her cheeks. He imagined that if her outfit weren't leather, he might see the imprints of hard nipples through her top.

“That’s our man,” Calandra declared proudly, a grin riding high on her face as she snuggled deeper into her cloak. “Shall we get back on the sleigh? It’s damn cold so close to the water.”

“This lake never freezes over,” Samira supplied helpfully. “The headwaters might develop ice, and there might be some near the shore, but the surface never freezes, no matter how cold it gets. That was part of what led to the stories about it hosting an elemental spirit.”

“Talk in the sleigh,” Koda urged, herding the girls back along the pier of stone with stiff gestures. They complied without hesitation, and Samira rattled on about the spirit of the lake the whole way back.

Glancing back over his shoulder, Koda half expected to see something watching them from the water. But the surface of the lake remained unbroken, the only feature on its surface the ripples caused by the passing wind. Despite that, he still felt like something was observing them as they left, though it didn’t feel dangerous.

Probably just your own head, or maybe it’s Thera keeping an eye on us, Koda thought as they got back to the sleigh.

The other three had already loaded back up, snuggling into the piled hides and blankets to keep warm now that the ritual was complete. Koda first helped Calandra and then Samira up into the sleigh before glancing back at Finna.

“I’ll run with you,” the rabbit woman said, her cheeks still showing a ruddy shade from earlier. “You asked to learn more about me, and I’m sure that it would be easier to talk while we moved if I was close.”

“Sure, but if you get cold…” Koda said, letting the sentence trail off and gesturing towards the sleigh.

Surprisingly, Finna’s blush deepened again, and she shook her head furiously, sending her long ears flopping. The motion was actually fierce enough that one turned inside-out, exposing its fluffy interior.

“I couldn’t! It would not be right—” she protested, only to stop abruptly when Koda reached up and fixed her ear, carefully smoothing the fur on the back with one hand.

“Whatever you are comfortable with, Finna,” Koda said with a shrug before bending to pick up the leads for the harness and clipping himself in.

He was clumsy at first, struggling with the latches using his numb right hand, but Finna stepped up and took them from him to clip Koda in herself. He let her, studying the woman as her features went through several expressions.

Confusion.

Arousal.

Thoughtfulness.

Amusement.

They finally settled on a simple smile as she clipped the last lead onto his harness and met Koda’s eyes. Those deep blue orbs shone with respect now, and she nodded to him before stepping back to give him room.

Koda returned her respectful nod and started forward, the sleigh’s rails singing against the icy snow as they got moving.
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“How long do we have?” Finna asked once they got moving at a steady clip over the plains.

Koda glanced at the sky thoughtfully. The sun was still several hours from setting, but they’d need time to find a campsite that night.

“Samira!” Koda called over one shoulder, drawing the woman’s attention away from Calandra. Samira’s ears shot upright, the tufty tips swaying in the wind as she focused on Koda, her head tilting to one side curiously. “How far to the next location?”

“Probably two or three hours? We should be able to camp there, too. Follow the leftmost river south and when it branches, turn east and keep going. We are looking for a flat-topped mesa that stands out for the forest on top of it,” Samira supplied brightly.

“Thanks. Keep an eye out for the turnoff, in case I miss it. And keep warm above all else!”

“Don’t worry, Koda. I’ll make sure our Samira stays plenty warm,” Calandra interjected with a deep laugh. Koda shook his head with a wry smile at her words.

“Of course you will, Cal. Just make sure you keep all your clothes on. I’d hate for bits of you to freeze off while you focused on doing your ‘duty.’”

“I’d never try to steal your thunder, my mate,” Calandra replied with a throaty laugh before doing something out of sight that made Samira squeal with laughter.

“You are trusting of your mates,” Finna said quietly when he turned back, her words just loud enough to be heard over the rushing of the sleigh and the crunch of Koda’s boots.

“My mates are my world. They are the reason I do what I do. If I can’t trust them, then I can’t trust anything,” Koda answered simply, shrugging his harness higher and digging in to propel the sleigh up a slope.

“Many in your position would not be so willing to trust others. You seem more than willing to spread the news of Thera’s return, even to folks you do not know well.”

Finna’s words held no question to them, and Koda just shrugged. He couldn’t really argue with her summation, as he’d been more than willing to tell people of Thera’s return when he could have kept things more secretive. Sure, some clans had recognized Arthene for what she was, but that hadn’t required that he divulge Thera’s slow return to power.

“One of my mates advised me to trust in my instincts, as they are the source of my power,” Koda said slowly.

Finna hummed in understanding, shifting her pace so that she matched him but ran slightly ahead, giving him a view of her bouncing bottom and wiggling puff-ball tail.

“A wise choice, since the ancestral spirits rely on that to fuel their powers as well. It is something that many of the beastfolk people struggle with as well, since trusting in their instincts would drive them away from what most people view as ‘civilized.’” Finna said, her voice taking on a thoughtful tone before she gave herself a full-body shake and refocused on Koda. “But that is not what is important. You wanted to learn more about me.”

“Yes, considering your already-professed aims. I have three mates now, and another woman who wants to join my family. So having another one rock up, especially when Thera has made no bones about the fact she plans to send more of your kind to chase me, means I can’t just ignore this.”

“‘Your kind?’” Faye asked, her thoughtful tone dropping into an icy one.

Koda rolled his eyes at her before he responded sharply.

“An incarnate spirit. A timeless creature that embodies the will of an entire species, who may very well be the progenitor of an entire subspecies. A demi-goddess who stands well above me in power and history. Do you want me to go on?”

“No… I apologize, Koda,” Finna said with a grimace. “Since the fall of the Moonlit Realm, others have ostracized and targeted our people, and that has made the emotions of some sharp…”

“Finna, two of my three wives are beastfolk, and the third is a dwarf. I don’t hold the prejudices of the people from this world,” Koda said firmly, catching her eyes when she glanced over her shoulder at him.

“That is good,” Finna said after a moment of sharing his gaze. “Before I tell you about myself, I have a question for you, Koda Aegisclaw.”

“Go ahead,” Koda answered with a shrug of his shoulders. “I can’t guarantee I’ll have the answer, but you are always welcome to ask me whatever you want.”

“You won’t know the answer to the question that I want to ask,” Finna said with a gentle smile that made her white teeth gleam against her pale skin. “So instead, I will ask this: Thera reached out to you, and you’ve been able to do so much to help her because you are the last of the ancient bloodline of her faithful, her clergy and Champions.”

Finna let that hang in the air, pausing long enough that Koda gestured for her to continue. She smiled gently before nodding once.

“Have you ever wondered why her most faithful, those to whom she bound her source of power, were human?”

The question startled Koda for only a moment before he shook his head in denial.

“They weren’t human.”

“But you are human,” Finna countered.

“No, I’m not,” Koda said with finality, turning away from the rabbit woman to check the horizon. In the distance, he saw another blur of dark color against the white of the snow, indicating another herd of the great herbivores.

Or maybe it’s the same herd we startled earlier, calmed down once more? Koda wondered before turning his mind back to Finna’s statement.

“Ever since my fight against that first Crooked warleader, I knew that there was something more to this bloodline,” Koda said slowly, working through his emotions and considering each statement. From how Finna nodded along and waited, it was obvious she knew to what he was referring. “I may be mostly human, but there is something else there. And that thread carries my connection to Thera and my ancestry.”

“And have you considered what it is?” Finna asked, turning to follow Koda’s gaze to the horizon.

They ran in silence as Koda considered what she’d said. It was something that he’d thought about, but the sleeping creature within his soul didn’t volunteer any answers.

“I have, but I’m no closer to answering the specifics on it,” Koda said at last. “I know it is powerful, protective, and possessive. It views those of the bloodline of Thera’s people as its charges. Duty is its watchword, and it only wakes when I or those precious to me are threatened.”

“Does that remind you of anything?” Finna asked and Koda just shook his head.

“No. Not from just that. The description could fit many creatures that are protective of family, from the great bears to wolf packs and even the herds,” Koda said while gesturing towards the distant smear of the bison herd.

“There are more than just mortal creatures that give Thera their loyalty. She is the Queen of Beasts and all creatures that run free beneath the open sky follow her will,” Finna urged, and Koda shot her a questioning look.

“Why are you so insistent? Why do you care so much if I am thinking about stuff like this?”

“It’s my duty,” Finna said with a shrug and a smile. “I am the Winddancer and the Warden of the Wilds. I walk the worlds and move in the spaces between civilizations. I see the wilds and hear the songs of all the creatures that dwell in the land. It leaves me plenty of time to ponder mysteries and think things over.”

“And I’m a mystery to you?” Koda asked, eyeing the long-limbed woman as she ran. Each stride had a grace that only came with long practice, her strides sure and even without having to look where she was going.

“Yes,” Finna answered, breaking him out of his consideration a moment later. “Possibly the most important mystery, truth be told.”

“How so?”

“With the time that has passed, the blood of the ancient pact should be too thin to function, Koda,” Finna answered with a shrug. “But it endures even now. You bear the connection to her power, and it grows stronger every day. I cannot wait to see how it manifests in you.”

“Wait, what? What do you mean ‘manifest?’” Koda asked sharply and Finna shot him a smile over one slender shoulder.

“Your power, Aegisclaw. As you grow in strength, and as Thera’s power grows too, your bloodline will begin to manifest. I am glad that you hold no prejudice to the beastfolk, as you will resemble one someday. Sooner rather than later, if what I saw earlier by the lakeside continues.”

The idea that he would change startled Koda, but didn’t horrify him. He’d wondered what it might be like to resemble his mates. To have the ears of a wolf or a bear. To have a tail or feathers.

“See?” Finna said after letting him think for a long moment. “It is fun to consider these things while you travel. The miles melt away beneath your feet while you ponder questions that don’t have easy answers.”

“What keeps you from getting lost in a logical loop, though?” Koda asked after a few minutes of thought had passed him by. “Do you ever get stuck on ‘what if’ worries?”

“Not really,” Finna said with a shrug. “One thing that I have learned over the centuries of chasing the wind is to know when to drop a question. If it harms my inner peace, or it is drawing me down a path of thought that I do not enjoy, then I can set it aside to consider later.”

“Any tips for that?” Koda asked with a self-deprecating laugh. “Sometimes I get lost chasing my tail so much over something that it makes it impossible to focus or overcome my worries.”

“Oh that is easy,” Finna answered with a cackle. Mid-laugh, she leaped into the air and spun a pirouette that sent her cloud-gray hair floating in a halo about her shoulders while her lapine ears fanned out to match it.

Landing silently, Finna skipped side to side in a motion that drew Koda’s eyes back to her muscled backside and the bobbling tuft of her fluffy bunny tail. When he tore his gaze away from Finna’s backside, he realized that he’d been caught staring.

The incarnate spirit just grinned down at him and wiggled her hips again.

“Distracting myself is easy, especially now. I can just daydream about a handsome champion chasing me through the bushes until he takes me down and claims me.”

The waggling eyebrows were entirely unnecessary to convey her innuendo, but Finna added them anyway and they made Koda roll his eyes.

“Seriously—” Koda began, only for Finna to cut him off.

“Seriously,” Finna said, all pretense and teasing dropping away to leave her earnest response. “It may sound trite, but the mind responds to specific stimuli. The best way to derail a negative train of thought is to spend a bit of time daydreaming about something pleasant. And if the antics I’ve been hearing about are anything to go on, I have plenty to daydream about.”

Koda frowned at that, wondering what Finna could mean by ‘antics.’ He had no doubts that it was related to his and the girls’ sexual escapades—her teasing had answered that question in his mind.

The only way she’d know about me and the girls would be if she’d been spying on us. And the only person capable of spying on us without the girls noticing would be…

“Really?” Koda asked and then heaved a sigh heavy enough that it set off another bout of giggles from Finna. “She’s been⁠—”

“Ah-ah, don’t say it out loud. You’ll embarrass her,” Finna said quickly, cutting him off.

“I’m embarrassed!” Koda near-shouted.

“You shouldn’t be. You’ve been doing an admirable job thus far,” Finna said while shooting him a bawdy wink over her shoulder.

The incarnate spirit shifted gears abruptly again, her expression sobering as she glanced past Koda towards the sleigh before meeting his eyes again. Something in that look calmed Koda’s frustration, and he waited for a moment to see what she would say.

“Before you ask or worry about it, Koda. I won’t shove my way into your circle. Arthene succeeded at that and I’m not sure how she did it. My elder sister is a lovable idiot, but even I can appreciate that she goes too far sometimes.” Finna paused and grimaced before continuing. “What I’m saying is twofold… thank you for loving her, and don’t worry about me trying to push someone else aside to rush things.”

“It’s easy to love Arthene, once you get past the grabby hands,” Koda drawled, making Finna smirk at that. “And I appreciate the reassurance. Nothing would ruin your chances faster than disregarding the women I love.”

“Love her already, do you?”

The teasing this time was gentle, softened further by the warm smile that Finna was wearing.

Koda shrugged again at that and turned his eyes back to the horizon. They ran in silence for another minute before he spoke.

“She’s easy to love. All my wives are. They speak their minds to me, they tell me what they want or need without games, and they support me. I can’t ask for more than that.”

“You easily could,” Finna reminded him without hesitation. “Your position opens up a number of things for which you could ask, from services to support. Thera is desperate for your line to continue, and you could breed with any number of women.”

“No,” Koda said sharply, glaring at Finna. The rabbit woman maintained an indifferent expression, not judging him in the slightest or pushing him. So Koda elaborated. “I grew up in a shitty home, where my parents fought and used me against each other. If I am going to have kids, they are going to know that their parents love them. It’s why I’m not rushing every available woman into my family or just sleeping my way through the ‘nubile virgins’ of the tribes.”

“Ah, that makes sense,” Finna said with a bob of her head. “I cannot fault you for that. I know that neither my sister nor my Lady does either. I apologize if my words seemed harsh, Koda. There are some things that one must see with their own eyes.”

“It’s fine,” Koda replied gruffly, stuffing down the irritation that had risen at the idea of just having children without a care.

Finna went silent, simply pacing him for the next several miles without comment, offering silent companionship as he wrestled with his frustrations until he could resolve them, or set them aside to deal with another time.
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“So you think we will hit the other locations that quickly?” Koda asked as he helped Jordan offload a pile of hides from the sleigh. The bundle wasn’t heavy for Koda, just unwieldy with how the treated leather flopped about.

“Yes, Champion,” Jordan answered in between grunts as he hefted his half of the bundle. “The Whistling Grass and Branching Stream tribes share a border with the Silent Plains. We are already on the border right now, and half-a-day will be enough to delve into our territory to the sites we mentioned. We can be back here tomorrow in mid-afternoon, and likely back to the Silent Plain’s stronghold early the next day.”

“Sooner, I think,” Finna quipped as she strode past with a bounce in her step.

That’s not really right, Koda thought with a roll of his eyes. Every step she takes bounces. It’s like she’s got springs in her heels. Arthene can move fast at a stomping march, but Finna… Well, I can see why she’s called Winddancer.

Not voicing the thoughts, Koda instead carried his bundle to the shelter that Melia and her companion had been fashioning with Samira’s help.

The three tribesfolk worked together to weave green saplings together, creating a lean-to shelter within the trees that was then thatched with pine boughs. They cleared the snow and pine needles from the ground under the lean-to, exposing the hard earth, and then piled more boughs there for a sleeping mattress.

Calandra squatted nearby, tending to a slowly growing campfire she’d gotten burning while the others built the shelter.

“Having Sienna with us spoiled me,” Calandra grumbled as she bent to blow into the fire, sending a streamer of smoke rising into the sky as the crackling flames spread. “Her being able to summon a hearth out of the dirt was just too handy.”

“That, and to dig us a little hollow to sleep in,” Samira added as she deftly tucked several pine boughs into the net. “But this will be plenty warm, I think. We brought more than enough hides and blankets with us.”

“We’d have frozen in the wind otherwise,” Melia snorted, her large white fox ears wiggling back and forth animatedly as she turned to pull hides out of the pile that Koda was carrying and spread them over the pine boughs. “I’ve never traveled that fast before except on a horse, and that was so long ago I barely remember it.”

“It was only a few months ago, Melia!” laughed her tribesmate, another fox beastfolk that Koda had finally been introduced to as Glenna. Glenna was also a white fox like Melia, but easily a decade her junior. “The only reason we didn’t bring horses was because of the turning weather.”

“That’s not what I said, Glenna,” Melia replied with a snort, working quickly to prepare the beds. “It’s been decades since I raced the wind on horseback. My horse is a good one, but it’s never been the same since Greywind got too old to carry me.”

“Ah yes, the eternal cycle of partnerships. Especially with those who have shorter lifespans,” Finna said as she returned with her own armload of furs and blankets. “You question why you grow so attached to something that will die long before you, but no one can deny that it is worth it.”

How Finna said it told Koda that it was a feat with which she was intimately familiar, but he also got the impression that it was something intensely private as well. So, rather than pry, he just nodded his understanding and returned to the sleigh.

Calandra caught him along the way with a hand on his leg. When she beckoned him to bend down, Koda did without hesitation. It did not surprise him at all when Calandra grabbed either side of his face and pulled him into a long kiss.

“Tonight is mine too,” Calandra whispered, her voice rough with desire. “Since I’m the only one of your mates with you. Don’t forget.” Calandra stroked his cheek with one hand as she spoke, the love and affection she felt for him filling her eyes.

“That’ll be difficult with how many of us are packed into the shelter,” Koda countered.

“We made it work last night,” Calandra giggled, her olive-green eyes twinkling mischievously.

“That was before we had Finna with us. You know how good Arthene’s senses are; her sister is likely just as fine-tuned, if not more,” Koda reminded her, his hands going to Calandra’s plump waist and kneading her hips through her thick coat.

“So? Let her watch,” Calandra moaned quietly, leaning in to nip at Koda’s ear. “Maybe it’ll push Samira into hurrying her cute butt up. She’s been taking her sweet time with wooing you, husband.”

“That’s my fault,” Koda murmured, pinching Calandra’s bottom firmly, making the dwarven woman groan even louder in his ear. “Now behave, Cal. You’ll get your morning treat, regardless.”

“Bully,” Calandra grumbled as she pulled back from him, but the amusement dancing in her eyes told Koda that she wasn’t upset. Bending back into her, Koda whispered in Calandra’s ear, making her shiver.

“Only to my lovely wives,” he said, pitching his tone down into a lusty growl. “For anyone else, I’m far meaner and you know it.” Koda punctuated the statement by nipping Calandra’s earlobe firmly, his teeth sinking into the soft skin and making the dwarven woman shudder.

Pulling back once more, he held Calandra’s hips long enough to ensure the woman wouldn’t fall over before standing up himself.

Calandra blew him a saucy kiss to go with the wink she sent him as Koda turned towards the sleigh. Out of the corner of his eye, he also caught the suppressed grins of his companions, as well as the animated wiggling eyebrows from Finna. The only person he was worried about at the moment was Samira. However, the caracal woman was grinning happily, her tail dancing from side to side behind her as she turned back to her work.

Koda’s mind turned back to what Finna had been saying earlier that day, about how as a Champion he could ask for far more than he was of the people around him.

But I don’t want a parade of flesh through my bed, Koda thought with a small smile as he reached the sleigh. I’m happy with my tight-knit little family. If Thera wants me to have lots of kids, I can do that. But I won’t have a child with someone I don’t love, and I won’t bring someone into the family that causes problems.

Nodding in resolve, Koda squatted down and got hold of the iron bar that ran under the front of the sleigh. Standing upright, he lifted the mostly unloaded sleigh until only the back part of the rails were still touching the ground.

Backing slowly towards the camp, Koda dragged the sleigh into place to act as a wind-break for the firepit that Calandra had set up, and to further shelter their little lean-to.

Despite being up on top of a mesa, the thick trees sheltered them from the blowing wind, but every bit would help at this point. The sky still carried a thick mat of clouds, but no fresh snow had fallen for the last day. So Koda was going to take that as a good sign that the weather would break for them.

It would really suck if the snow suddenly melted off and left us with the sleigh to drag around on muddy earth, Koda thought with a grimace. Maybe it was a bit early in the season to bring it out here, but I can’t argue with how much help it’s been in moving people around. Problem for Future-Me, I guess.

Settling the sleigh into place, Koda brushed his hands off on his pants and turned back to the group to see Melia, Jordan, and Glenna staring at him in surprise. Calandra, Samira, and Finna were just grinning at him.

“What?” Koda asked, glancing down at himself. “Did I tear my pants or something?”

“No…” drawled Jordan, the horned man still not looking away from Koda.

“You would think that they wouldn’t be surprised by your strength after you spent the last few days towing the sleigh around like this, Koda,” Samira said with a giggle. “Did you three forget our Champion has slain not just one but two trolls, and one of them was a chieftain?”

Apparently, they had forgotten, because Melia nodded her head rapidly, while Jordan and Glenna just traded startled looks.

“It’s not like he dragged the sleigh along with his rugged good looks and hard—” Calandra quipped, only to be cut off when Koda dropped a hand over her mouth. She fought back by licking his palm, which made Koda jump in surprise, but he didn’t uncover her mouth until she sighed and made noises to sound understanding.

“That would be quite a sight to see,” Finna supplied with a grin as she was relieved of her burden of hides and joined them by the fire. Calandra had gathered plenty of wood while the others were preparing the shelter, so once the lean-to was finished, they’d be able to relax. “Just imagine, Koda stripped to his skin and steaming in the snow. Nothing but his harness as he races along⁠—”

“Don’t you start, too,” Koda sighed. His response got a giggle from Samira, Calandra, and Finna. The other three in their party just blushed and looked away.

I suppose they aren’t used to people being this open. Which is surprising, given that primal spirits like Finna and Arthene are basically gods to them. But maybe that ties into what Finna was saying, about the beastfolk not being as in touch with their instincts as much anymore?

Koda glanced towards the rabbit spirit as the muscled woman bodily dragged a fallen log over beside the fire to form a bench. The work made the muscles in her legs and back bunch, but each yank and wiggle also made the puffy tail crowning her bottom bounce and sway distractingly.

Or it could just be these two. Thera didn’t act so horny, so it might just be them…

Koda shook his head—even thinking it felt wrong. Sure, Thera hadn’t been all in his business like Arthene or Finna had, but there had been signs. She’d offered him women as one of his rewards if only he’d help her. His morals had made him rebel against the idea, but it had come so naturally. Now, he knew she wouldn’t have just thrown any women possible at him, given how his status as a champion was attracting interested parties at a rate far in excess of reason.

While Koda thought, he helped hammer logs upright into the ground in pairs to trap other shorter logs together and form a crude wooden ‘wall’ to act as a heat deflector, sending the warmth from the fire into their shelter. Samira finished with her work on the shelter first and bounded over to help Koda, holding the hunks of wood steady while he hammered them into place with another length of timber.

Within half an hour, their campsite was ready. The fire burned merrily away, with the angled deflector sending warmth into the shelter being aided by the sleigh itself.They arranged the bedding in a long pile so everyone could lie beside each other with their feet towards the fire, and they rolled in two logs to serve as impromptu seats.

Settling onto the log with a sigh, Koda pried off his boots and stretched his feet out towards the fire, wiggling his toes as steam rose.

“Cold?” Samira asked, dropping onto the log next to him.

“Naw, just stiff from running all day. These boots are comfortable, but digging through the snow stretched muscles I’m not used to using,” Koda answered as he stretched his back to make it pop loudly. “Who’s got dinner?”

“It’s my turn,” Jordan said with a shrug, rummaging in the sleigh for the cook pot before scooping it full of snow and setting it by the fire. “I think a hot soup would be good to warm up us mere mortals.”

“I don’t care what it is, as long as it’s warm,” Glenna said with a snort, pulling her hood up and warming her hands by the fire again. “Don’t get me wrong, I appreciate what you are doing for our people, Champion. I just wish that it wasn’t so damn cold.”

“Think of it this way,” Finna cut, catching Koda’s eyes from across the fire. “If it wasn’t so cold, you’d have to keep up with him on foot.”

“I retract my complaints,” Glenna said quickly, getting a snort of amusement from Melia.

“Finna, I wanted to ask you some questions if you have time?” Samira asked, wiggling in place to get comfortable and ending up with her side pressed into Koda’s.

Since he didn’t have his cloak on at the moment, having left it in the shelter to mark his spot out, Koda could feel it when Samira’s tail slid free of her own covering to wrap around his waist. Not being bothered by this, he shifted and slung an arm around the caracal woman’s waist to pull her snugly against him. He could feel her shivers despite the cloak and the fire, but those slowed as she leaned into him.

Calandra nudged him with an elbow, having noticed his actions. Koda gave her a shrug, and that only caused Calandra’s smile to deepen before she happily tucked herself into his other side.

Finna watched the whole thing with a small smile on her lips before she glanced towards Samira and nodded, leaning forward to rest her elbows on her knees. This had the advantage of putting her bodice on display, something Koda noted. He suppressed a smirk when he realized Calandra and Samira were both looking, too.

“Of course, Samira, I’m happy to answer any questions you may have,” Finna answered, before starting in surprise at the excited squeal from the caracal woman.

“You might regret phrasing it that way,” Koda said with a snort of amusement.

Finna shot him a concerned look, but before she could ask him to elaborate, Samira rattled off some questions at high speed.`
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“I must say, traveling with others is a wonderful change of pace from what I am used to,” Finna said with a contended sigh as the snow crunched under Koda’s boots.

“Happy to oblige,” Koda grunted, digging the tips of his boots into the snow to propel the sleigh forward.

They’d made decent time into the other tribe’s lands, and Koda claiming a site of power in each both proved his words and dedication to the others. Apparently, it had been one thing for him to promise to do it, and a whole other idea to actually do it.

I hope that the power helps Thera, Koda thought silently as he narrowed his eyes against the biting sting of the falling snow.

The fresh fall of icy crystals had started only hours ago, and it was already annoying. The loose powder that accumulated made it harder to plow through than before, and caused increased drag on the sleigh. He could still manage, but his boots would slip at inopportune times despite his best efforts to dig in with them.

“I would like to think that my presence is also a boon to you and your group as well, Koda. Beyond just my plans to burrow my way into your family and heart,” Finna teased, scampering along on top of the piled snow without a problem.

Koda rolled his eyes at the pun. He’d learned after the first day to not point them out or groan, as that only encouraged Finna to make worse ones. Apparently, it was something she’d spent a good amount of time doing while traveling in the past when she wasn’t gnawing over mysteries.

Not like she hadn’t already given me one hell of a mystery to consider, Koda thought. The question of what that deep tie to my heritage is has been bothering me for some time. But there was always something else to take priority over it.

A sharp gust of wind hit Koda from the side, sending his bison hide cloak flapping. That didn’t bother him so much, but the impact jostled the sleigh, and the sudden tug on his traces sent him stumbling. He recovered, as this wasn’t the first time, but it was aggravating Koda more and more.

“Are you sure you want to continue?” Finna asked, the amusement dropping out of her tone and switching over to concern. “We don’t have to keep pushing. Traveling in this season is always a patchy thing. It might be better to take shelter until the snows clear.”

“Are we still traveling in the right direction?” Koda asked, having to shout to be heard over the wind as it picked up again.

“Yes, but⁠—”

“Then we continue. I told Sienna to expect us late on the third day and the sun is already setting. I’m trusting you to navigate for me.”

Finna stared at him for a long moment before bobbing her head in a nod, sending her cloudy hair dancing in the swirling wind.

While Koda could still see far enough ahead to navigate, the snow was getting worse by the hour. Clouds descended and cloaked the land, blocking his view of the mountains. But Finna had remained confident that they were moving in the right direction.

When she spotted and directed him around a concealed ravine, Koda had asked the incarnate spirit to navigate for them. She had taken to that with gusto, happy to contribute. Now, with the way she darted a glance back to him every so often, Koda knew she was likely wondering if her volunteering her aid was a good thing.

I am going to get back to that damned village tonight, he growled internally. I hadn’t realized just how much I missed having all my girls close at hand. Waking up without Sienna’s hair in my face or Arthene using me like a body pillow felt very weird. I know Cal is loving having me to herself, and Samira appreciates the chance for me to talk with her and grow closer, but I want all my wives with me.

A swirl of wind threw a scarf of snow up into the air, stinging Koda’s eyes and freezing to his lashes. He felt the cold, but it did not paralyze him. He’d learned to ignore the sensation of the cold as it never went beyond a chill. His feet were stiff in his boots and he’d long since summoned his totemic gauntlets to cover his hands, but he hadn’t lost any feeling in his extremities, so he wasn’t worried.

Chancing a glance back to check on the sleigh, he saw his five passengers huddled together for warmth, steam billowing out of mouths or creases in the hides piled over them for warmth.

Finna and I might not feel the cold, but they are the ones I worry about. We didn’t bring any firewood with us, and the snow is heavy enough now that I doubt anything is dry in the area. We’d need to continue regardless, and find one of those little groves that grow around the creeks if we were going to take shelter, Koda thought as he leaned forward to put more of his weight into the pull of the sleigh.

The bite of the harness into his shoulders was uncomfortable and annoying. While he savored the strength that allowed him to take care of his group, the wonder had worn off and the monotony was wearing on him. The harness annoyed him and limited his range of movement, which got him thinking again about the question Finna had posed him.

Some kind of canine lineage? That would answer the protective and possessive side, and I definitely feel like some kind of damned sled-dog right now, Koda thought as he ran.

Ahead of him, Finna bounded along the top of the snow effortlessly. She’d shed her cloak some time ago, adding it to the pile of blankets the others used. Now, her body flexed and bounced as she ran along the snow, entirely uncovered. Her pale skin gleamed against the snow, accented by her dark leathers and the puff of light gray that was her downy tail.

That same downy tail wiggled occasionally, as if it was teasing Koda to chase her down and capture her. That was an instinct that he had no problem acknowledging and embracing, but Koda pushed aside for now.

She’s still someone new and different. She can have the same chance Arthene did to wiggle her way into my heart, but I’m not taking any chances with my new family. Samira already has her claws in me right now. And I’ll be the first to admit that I don’t have the energy to court multiple women at once. Hell, I barely have the energy to keep up with my mates as it is, Koda thought with a heavy snort.

That surge of protectiveness that welled up in Koda’s mind when his thought strayed anywhere near the idea of hurting one of his girls also pushed his mind back to the previous thoughts he’d had.

The only clue he could muster right now was that possessive instinct that welled up deep in his heart to guard those he thought of as his. That naturally extended to members of his direct family in his mates, and from them into the village.

Sienna tied the Ivory Spear tribe to him, and if Samira was as successful as Koda expected, soon his protective streak would extend to the Silent Plains tribe. Calandra happily worked to tie the family together and protect the people of Silverstone, but her presence and Thera’s own connection to Chandra Wildheart, goddess of the dwarves, meant that he expected his instincts would soon extend toward them, too.

Arthene was an outlier, though. She was a primal spirit, a demi-goddess, and a being of myth. She didn’t really have family, and though Thera referred to her as a ‘daughter,’ Arthene insisted on calling the goddess her ‘Lady’ as a term of respect.

For that matter, Finna has been doing it too, Koda thought as he slid down a slope, allowing the weight of the sleigh to give it speed on the way down. But Finna has called Arthene her sister before. Is my connection to Arthene going to draw me closer to Finna?

Finna calling his name drew Koda out of his thoughts a moment later and he glanced up to see the lithe rabbit woman gesturing to her left with one arm in a sweeping motion, so he began angling that way.

Once she saw he was adjusting his course, Finna angled that way as well, moving at that easy lope she’d been using the whole time. Her long ears flowed behind her, merging with her hair, though they would flick upright every so often and swivel as she looked about.

Reaching the top of the next hill, Koda spotted what Finna had been directing him around.

Another herd of bison sat at the bottom of the hill, sheltering in the narrow valley from the wind as they huddled together for warmth. His previous path would have carried him right through the herd, while the adjusted one would allow him to follow the ridgeline and not spook the animals.

Koda kept an eye on the bison as they passed, the massive shaggy creatures warily watching him, but content, as he did not pose a direct threat at the moment. The larger bison stood at the outer edge, with the young towards the center where their combined body heat would keep them safe.

Maybe a bison? Koda thought, his mind returning to the mystery. He discarded the thought almost immediately. Although bison were plausible, he knew deep down that these shaggy herbivores weren't connected to his ancestry.

Lost in thought, Koda continued onwards, chasing after the tight-bodied lapine woman as she guided him over the lands. His legs churned endlessly as he towed his charges towards the safety of home and hearth.
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The sun had already started to dip behind the mountains when Koda’s party approached the secluded vale where the Silent Plains village lay.

As the shadows lengthened, the distant glow of fires and streams of hearth smoke made it easier to locate the small village as the snowfall continued at a steady, if light, rate.

Rather than stopping for a meal, Koda had pulled on through the day. Finna confirmed with his passengers that they’d rather not slow down and instead eat a late meal in the village. So he’d pushed as hard as he could, and the end was in sight now.

More than that, Koda could also see the welcome and familiar forms of the two people he missed the most, waiting at the edge of the village with a small crowd of armed tribesfolk at their back.

Arthene stood out easily enough, as she was the only one with her cloak thrown back over her shoulders and exposing so much creamy skin. Her bone club was slung over one shoulder as she stood head and shoulders above the other hunters with her free hand resting on her hip. Snow frosted her messy curls, accumulating on her head and shoulders like they were hills. Even from this distance, Koda could tell she was grinning at him.

Right next to Arthene stood his Sienna. The wolf beastfolk would have blended in better with the rest of the tribe, but her weapon made her stand out, as its blade was the pale color of bone rather than the shimmering of steel. Her plush red-black tail flicked back and forth, stirring her cloak and flashing against the backdrop of the snow as she watched them approach from under the hood of her cloak.

Just seeing the two of them made Koda’s heart swell with happiness, an ache that he hadn’t fully recognized fading away, leaving only contentment behind.

“Seems like the welcoming party is out in force,” Finna murmured as she jogged along at his side. The lapine woman had fallen back to him when they’d gotten closer, right about when Koda had been planning to call out and say that he recognized the area again.

“This is nothing compared to the group that welcomed us when we first arrived,” Koda said with a laugh, his broody mood dissolving like spring snow with the increasing proximity of his missing mates. “I guess I gave the clan hunters a scare with how fast we were moving before. I’d bet these are hunters who were out for that, or maybe the members of those missing tribes we were waiting on.”

He’d explained to Finna about his plans while they’d traveled together. That the lapine woman had Thera’s blessing from the moment he met her meant Koda trusted her without hesitation. He knew Finna would be with them for quite some time, though whether that would be as a member of his family or not was yet to be seen.

Isn’t she already a member of the family, though? Koda thought as he picked up speed, heading directly for his mates and the group with them. Finna is Arthene’s sister in spirit if not blood, and that means she might as well be family.

Koda felt the shift in his heart, which had been cautious of the lapine woman until now, as it opened ‌to her. He wanted to look closer at that feeling, as he could tell it came from the deep well in his spirit, but he was far too excited by the sight of his mates to care at the moment.

Arthene and Sienna stepped away from the group of hunters, who were watching on warily but without raised weapons. Koda spotted a few familiar faces amongst those hunters talking quickly to the ones he did not recognize. However, he stopped caring as he got closer to his mates.

Calandra could clearly read Koda’s intentions, because as he got closer to his two mates, he felt the tug on the harness as she engaged the sleigh’s brake so it wouldn’t run right over them. This allowed Koda to focus on the two beautiful women in front of him.

Sienna was first, disregarding the snow and wet clinging to Koda’s clothes to throw her arms around him and welcome her mate back with a clinging hug and a kiss.

Koda had to fight the urge to crush his wolfish mate to him, as the scent of her skin and hair surrounded him. Sienna squeaked quietly when his cold nose pressed into her neck after their lips parted, but she pressed herself into him more rather than pull back.

“I missed you, my mate,” Sienna murmured in his ear, rubbing her cheek against the side of his head.

“I missed you as well, my heart,” Koda replied, his voice thick. “How did you know to wait? Did the scouts spot us coming in again?”

“No, Arthene told me you were getting close, so we came out to wait for you. The tribe scouts only just reported that you were approaching about five minutes ago,” Sienna replied, her tone amused as she leaned back, letting her arms fall to wrap around Koda’s waist, the length of her spear crossing his spine.

“Arthene told you?” Koda asked, his forehead wrinkling in confusion.

Did you forget, my mate? Arthene’s voice said within his mind, and Koda’s attention snapped to the grinning bear woman.

Arthene stepped up behind Sienna, sandwiching the smaller woman between herself and Koda, as her free arm went around Koda’s shoulders to hug him to her.

“I had forgotten, to be honest. You rarely speak to me that way,” Koda replied sheepishly, standing on his tiptoes to steal a kiss from Arthene while Sienna let out muffled giggles from her spot trapped between Arthene’s full bust and Koda’s chest.

That would explain why I didn’t get the earful I’d been expecting when you finally ran into my dear sister, Arthene sent him, drawing the kiss out and using their mental communication so she didn’t have to release him.

The silent communication was one benefit of Arthene being a primordial spirit. She’d been able to commune with Koda directly because of his status as a champion to Thera once they’d finished bonding, but it wasn’t something that he’d used very often, only when separated from her for missions or if something critical came up. But over the last few months of finally being able to relax, he’d forgotten all about it.

I won’t forget again. And it was probably for the best that I had forgotten. I was a bit grumpy since you arranged for this, Koda sent back to her, making Arthene giggle into the kiss.

“I hope you’ll forgive me. I wanted to show you off to my sister. How long did it take for you to spot her?” Arthene asked after they had separated, though she didn’t step back to release Sienna and Koda yet.

“Oh, he spotted me almost immediately,” Finna said with a laugh. “I thought I’d hidden myself well in a little grove of trees to watch them go by. I’d been wanting to approach after they’d set camp so I could get a feel for him. But no, our boy homed in on me from over a mile away and ran me right down.”

“Our boy?” Calandra asked as she approached, with Samira in tow. The dwarven woman had her cloak pulled tight against the snow, but her olive eyes still twinkled from under the fur-lined hood.

“Call it hopeful thinking,” Finna replied with a grin down at the dwarven woman. “I can’t help but be hopeful after watching him running over the plains like one of my kin, and that was despite his burden.”

“I was going to say,” Samira chipped in with a smile of her own. “He might have been quick, but our Koda had far too much fun plowing through the snow banks to be one of your kin.”

The teasing tone that the caracal woman used kept her comment from having any barbs, and the girls all shared a laugh. Koda did note that while Calandra had been defensive at Finna claiming him with the ‘our’ comment, not a single one of his ladies spoke up against Samira doing the same.

I would expect nothing less, to be honest, Koda thought as he shifted to pull Calandra into the group hug, making the dwarven woman squeak when he yanked her off her feet and into Arthene’s side.

When he pulled his arm back again and gestured for Samira to join them, the caracal woman grinned and happily slid in right behind Calandra to join the group hug.

He caught Arthene glancing towards Finna, who just smiled happily and shook her head. That small gesture told Koda all he needed to know. Finna would patiently wait her turn, but that also didn’t mean she wouldn’t start making her own inroads.

As Samira snuggled into the group and shyly pressed a kiss to his cheek, Koda found he could accept this situation. He knew, on an almost instinctual level, that as long as they could talk clearly to each other, his loving family could grow and thrive.
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“Champion Aegisclaw, it is an honor to meet you.”

The speaker was an older male beastfolk of the same deer breed as Jordan. But unlike the younger hunter, this man sported the scars of a life filled with danger, both as a pair of thick lines across his face and many smaller ones across his hands. Behind him stood three others that Koda did not recognize, beyond being members of the beastfolk race: a slender male red fox; a graying wolf woman; and a large woman with the stout horns of a bison.

“Welcome. You must be the representatives that Vysin said were coming to discuss trade,” Koda replied, gesturing to the set of four woven mats that sat across from him.

I hate this already, Koda thought as the four took their seats in a half-circle facing him. But Finna’s words earlier mean we can’t linger and take this slowly.

After arriving back the previous evening, Koda had spent the evening snuggling with the mates from whom he’d been separated. Finna had vanished into the hills, saying she wanted to check on something and would see them in the morning. Samira and Calandra had gone with the others from the trip to report to Vysin and the clan heads about what they’d been able to achieve in the few days that they had been away.

The next morning, Koda had woken in a pile of cuddling women, with Samira having snuggled up behind Sienna in the night as well. His reason for waking was normal, at least for his life, as Calandra persevered in claiming his ‘attentions’ first thing in the morning, abusing her ability to wake up earlier than the others from her time in the town guard of Amberpost.

They’d no sooner made it out of their sleeping furs in the corner of the meeting lodge—having gone back to camping there to not inconvenience anyone—than Finna blew in with a chill breeze.

“The weather is turning. A blizzard that will settle in for a week or is coming up from the south right now. The snows we ran ahead of were being pushed ahead of it,” Finna had advised in a breathless rush as she brushed snow from her curly hair and furred ears.

“Uuuuuuugh!” Arthene moaned, rolling onto her back and kicking her feet against the floorboards of the lodge with a loud thunk-thunk-thunk. “Already?! I’d swear that the weather spirits have turned against us.”

Koda would have normally chastised Arthene for flailing about in the morning and making a ruckus, but the others sharing the meeting lodge had all perked up at the report and were whispering with each other. That, and Arthene’s protesting flail sent her massive breasts dancing in a distracting fashion to which he was not immune. As always, the large bear woman had slept in the nude.

Calandra wriggled her way out from under the blankets, a faint blush on her cheeks the only sign that she’d been up to something out of sight—that, and the faint line of saliva running from her mouth before she wiped it away with one hand.

“How long do we have, Finna?” Sienna asked in a businesslike tone, sitting up and rubbing at her eyes with one hand while the other supported herself using Koda’s chest.

“Two days—three at the most. I spent most of the night studying the wind and the clouds from the cliffs above the village, and that is the best I can do with the distance the storm traveled in the night,” Finna explained as she bounced across the room to where the group was tucked into the corner. The lapine spirit woman had shed her boots by the fire and pressed her cold toes into Arthene’s side, making the bear spirit shriek in surprise.

“We should hurry, then,” Sienna said with another large yawn. “I’ve completed most of the trading, and collected requests from the other tribes. I just need to finish a few of those, and we can head back.”

“The tribal representatives still want to talk to Koda,” Samira said, her voice muffled from clinging to Sienna’s back. The caracal woman’s tuft-tipped ears poked up and wiggled slowly before her sleepy eyes peered past the other woman’s bare shoulder. “Headman Vysin reminded me last night that we’d raced off before meeting anyone earlier.”

“Okay,” Koda said with a groan, stretching his arms over his head and making his back pop. “Then here’s the plan…”

That had been only two hours ago, but now Koda sat on one side of the central fire at the far end of the meeting lodge, with the four representatives across from him taking their seats. At his back sat Arthene and Finna.

The girls had discussed it, and all agreed that the two primal spirits would make for the best impression backing him. When Koda had tried to argue that he wanted Sienna with him as his first mate, she’d insisted that it was more practical for her to handle the last of the trading that needed to be done so they could leave without delay. Calandra and Samira had gone with her to help and ensure everything was ready for their departure, as they couldn’t linger long if they were going to get out ahead of the storm.

So now he sat on one of the woven mats himself, with the warm presence of Arthene on his right, sitting close enough that her breasts brushed against his shoulder, and Finna on his left, mirroring her sister but not pressing so tightly to him.

The two primal spirits made for an intimidating pair; neither wore their cloaks, and instead sat in just their simple hide clothing with their weapons at their side. Arthene had her bone club lying lengthwise beside her, the grip right within reach. Finna finally unwrapped the leather bundle she’d been carrying to reveal an absurdly large bow made of horn and wood and fitted with metal, as well as a quiver of arrows as thick as spears. The bow sat strung across her lap, while the quiver was strapped across her back.

Both of the primal spirits had agreed with Sienna’s summation, and while Finna sat neutrally beside Koda, the young Champion could tell that Arthene was itching to speak up and cause trouble, but was restraining herself.

I need to reward Arthene for being good later, Koda thought to himself, making sure that the thought was aimed ‘wide’ enough that the woman in question would pick it up.

I heard that, Arthene sent back to him.

I meant for you to love. You are doing good—keep it up for me? Koda replied while suppressing a smirk.

Depends on what you are planning to reward me with, Arthene shot back. Koda could feel the heat radiating off Arthene increase immediately.

You’ll have to behave to find out, Koda returned before turning his attention back to the group in front of him.

“Yes, we wanted to discuss trade, as well as verify what Vysin had told us about the newfound Champion,” the antlered man continued, folding his hands over his lap as he settled in and studied Koda.

“Trade will have to go through my first wife. Sienna is handling that for me right now, and has been busy arranging what she could while I was away,” Koda said without hesitation. “I back my mate without reservation, and anything she has set up, I will ensure will be upheld.”

A slight movement from the other three drew his eye, and Koda caught the wolf beastfolk grimacing, but he couldn’t tell if it was in disgust or regret.

Did you ignore Sienna in hopes of currying a deal with me specifically? Or were you hoping to double down to get a better deal? Koda wondered, but pointedly did not let it reach his face. He’d mastered that skill long ago while dealing with the site foreman at his old job.

“That is good to hear. Having someone you can trust to assist you is important. I was saddened by the news of your quick departure. I know Vysin was hoping you could stay for a celebration,” interjected the fox beastfolk, his tail flicking slowly behind him, but Koda couldn’t read his mood from the movement. Not reliably, at least.

“The weather waits for no man or woman. Finna advised me we have a limited amount of time before an even larger storm hits, and I have already made promises to the headwoman of the Ivory Spear tribe. My word is how people judge me, and I will not break it,” Koda answered easily.

He’d spent a bit of time discussing their plans that morning. Finna had promised several times over that the storm would come, and even with Koda’s Champion-enhanced strength, he would struggle with the cold. It was when the lapine spirit had doubled down and said that even she wouldn’t want to travel in the coming storm that Koda had decided they should make tracks back to Silverstone.

“Aye, that makes sense. We are, unfortunately, at the mercy of the winter storms. Our delegations that came here to speak with you will, unfortunately, have to remain with the Silent Plains tribe until the weather breaks far enough for us to return,” grumbled the larger bison woman, her tone much deeper than the others as she crossed her arms over her prodigious chest.

“That is part of the risks we run in traveling at this time of year, but the Silent Plains has already promised to look after us, an offer they could make only because you intervened for them, as I understand?” interjected the wolf beastfolk, her yellow eyes darting from Koda to Arthene and then Finna before returning to him.

“The Silent Plains tribe needed help, and I gave it. My mates and one of the best hunters helped me deal with the troll problem that had come down out of the mountains.”

“About that,” interrupted the deer beastfolk. “That a small group of only nine could handle as many trolls as were described in the story is preposterous⁠—”

“Going to stop you right there,” Arthene said with a growl to her voice, only calming when Koda reached back to rest a hand on her knee. She composed herself before speaking again in a more normal tone. “Trolls are large and dangerous, but stupid. We were lucky enough to encounter them in smaller groups and with the proper equipment to handle them. And because we knew what to do, it made things far safer to deal with the threats.”

Seeing the anger cross the other man’s face, Koda rolled his eyes and held up a hand to stop him before he said something foolish.

“Before we continue, I believe we missed a critical introduction. I will accept the fault for that, since you addressed me as if you’d already known who I was, and I did not take the time to introduce my companions.”

The four representatives glanced from Koda to first Arthene and then Finna again, lingering on the silent rabbit woman. Koda caught the bison woman’s gaze lingering on their weapons as well and could tell she was wondering about them, too.

“To start over at the beginning,” Koda began with a gesture to the still-grumpy bear woman at his side. “To my right is my mate, Arthene Deepclaw, known as the Den Mother.”

A sudden, indrawn breath from two sources told him that at least a few of the representatives recognize the name, and Arthene let out a deep, guttural growl that was far more than even a woman her size should be able to make.

Shifting to his right, Koda held out a hand towards the lapine woman, who calmly inclined her head only a fraction, allowing him to introduce her.

“And to my left is her sister, Finna Longstrides, known as the Winddancer.”

Glancing back towards the representatives, Koda could see that all four were staring at him with looks both startled and concerned, while the deer beastfolk, who had been dismissive only moments before, was pale.

Taking a deep breath, Koda flexed his spirit, and his totemic gauntlets and armor flashed into existence upon his body in a ripple of ruby fire. As the armor encompassed him, he felt Thera’s presence settle in at his back, as if the goddess stood in the room with them right now and guided his next words.

“And I am Koda Aegisclaw, champion of Thera Ivorycrown, Queen of Beasts. And it is my purpose to ensure that all creatures can run free beneath the open sky. She has found her way back to her children, through me.”
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“I have to say,” Finna said through her giggles as Koda towed the sleigh through the snow with a purpose. “He definitely has the bearing down for convincing the masses and swaying the mighty to his side. No way he learned that from you, though, ‘Thene.”

“Hells, no,” Arthene laughed from his other side, the large woman crashing through the snow with as much enthusiasm as Koda was, clearly eager to get to their camp for the promised reward. “I’ve been having to work hard to ensure our mate doesn’t end up as a stick in the mud.”

“I’m sure you are good at working him hard,” teased Finna. The lapine woman continued to bound along on top of the snow, not even leaving a print behind as she moved. “It’s easy to see that you are ‘bear-ly’ able to control yourself around him. Don’t be ‘un-bear-able,’ though. I’m sure that the other girls are happy to help you ‘bear’ that burden.”

“Thera’s tits, Finna!” Arthene groaned, while Koda muffled a snicker at her pain. “Your puns should count as torture.”

“Hey, I had to dig deep for those. I’m not just pulling them out of my tail. Though Koda is welcome to pull my tail whenever he wants,” Finna countered, shooting Koda a wink.

“That might be a bit of time in coming,” Arthene countered, even as Koda opened his mouth to ask. “Our dear mate has been slowing down how fast he adds to his family. Don’t be surprised if it takes time for him to chase you down; he’s big on making sure things are ‘fur’ for everyone.”

This time it was Koda’s turn to groan as Arthene clumsily tried to fire back with the puns, earning him a pout from Arthene, while Finna laughed and replied.

“Sister, your long sleep has dulled your mind, but don’t worry. It is a common ‘fur-nominon’ for our kind.”

“Okay, enough of that, you two. Or I’m going to put you each over my knee for a bit of discipline,” Koda interrupted. The muffled giggles that erupted from the bed of the sleigh behind him told Koda that his other companions at least thought it had been funny.

“Is that with or without pants on? Because one might just be worth it,” teased Finna, her teeth sparkling with the smile she sported.

“With or without pants, it’s worth it,” Arthene stated with conviction. “He is just that good with his hands.”

“Oh, I would imagine so! If he’s keeping three women ‘hoppy,’” Finna said, not even trying to resist the opportunity to throw one more pun into the mix. When Koda growled at her, she shot him a wink and loped ahead, her downy tail wiggling happily with each step to distract him.

It’s working, but she’s going to regret it one day, Koda thought as he swallowed his growl.

Finna slowly pulled further and further ahead until she had a good hundred feet on him, before her hips swayed more with each step to further increase the distraction. Koda could have easily powered along faster to catch her, but that would have made the sleigh ride even more bumpy for his girls, and he refused to do that.

“It is good to see my sister again,” Arthene said quietly, and Koda glanced to one side to see his mate smiling lovingly at the bounding figure of the other primal spirit. “I had forgotten how much I missed their presence… or maybe I just forced myself to forget? Being alone for so long was hard.”

“You aren’t alone anymore,” Koda said firmly, and Arthene shot him a loving smile, as well as a blown kiss.

“I know, Koda. But seeing Finna again? Getting to banter with my kin? It heals a wound in my heart that is so old that I had forgotten it had existed.”

“Is she really?” Koda asked, turning away from Arthene to focus on his steps and ensure he didn’t trip.

“Is she really what?” Arthene asked curiously, adjusting her pace to run closer to Koda’s side so they wouldn’t have to shout.

“Your sister,” Koda clarified. “I’ve been meaning to ask, but what is the exact relation you two have?”

Arthene’s loving smile took on a lascivious tint, and she chuckled throatily, sending a thrill of excitement down Koda’s spine.

“Oh, were you thinking about us like that? Worry not, my mate. Finna and the other primal spirits are not blood kin of mine. We call each other ‘sisters’ because of our bond through Thera. The goddess breathed life into us all with her power, but we each kindled from different sources.”

“But wouldn’t that make you half-sisters through Thera?” Koda asked, doing his best to ignore the tightening in his pants that Arthene’s words and voice were causing. “I know she calls you all her daughters, but⁠—”

“Thera helped weave us together into cohesive spirits,” Arthene interrupted, shaking her head slowly. “She is our creator, but not our mother. She calls us her children because it is the closest thing to reality, and I think because she is lonely.”

“Lonely?” Koda didn’t understand Arthene’s wording at first, but within seconds, it clicked for him.

While he hadn’t had the same lifetime of exposure to the stories of the goddess that his mates had, he’d not heard much about her having a family. Thera had referred to the primal spirits as her daughters—at least, the ones she plans to jam into my bed, Koda thought with a snort—and she had also referred to Chandra Wildheart as her ‘sister’ of sorts. But no mention of a lover or a mate for the Queen of Beasts had come up yet.

“Yes, lonely. Especially now, while she has to hide her reemergence to avoid avaricious eyes,” Arthene finished the sentence with a rumbling growl, and Koda nodded in understanding.

“I’m not impressed with this ‘Golieas’ fellow that I keep hearing about,” Koda sighed. “He’s supposed to be the god of the humans, right? And he heads the faction that is fighting against the Crooked and the other threats?”

“Yes,” Arthene said, letting her growl trail off. “Golieas is not necessarily an evil god. Instead, I would say that he is an opportunist who would not hesitate to claim the power presented by consuming one of the other primal gods, even as weak as Thera is. I’m sure that he would rationalize it as being for the greater good of the people, as the danger of Thera’s power falling to the enemies would tilt the scales their way too much.”

“But wouldn’t her recovery be a boon for the primal gods? To recover one of their number would be an increase in strength for the factions trying to protect people, right?” Koda asked while shaking his head at how their conversation had wandered to this point.

“It would be if minds worked in simple black-and-white,” Arthene said with a sigh. “I think some primals would welcome Thera’s return, but she would also be a weakness until her full recovery, a weakness that enemies might exploit and that would drain resources,” Arthene said.

“Hence, why we are on our own for now?” Koda asked, getting a nod of agreement from Arthene. “Well, not entirely alone. We have each other.”

“Yes, my mate,” Arthene said, her mood shifting again to a lusty one as she eyed him. “And it will take time to grow her power. Time for us to ensure your bloodline is safe and can flourish. For now, you are mighty because you are Thera’s First, the highest of her Champions. But you will need support, and that can only come from your descendants.”

“I’m not against it,” Koda said without hesitation. “But I don’t like the idea of one or more of you being out of commission while you have a child. Having to raise them would take time as well.”

“Trust in Thera that she will find a way,” Arthene said with confidence. “This is not a sprint to recovery for her, but a marathon that must be run cautiously. We have six tribes with us now, and every day that passes and they revere her, she will grow stronger.”

“I just wish that I knew how long it would take,” Koda sighed, looking ahead and spotting Finna outlined against the sky on top of the hill ahead of them.

The lithe lapine woman was stretching her arms over her head, putting her figure in profile against the slowly shifting colors of the evening sun. Koda couldn’t help but appreciate the view.

“As with any type of healing, it will take as long as it takes,” Arthene replied gently. For once, her brash and lewd demeanor faded to reveal the wisdom that ages had left on her. She spoke with a timeless confidence that Koda just could not argue with, only nod in agreement.

Thera will recover, Koda thought to himself as they started up the hill that Finna waited atop, a ripple of confidence flowing through him. And we will help her. You aren’t alone anymore, Thera. And if I have my way, you won’t ever be alone again.
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They had just turned up the mountain road to Silverstone the following day when Finna came bounding back to Koda, her face drawn in concern.

She had been doing a scouting loop, something that had been a habit for her after Arthene joined them. Finna would run alongside Koda and Arthene for a while, talking and joking, and then push ahead for a mile or two, scanning the horizon from a hilltop before falling back to meet them once more.

These little forays allowed them to avoid another herd of the bison that roamed the plains, leaving the large herbivores to rummage through the snow-covered grass in peace as well as allowing Finna to point out a pack of hunting wolves in pursuit of a small herd of antelope.

Both times, Finna was excited and not concerned in the slightest for a threat. But now that was gone, and she skidded to a stop before coming about to match Koda’s pace.

“Tracks along the road. At least three wagons with horse teams and a good twenty men on foot,” Finna reported as she angled closer to Koda. “I smelled the scent of the city on them: spices, leather, manure, and steel. I didn’t smell blood, so I don’t think they were bandits or raiders, but I don’t like it.”

“Easy, sister,” Arthene reassured Finna with a wave of her hand. “Don’t forget—the village has dozens of hunters and warriors amongst their number that have cut their teeth fighting the Crooked. And four of their number have slain trolls before as well. A dozen men each would be no problem for those blessed.”

Finna grimaced and shook her head, her eyes darting into the distance and up the mountain. Koda followed her gaze, but couldn’t make out more than the road winding up towards the pass.

“That’s not the worst part,” Finna rumbled, the normally energetic and playful woman’s voice deepening. “I scented a priest, too.”

Arthene growled deep in her throat, a basso noise far too thunderous for her current form that made the snow around them tremble.

“Easy, love,” Koda warned her as he continued to tow the sleigh along. “We don’t even know what has brought them this way.”

“There are no good reasons for a priest to be anywhere near this place. I’d put the best odds on it being a priest of Golieas, and that would be the worst outcome possible,” Arthene responded, but her growling rumbled lower in tone until it at least didn’t shake the earth beneath them.

“Let the other girls know,” Koda ordered, turning his attention to Finna. “See if Sienna knows why there would be a caravan heading to the village. I know one regular merchant was already there when we left, and to have more moving about this close to a blizzard is rather surprising. It’s not like there are more villages beyond this one. Their only route is to return to Amberpost.”

Finna nodded sharply and slowed until she could match the sleigh and beckon Sienna out of the cocoon of blankets she shared with Samira and Calandra.

“We need to keep very close watch on our surroundings,” Arthene warned.

“Why? Are you concerned that they are bandits and not traders? Why would bandits bring wagons?”

“Slaves,” Arthene said in a clipped tone before blowing a long breath out of her nose that sent a cloud of fog around her head.

“Is slavery common?” Koda asked, his voice hardening. He had seen no sign of slaves thus far, but he also hadn’t gone into ‘civilized lands’ beyond Amberpost.

“Not really,” Arthene grunted, her face still dark with anger. “But it crops occasionally, and there are plenty of people who are greedy enough to accept the thought that cheap or free labor is worth the risk.”

“We will have to disabuse them of that notion, then,” Koda said firmly. Reaching out, he gently patted Arthene’s right forearm to reassure her. “But that is something to deal with when we get back to the village. We’ll be there in a few hours, less if Calandra can push her power a bit further.”

“You are going to have to be very careful of that, by the way,” Arthene reminded him, shifting gears so rapidly that it caught him by surprise.

Koda blinked at her in confusion, tilting his head to one side and gesturing for her to continue. Arthene had to smother a laugh before she could speak, but she elaborated after a moment.

“Koda. My love, my mate, future father of my cubs… You are a single man towing a sleigh that would require a team of at least four horses to pull at a dead run. We are moving across the terrain with more speed than a running horse while the snow is thigh deep. Everything about you right now stands out as something that is far from the norm.”

“Uh…” Koda replied smartly, making Arthene’s grin widen.

“You’ve gotten used to it, haven’t you? The absurd things of which you are capable. Although you continue to astonish people with not only your actions, but those of your mates? That you just recently astonished the leaders of four other tribes?”

“I guess I have…” Koda mumbled, rubbing the back of his head with one hand.

He hadn’t considered it, really. He’d come to this world already strengthened by Thera and equipped with magical weapons and powers that allowed him to fight creatures he shouldn’t have been able to. That Sienna and Arthene kept up with him—to be joined by Calandra, and then Samira—had clouded his mind to the sheer absurdity of it all.

Arthene is right, Koda thought as he continued to run, the heavy snow parting in front of him like it was nothing more than a cloud of cotton fluff. I have to be careful. I’ve gotten so used to this strength that I would have trotted right into town towing this sleigh and not even had a second thought about it. And I keep casually mentioning my mates’ magical powers, even though I’ve been told that such things are very rare.

“You are realizing it now,” Arthene said with a solemn smile. “Just how different your life is already, and how much more different it will be in the future. I’m afraid that it is only going to get stranger from here on out, as both you and my Lady continue to grow stronger.”

“I’ll handle it,” Koda said firmly, his concerns melting away in the wake of the determination that welled up from deep within him. “Me being different means I am even better able to help and protect you all. So I will embrace it happily.”

Within his chest, where Koda knew that his tie to the ancestors lay, he felt something shift again and lock into place with the rattle of a chain taking weight.

He knew that his assertion and determination to handle the problems of the future, was one more step towards accepting his bloodline and both the burdens and strength it could give him. That knowledge came to him on an instinctual level, coupled with an approving rumble from whatever beast it was that slept in his blood.

Don’t get too comfortable in those shadows, Koda spoke into the depths of his being. I will use these chains to drag you out into the light if I have to. I’d do far worse to protect those that I love.

Good, the beast that comprised his ancestry replied in a voice that shook his soul. It sounded like both the crash of waves on the surf and the rumble of a rockslide, shaking Koda clear through the center of his being.

Returning his focus to the outer realm, Koda rolled his head on his neck until it popped loudly. Twisting each of his shoulders shrugged the harness higher, all without losing a single step of the steady, ground-eating pace that he’d started out with.

Finna appeared on his right, the lithe rabbit-eared woman somehow assembling her massive bow as she ran.

“Sienna said that it is likely another late-season merchant,” Finna explained when Koda glanced her way. “They likely were delayed by the Crooked raids deeper into the local baron’s territory, and are trying to complete their loop to not lose customers. She was surprised when I said I smelled a priest, though.”

Koda glanced back to check on his passengers and locked eyes with Sienna. The wolf beastfolk’s blue-green eyes caught him like they always did, refusing to let him look away despite the worried wrinkles on her forehead. She didn’t need to say anything; Koda knew what she was thinking and the fears running through her mind.

“We got this, Sienna,” he called back to her, and she nodded once, her concerns smoothing away slowly as she blinked and released him from the prison of her gaze.

Turning back to the front before he tripped, Koda focused on running for several more minutes in silence. Finally, in hopes of distracting himself from the worries of what might happen in Silverstone without him, he asked a question of Finna that he’d been wondering about since she mentioned it,

“Finna… what exactly does a priest smell like anyway that they are so distinct?”

“Incense, precious oils, and candle wax. Not strange by themselves, but when all three come together?” Finna answered without hesitation. “Why do you ask?”

“I want to pick the smell up myself,” Koda explained, unsheathing his totemic armor and weapons with a thought. The scent of fresh snow, his mates, and a distant tang of power on the wind came to him immediately. “My senses are strengthening—that’s how I picked you out before. This helps because of a blessing from Thera,” he said, gesturing to the armor.

“I will do this,” Finna promised, her lips spreading in a fierce grin. “Being able to detect enemies from afar will serve you well.”
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The tracks on the road were easy enough to spot, for the moment at least. Koda knew that fresh snow was on the way and would soon obscure them. He didn’t have to worry about anyone finding his trail, since the magic that Calandra used to bolster their speed via the wind obliterated the sleigh’s trail.

Turning up the road that led towards Silverstone, Finna raced ahead again to ensure that they didn’t stumble upon the caravan partway to the village. Sienna kept watch for a side path she knew they could use to sneak the sleigh into the village unseen.

Koda’s conversation with Arthene about how strange his life actually was dominated most of Koda’s thoughts until they reached the edge of the village. He promised himself again and again that he would be more careful, especially with the dangers that lay ahead.

With Finna’s help, Koda followed the road almost the entire way to the village, only diverting for the last mile or so to bring the sleigh around behind his house to conceal it for now, as their home was right on the edge of Silverstone.

While Calandra, Sienna, and Samira hurried inside to get the hearth going and warm up the house, Koda, Arthene, and Finna hefted the sleigh over the back fence and set it alongside the building, covering it over with an oiled canvas tarp to protect it, since the house didn’t have a barn or shed in which to store the sleigh. They’d used the tarp before, when staying with the Silent Plains tribe and storing the sleigh outside, but now it would help to hide it.

“We’ll get this back to Kris later,” Koda said as he tightened the last of the ties on his side. “I’m sure she won’t mind.”

“Agreed,” Arthene grunted, scooping up some snow to scatter over the tarp, to make it appear as if it had been sitting there for some time. “The question is, do you want to go check in with the illustrious headwoman right now? Or keep your head down? Finna and I should stay out of sight regardless until we can confirm more about this priest.”

“Considering the last time a priest came to town, both Thera and Kris asked me to go on a trip? Probably for the best to keep our heads down and out of the way,” Koda grunted, doing his best to keep the annoyance out of his tone. “They chased me away from my home once before. I refuse to let it happen again.”

“Explains why you insisted on coming back to town. I’d been wondering,” Arthene said with a low chuckle, ruffling Koda’s hair as she went by. “Come on, then, let’s get Finna settled in.”

“I don’t need—” Finna protested, the normally rambunctious rabbit woman biting her bottom lip when Arthene interrupted her with a wave.

“I’m not stuffing you into our bed, sister, but I’m also not going to leave you to camp out in the snowy woods, either. That would honestly be more suspicious than staying with us. Besides, how are you going to burrow your way into our mate’s heart properly if you aren’t present to wiggle that fluffy tail of yours in his face at every opportunity?”

“She doesn’t need to—” Koda protested.

“I’m not wiggling—” said Finna at the same time.

Both of them cut off and gestured for the other to continue, before both opened their mouths to speak, then shut them again.

“And that makes my point,” Arthene laughed, hefting her club onto her shoulder. “Come on, Finna. You can toss out your bedroll in the main room if that makes you more comfortable, or use one of the guest rooms. Samira has one currently, and we have the space for far more. I’ve got a feeling that the dear little cat will be relocating soon enough, though!”

“Arthene,” Koda grumbled, but couldn’t honestly put his heart into it. Something that Arthene obviously knew, as she cackled in amusement a moment later.

“He at least knows when he’s been beaten in love—that is good,” Arthene said between laughs. “Seriously, come on, Finna. Let’s get our things put away and fill up the bath. It’ll be nice to soak in the heat properly.”

“Bath? You have a bath?” Finna perked up at that, her long lapine ears shooting upright while her fluffy bunny tail bobbed in excitement.

“Sort of. It’s something Koda designed—backs up right against the hearth to use the heat from the kitchen to warm the water in a large tub. If we are lucky, maybe Koda will help you wash your hair?” Arthene teased while the other incarnate spirit darted a glance at Koda, her eyes sparking hopefully.

“Maybe later,” Koda hedged as the three of them trooped over the wooden deck on the back of the house and through the door. “I need to make sure that everything is okay in town first, before I can really relax.”

“Fair,” Arthene sighed before slinging one arm around Finna’s shoulders and leading her to the stairs that lead up to the rooms on the second floor. “Come on then, sister. We can at least enjoy ourselves for the moment. Koda, if you sneak into town, take one of the others with you? It’ll look far less suspicious as a couple.”

“Couple?” Samira asked, her head poking around the side of the doorway from the kitchen. Based on the crackle of fire and the dancing light emerging from the other side, Koda guessed that Sienna and Calandra had gotten the hearth going in the brief time they’d been apart.

“I need to go check and see if the caravan is behaving,” Koda explained to her. “We haven’t heard any shouting or fighting, so I’m not very concerned, but it’s still better to be safe than sorry. Plus, it would be good to let Kris know that we’re back.”

“Take Samira with you, Koda,” Sienna called from the kitchen. “Cal and I are already working on dinner.”

“Yes, dear,” Koda replied with a faux-put-upon pout that made Samira giggle as she hurried out of the kitchen to where Koda was standing.

Sienna stuck her head out of the door next to shoot Koda a haughty look that broke after only a second.

“Get over here and give me a kiss, love,” Sienna ordered, gesturing with hands already covered in flour. “We’ll have something hot for you to eat when you get back.”

Not one to argue with any of his mates, Koda did as requested. He outright ignored the flour on Sienna’s hands and scooped his wolfish mate into his arms, making her yelp in surprise before he muffled that noise with his lips when he dipped her.

Sienna’s tail went wild, whipping against his legs in excitement as she grabbed the front of his shirt with both hands and hung on for dear life through the kiss. Her tail didn’t even slow when Koda set her back on her feet with a grin to admire the blush that spread over Sienna’s cheeks.

“Tastes delicious already,” Koda teased her with a wink.

“Idiot,” Sienna said without any heat, a smile on her lips as her tail continued to stir up a storm.

“I’m your idiot, though,” Koda reminded her, making Sienna roll her eyes. “Forever and ever! You are stuck with me—you all are!”

“Damn straight we are!” Calandra called from inside the kitchen. “Sienna, if you are going to rip his pants off and ride him in the living room, at least warn me so I can call dibs on his face before Arthene gets back.”

“Riding him where?”

Arthene’s excited voice was even more muffled, being on the upper floor, but Koda didn’t waste time.

“Come on, Samira. Let’s go before I get tackled,” Koda urged, hurrying over to swing the caracal woman’s bison cloak about her shoulders as she’d finished getting her boots on.

“Sure thing, Koda,” Samira giggled, before leading the way out the front door.
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The clouds that had been looming on the horizon with the threat of snow were crossing the valley even now. A chill wind swept down the street, strong enough to make the heavy bison hide of Koda’s cloak stir, but not so much that it could flap.

A familiar flick of his wrist set the garment into position about his shoulders, the dense hide only leaving a pair of inches over his chest exposed while the fur lining the mantle ensured he was toasty and warm.

“Brrr,” commented Samira as she joined him on the porch, pulling her cloak tighter and snuggling her chin down into the fur lining.

Smiling down at the smaller feline woman, Koda turned and pulled her hood up, carefully tucking her tassel-tipped caracal ears under the hood where they could stay warm but not end up bent.

Samira blushed as Koda got her settled, looking away to stare down at her hands while she got her cloak sorted and settled on her shoulders. Koda could still hear the quiet thwip-thwip of her long tail flicking back and forth under the garment though, a happy switching as it brushed the scraped leather of the cloak.

“I’m a little envious of you and the others, being so resistant to the temperature changes,” Samira murmured, wiggling her head slightly to rub her forehead into Koda’s hand as he drew it back.

Instead of reclaiming his hand immediately, Koda let it rest on top of Samira’s head, in between her pointed feline ears, gently rubbing her head. She made a happy cooing noise and her eyes slid shut while she enjoyed the affectionate moment.

“It’s a double-edged sword,” Koda murmured quietly. “Sure, I’m comfortable out in the weather with less on, but it also stands out.”

“Arthene and Finna don’t seem to care,” Samira asked pointedly, her eyes popping open to stare up at Koda in confusion.

“They are both used to being respected by their kin and being independent,” Koda explained, understanding Samira’s confusion immediately. “I’m still getting used to it, so the idea of being immune to the temperature still surprises me. It makes me more aware of how people will view it from the outside. Standing out isn’t a good thing, especially when you are trying to conceal yourself from prying eyes.”

“But you didn’t seem to care when you were pulling the sleigh before?” Samira asked, pouting when Koda reclaimed his hand and gestured to the street.

“That was partially the joy of the moment, and the situation,” Koda explained, stepping down off the porch and into the street.

While fresh snow hadn’t fallen recently, the temperature hadn’t risen enough to allow for a thaw, so there was plenty of the white powder still packing the streets and piled to either side. Traffic had pounded a path flat for those walking, but had also polished it to a glossy shine that would be easy to slip on.

Walking carefully, Koda made sure he was within reach if Samira slipped and needed to grab him before he continued.

“I wanted to impress these other tribes, so that they understand the potential of what is going on.”

“I know it’s hypocritical of me to ask, given that my old tribe was the first one you opened up to, but aren’t you worried that word will get back to the wrong people?” Samira asked, scampering along behind him without an issue.

They slipped into one of the side streets between buildings and began working their way towards the center of the village while Koda thought about his answer.

“I know it’s a risk, but my instincts are telling me to take it,” Koda said at last. “Arthene counseled me months ago to trust in my instincts and let them guide me. So I’ve been doing that, and things have gone well so far.”

“But what if the baron’s men get word of it? What if the priests do?” Samira asked, her tone quavering, making it obvious that she’d worried about this herself.

“We’ll address that if it happens,” Koda replied firmly. “We can’t live in fear of being discovered, and we aren’t breaking any laws. The village still pays its taxes; we are just keeping quiet about religious affiliations because of prejudices.”

“I hope you’re right,” Samira said with a sigh and Koda could almost imagine the crestfallen caracal woman, her ears folded to either side and shoulders slumped. “This has all been so magical and wonderful. I worry about it all going up in smoke like a spring grass fire.”

“We can’t live in fear, Samira,” Koda reassured her as they neared the central square and the volume of conversation and people moving about increased. “But it isn’t as if I plan to go about proselytizing to draw worshipers in. The beastfolk have long been followers of Thera, and everything I’ve seen and heard says that the kingdom has ignored the tribes, so they are the most likely to be safe to start with.”

“I wonder about that,” Samira murmured, taking the opportunity presented as the road widened to skip up and walk beside him. “Are you going to have to personally travel to each site of power to claim, or is there something Thera can do to allow others to claim them for her?”

Koda was about to answer that when he paused, realizing he didn’t really know what to say. Thera hadn’t mentioned a point where others could claim these sites of power. She’d actually made it a very specific point that he had to be the one to claim them, since he was her champion and the last of the lost bloodline she’d tied to her power.

“I… I’m not sure,” Koda muttered at last. “I’ll have to ask her the next time I can get her attention.”

“I thought she always watched you?” Samira asked curiously, turning her hooded head to look up at Koda. “Since you are so important.”

“It’s precisely because I’m important that I don’t expect her to be watching or listening,” Koda said with a laugh before sobering once more. “I can’t rely on her to intervene for me, and if I fall, then that might be the end for her chances. So I have to act like I alone am responsible for myself at all times…”

“But you have us,” Samira insisted, shifting to bump her hip into his lightly.

Given their differences in mass and strength, the blow barely shifted Koda, but it had the intended effect of cheering him up.

“You girls are the other reasons I have to be careful,” Koda admitted. “I don’t want to lose or leave you, so I have to watch out.”

“Sure… Careful…” Samira drawled, her eyes sparkling in amusement. “And what part of throwing yourself into a mortal battle with a troll chieftain was careful, Master Aegisclaw?”

“Sometimes you have to throw away caution in the moment to protect those you hold dear,” Koda answered pointedly, glancing over to catch Samira’s eyes.

Something passed between the two of them, and a blush crested Samira’s cheeks. The caracal woman bit her bottom lip shyly as she stared up at him, a question obvious in her gaze that Koda could feel his heart reaching back out to answer.

“Of course you are included in that, Samira,” Koda said quietly, shifting his step to bump her back gently with his hip. “In case it wasn’t already obvious, I count you as one of my girls. Whether that ends in your previous goal of joining the family or just remaining a close friend is entirely up to you. I don’t want to rush or⁠—”

Koda was cut off as Samira gave a happy squeak and jumped into the air, her cloak flying open as she threw herself around him. A moment later, Samira’s lips met his while her whole body rumbled with a happy purr.

Automatically, Koda’s arms wrapped around Samira’s waist, steadying the slender huntress as she clung to him, her legs wrapping around him. Under the cloak, he felt it when her slim tail twined around his left forearm, clinging to him with every point of contact she could manage while they kissed.

“Disgusting.”

The single word, spoken in a clear and cultured tone from a few dozen feet away, carried through the din of the afternoon and made Samira stiffen in Koda’s arms.

But he didn’t release her. Instead, Koda adjusted his grip to support her better and finished out the kiss before finally allowing Samira to slide down and plant her feet on the ground once more on his left. Her tail loosened only enough to let her feet touch the ground, but it remained pointedly coiled about Koda’s forearm.

Standing about thirty feet away at the head of the alley was an older man dressed in thick woolen robes trimmed in white fox fur. His wrinkled face was set in a scowl of disapproval as he glared down at them while leaning on a polished staff of white wood capped in bronze. On his head was a box-shaped fur-lined hat, trimmed with thin threads of gold.

Before Koda said anything, the well-dressed older man lifted his staff and shook it in their direction. Something about his manner and the lip-curling sneer he was wearing told Koda the man was trouble.

“Engaging with a harlot in the street? This town has fallen far from the grace of Goldheart.”

Oh great, Koda thought to himself while he fought to keep a snarl off of his face. We crossed paths with that damn priest already.

Instead, he started forward with his back straight and a suitable returned glare at the older man.

“I’ll have an apology from you for that assumption, sir,” Koda said, his voice like stone. “You assume far too much for someone who does not know the people who live here.”

“Why should I apologize for labeling one truthfully?” sneered the old priest, though he shifted on his feet nervously as Koda approached, apparently surprised that they hadn’t cowered at his denunciation.

“Because you are not being truthful. You spread slander at a glance over my wife, and I will have an apology from your lips,” Koda snarled at the old man.

He felt Samira’s hands and tail tighten on his arm when he said the word ‘wife,’ but didn’t react. It was enough of the truth at the moment to take down this bastard a peg.

Koda didn’t slow down his steady march as he approached the man. Once he got within twenty feet of him, he picked up the scents that Finna had mentioned. The cold had muted it, but he could smell a mixture of incense and candle wax in the air.

“Your wife should know better than to act—” the priest stammered, brandishing his staff at Koda again like it would do something, then staring down at it in surprise a moment later and cutting himself off.

“What is going on over here? Master Grantius, you should get inside the inn and out of the cold. A man of your years should be comfortable by the fire,” said another man, this one dressed in chainmail, with a white-and-silver tunic over the top of it. He carried a shield on one arm with a sheathed sword at his side. The new speaker appeared from around the building with a curious look on his face, glancing down the alley at Koda and Samira.

“I…” the priest said, his eyes darting from the steadily approaching Koda and potential salvation.

Koda saw about a dozen different emotions pass over the aged priest’s face in the span of two seconds: fear, fury, guile, avarice, and then resignation.

“I apologize for my harsh words, good sir and madam,” Grantius said a moment later, inclining his head in a bow that Koda would have measured in centimeters rather than inches. “The cold has made my worn bones rather cranky. Please forgive an old priest who just came here to help cleanse the blight of the Crooked from these lands.”

Laying it on a bit thick, isn’t he? Koda thought while fighting the urge to snarl. But I was just telling Samira about keeping things undetected, and brawling with a priest wouldn’t be a good look for the town.

“I accept your apology,” Koda said after a long moment of silent consideration. “Your companion is correct, though. You should warm yourself up if your bones are troubling you. The weather is only going to get colder.”

The armored man gave Koda a sincere smile and a nod of his head in thanks before turning his attention back to the priest.

“Yes, we should get you settled comfortably, Master Granitus. Let the merchants handle the caravan and the rest, since you graced them with your presence and protection for their trip out here.”

The priest spared Koda one more long look, his expression unreadable once more, before allowing himself to be led away by the young soldier. It took him three strides before his back straightened and Grantius regained his haughty demeanor.

“I pity Banno for having to deal with that one,” Koda muttered as he watched them cross the square towards the tavern.

The caravan they'd been following must have just arrived, as their wagons still lined the street by Banno's Tavern, though someone had unhitched and stabled the horses.

More than a few townsfolk crowded around the wagons, talking to a handful of well-dressed men whom Koda took to be merchants, while about a dozen leather-and-chain-clad men guarded the wagons. Three more men, in the same tabards as the one who had led the priest off, stood at the back of the wagon train, guarding a stack of luggage that was slowly being hauled into the tavern by two of Banno’s boys.

“Koda, was that wise?” Samira asked quietly, still clinging to his arm. He didn’t look down, instead studying the merchant caravan and the guards carefully with all of his senses while he answered her.

“Wise or not, I won’t tolerate someone insulting any of those under my care. He had no right or reason to say those things about you, and he realized that as soon as I confronted him.”

“I don’t know…” Samira mumbled, her hands squeezing his forearm gently. “That is how many people treat the tribal folk when we come into town. The men are treated as thieves and the women as whores, simply because we do not live in ‘civilized’ towns. They act as if we rut in the mud and sleep in caves.”

“Then they will learn to keep a civil tongue or face consequences in blood,” Koda growled, his voice deepening unnaturally.

Samira shivered again, pressing herself into his side urgently. The gesture shook him out of the simmering pool of anger that had remained behind after the priest’s insincere apology and flight.

Looking down at Samira, he saw she was staring up at him with her eyes wide and a small, proud smile on her face. The blush that decorated her cheeks had faded slightly, but still gave her face a rosy hue.

“Thank you, Koda. But don’t risk your goals just for pride, okay?” Samira said quietly, leaning in to rub her cheek against his shoulder. “That you react so strongly on my behalf is gratifying, but…”

“No, Samira,” Koda cut her off and pulled his arm away from her, only to wrap it around her shoulders and pull her tight to his side. “I’m not going to let you suffer insults just to avoid the sour attention of an ass.”

“Just… don’t let them provoke you into saying or doing something that would break your cover, okay?” Samira murmured, chewing on her bottom lip. “And…”

She quieted when Koda rested a finger on her lips, gently tugging the bottom one out from between Samira’s teeth with his fingertip.

“Yes, Samira. I meant what I said earlier. We aren’t quite there yet, but my heart already recognizes the road it is on to you.”

Samira didn’t speak up; she just buried her face in his chest and hugged him tightly. So Koda shifted and swung his cloak out to encompass her too, letting the caracal woman have her happy moment.

While he hugged Samira, Koda watched the merchants barter with the citizens. But he paid the most attention to the better-dressed guards that had come with the priest, who were studying the town with appraising eyes.

He said he was here to cleanse the ‘taint of the Crooked’ from the land… I wonder what he meant by that? There won’t be a taint to cleanse, since I took care of that. Will that cause problems? Or will they believe that only a small group came here, and we fended them off?

Koda wasn’t sure which way it would go, so he made plans in his head for both directions.

Keeping out of the priest’s eye had already failed spectacularly, so he would just have to keep a low profile for now. Though he couldn’t help but wonder over it again. Thera and the others had warned him away from town the last time a priest had come, and hadn’t that one been here for the same reasons as this? Why did a second one come?

If they had suspicions, they’d have brought more soldiers, I’m sure, Koda decided finally as Samira began to stir and pull back from him. I wonder why he was waving his staff at me? Did he think I would be afraid of a wooden stick?
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“That was less than ideal, but there is nothing to be done about it now,” Kris sighed, the aging headwoman steepling her fingers before her on the large table in her home.

“I’d just been planning to sneak over and let you know we were back in town,” Koda repeated while gently rubbing the base of Samira’s ears. “I didn’t expect to run into the priest the second that I approached the square.”

After confirming that the little caravan wasn’t setting up to cause problems, Koda had directed the still-clingy Samira to the headwoman’s house, which sat just to one side of the tavern off the square.

No sooner had he gotten inside Kris’ home than Samira basically climbed up his side again. On a normal man, it would have spelled disaster. For Koda, it just made balance awkward, since his blessing-enhanced strength was up to supporting her.

As soon as he’d sat down at the table with the grinning headwoman, Samira had shifted over to perch in his lap. He’d started giving her head-rubs and ear-scratches on instinct, since he knew how much his other mates enjoyed them, and the part-feline woman had melted into a purring puddle on his lap.

Now, having Samira’s thrumming presence pressed to his chest was all that kept Koda from stomping back over to the inn to take a chunk out of the priest for his insults.

“We will make things work, Aegisclaw,” Kris said firmly, laying her wrinkled hands on the tabletop and studying the two who sat across from her. “Your mission was successful, though?”

“Extremely,” Koda replied, even as Samira snuggled in closer and rubbed her cool nose against his neck. “I’ve made contact with four more tribes beyond the Silent Plains, and claimed several new locations to help our cause.”

They were being very careful to speak in general terms right now, given the presence of outsiders in the town. Koda had noted when Kris had specifically not used his title, something that had been a habit for her for the last several months, and he sussed out what the issue was quickly.

“That is good to hear. The additional trading partners will be welcome,” Kris let out a long sigh of relief before glancing into the distance. Koda realized after a moment that she was looking out towards the mine, the lifeblood of the village and its ability to pay its taxes.

“How are things here? Are the mines doing okay?” Koda asked, drawing Kris’ attention back from the middle distance.

“Our active mine is doing fine, but I would like if Sienna could look at it, as well as the old mine, to see if there is more to find there. The miners work hard, but the ore dwindles every year and I worry.”

“I’ll ask her tomorrow—” Koda began, only for Kris to wave a hand and silence him.

“In a few weeks will be fine. Let her get settled back into home properly. Nothing happens quickly in the winter, and it is better to not make a fuss and have someone get hurt,” Kris insisted.

It didn’t take any real thought to realize she was implying they didn’t want the priest or his companions to notice. While they hadn’t really been making a big thing of it, keeping secret the magic that both Sienna and Calandra wielded would be important.

And Samira, eventually, Koda thought with a small smile, squeezing the purring catwoman in his arms. It’s only a matter of time, I’m sure. And Thera said my mates would be blessed with power.

The thrum of pleased amusement that Koda felt from within himself told him that his goddess was watching at the moment, and was in complete agreement with him. Though she didn’t volunteer any information at the moment.

“And you said you happened upon a… what was it? ‘A wayward daughter?’ ” Kris asked, her brows furrowing again in thought.

“Yes, I hadn’t expected her to arrive yet, but Finna Longstrides found us while we were traveling,” Koda explained.

From the way Kris’ eyes widened when he said her full name, it was obvious the headwoman recognized it. But she hadn’t become the headwoman by being foolish, so it only took her a moment to master herself and nod.

“She is staying with you, then?” Kris asked, though there was no question in her tone.

Samira let out a muffled giggle, proving that despite doing her best to burrow into Koda’s chest for more cuddles, she was listening.

“I don’t think that she’d allow anything less,” Koda replied, tickling the tasseled tip of one of Samira’s ears, making the caracal woman squeal and bury her face further into his neck. “Arthene was moving her into one of my spare rooms when we left to come talk to you and check in.”

“It is only right that she spends time with her sister,” Kris said with a firm nod. “And it will be a blessing to have the two of them in town. Having the Den—Arthene has helped a great deal already.”

Kris stumbled slightly over using Arthene’s title of ‘Den Mother,’ which was how many of the villagers that recognized her addressed the large bear woman.

It is kind of amusing that she has no problem dropping my title for my name, but struggles more with Arthene’s, Koda thought with an internal smile. But then again, I can’t fault her. Arthene is literally a living legend for these people, while I’m just a guy who showed up to help.

A small burst of irritation and indignation welled up from his connection to Thera, making the goddess’s opinion on the matter obvious. Clearly, he was not ‘just a guy’ to the goddess, but it was hard to think otherwise inside his own mind.

That kind of attitude leads to narcissism. And that would only get in my way, Koda reminded, hoping that the goddess understood why he downplayed himself before turning his attention back to Kris.

The older cat beastfolk had risen from her spot at the table and turned to head into the kitchen on the other side of the large meeting room.

“Would either of you like some tea to warm up with? Or do you need to get going now that you’ve filled me in?” Kris asked politely as she ducked through the doorway. Koda heard the rattling of metal on metal and then a splash of water being poured.

“We should probably be going. Sienna and Calandra were making dinner when I left,” Koda called, shifting from rubbing Samira’s ears to stroking her back lightly from the base of her neck all the way to where her tail protruded from her lower back.

“Then I won’t keep you two. It is good to see that you’ve made some progress, by the way, Samira.”

“Thank you, Headwoman,” Samira said happily, pulling her face out of Koda’s neck. “I apologize if my actions were unseemly. I was just so happy…”

“Nothing to be ashamed of, dear. I was young once and can understand the excitement. Just make sure that you follow Sienna’s lead. She’s the head of his family, after all,” replied Kris from the kitchen, her voice echoing.

“Of course, Headwoman,” Samira chirped, turning an adoring look up at Koda that, if his heart wasn’t already well on the path to hers, would have melted it into putty.

Seeing the obvious affection in Samira’s eyes, so soon after the encounter with the priest and his vitriol, only made Koda’s resolve harden. He stood up, scooping Samira against his chest as he did so that she was cradled comfortably there. The caracal-woman struggled for a moment until she realized what he was doing, then went limp and let him ball her up against his chest and side.

“Kris, I had a question before I go,” Koda said, walking over to lean on the doorjamb and look into the kitchen, where the older woman puttered away by an ancient hearth, setting her kettle to warm.

“If I have the knowledge, then I will answer it for you,” Kris said firmly, turning a warm smile towards Koda that melted his heart in an entirely different way. The older woman had been a friend and support for him ever since he arrived here, and Koda felt a thrum of fierce protectiveness for the elder as well.

“The priest was awfully quick to level accusations and hate at us. Is that something that is common? Will I need to prepare for such words to be thrown about when and if I go to larger cities in the future, where the priesthood has more power?”

Koda’s question startled the headwoman for a moment, but she nodded thoughtfully, taking her time to consider his words before she answered.

“It… varies, to be honest,” Kris said at last. “The followers of Golieas are vehement that humans are the superior species, as they are the creation of Goldheart himself. But this isn’t limited to just the followers of Goldheart. Each of the primal gods believe their creations are the best, and that belief has leaked over into their followers.”

“There is a difference in believing that your species is better than others and actively cutting them down,” Koda interjected, wanting to focus on that issue specifically. “Is this something I need to be ready to deal with around them?”

“It would be best to do so,” Kris admitted at last. “Again, each of the primal gods believe their creations are the best, so not just from Goldheart’s followers, but also the other species. My experience is limited, but I’ve noticed priests of the various faiths look down on those outside their god’s kind, but that doesn’t mean that they won’t actively recruit them.”

“So expect to get sneered at because I’m in a loving relationship with several beastfolk—got it,” Koda growled, getting a resigned sigh and nod from Kris.

“Whether you’ll get more than just frowns or whispers will depend on the individual member of the priesthood. Most do their best to not be obvious in their disapproval. That the one you encountered was so verbal about it tells me he is one of the bad ones.” Kris made a few grumbling noises after the last part before shrugging.

“It looked like his guards were at least capable of blunting his issues, so we can only hope that they keep on that. Do we need to worry about them finding anything?”

Koda’s question brought another grimace from Kris. The headwoman tapped her lips with her fingertips thoughtfully before shaking her head slowly.

“I doubt it. I know he said he was here to cleanse the Crooked’s taint, but that was what the other group said. They just poked around town for a bit, marveled over how little damage we sustained, then left. I would expect the same from this one.”

“I wouldn’t be surprised if they spend most of their time hunkered down at the tavern with the storm that is blowing in,” Samira suggested.

“We can only hope. Banno will have a good earnings from them, which he deserves with having to put up with so many folk, especially at this time in the year.”

“Let us know if you need anything, Kris. Whether that be someone to come and shovel the snow off your porches or firewood, okay?” Koda said, as the conversation lapsed again. He could feel the itch to get back to his mates, especially after the apparent judgment that they would face if he went far from the ranges of the village.

Then again, people being dicks over superficial differences is something humanity has always been good at, Koda thought as Kris rolled her eyes at him but smiled. We used to fight over a couple of shades of skin tone—heck, they still did when I came here. I can only imagine how much chaos would come from people showing up looking like my girls, or with like… purple skin. That would be wild.

Kris bid them farewell, urging them to stay warm and inside for the oncoming storm, since the rest of the village would do the same.

That people would already be snuggled into their homes and ready to wait out the oncoming blizzard was relieving to know, but also made sense when Koda thought about it. Weather may be unpredictable, but it could kill you as easily as a sword could in this world, so the people had gotten used to planning for it and knowing how to protect themselves.

Samira snuggled into his chest, pulling Koda’s cloak over herself with a happy giggle that was muffled by the heavy leather as he stepped out into the chill wind. Already, the clouds that had been looming were now crawling over the sky and Koda could see the storm of white flakes surging high on the mountain overhead, preparing to drop down over the village in another blanket of white.

“Are you comfy in there?” Koda asked, and got another happy giggle from Samira. “I don’t mind carrying you, but I’m going to have to put you down eventually…”

“I know. I can get down if it bothers you,” Samira said, her voice muffled by the leather.

Koda glanced around to find the square deserted. Light glowed from most of the windows and he could hear the rumble of talking and singing from Banno’s Tavern. The wagons that had sat in the square earlier were gone now, tucked away and secured for the night in the stableyard.

“Naw, this is fine. Let's get back home,” Koda said, bending down to kiss Samira’s forehead where it peeked between the folds of his cloak before he started out into the night, headed home with his burden of a snuggly cat-girl.
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“I don’t see why you are hesitating, sister. Koda’s heart and bed are certainly big enough to accommodate us all.”

Arthene’s voice was just loud enough that Koda could pick it up through the wall as he stepped up onto the porch of his house.

Samira was still bundled up under his cloak, her slender form half-clinging to his chest, half-carried in his arms. But Koda could tell she’d heard Arthene as well from how she gave a full-body shiver and eased away from him. Koda didn’t relax his grip though, squeezing Samira close as he paused for a moment to listen.

“I don’t need to rush, Arthene,” Koda heard Finna reply, far fainter than the more boisterous bear spirit but still audible. “Samira deserves his focus right now, and I can possess myself with enough patience to not step on any toes or tails. That and it is an insult to them to show up and thrust myself into their relationship.”

“What are you getting at?” Arthene replied, again booming over the other woman, though her voice held a hint of annoyance.

“She’s showing she’s got more self control than you did, ‘Thene,” teased the far more faint voice of Calandra. “Now help me get this up on the table already. Koda and Samira will be back soon. I can feel the winds picking up and they’ll need the warmth to cut the chill from their bones.”

Arthene’s incoherent grumbling came next and Koda couldn’t help the smirk on his lips as he imagined the large bear woman sulking her way across the room to lift something heavy for Calandra. The dwarven woman was likely more than strong enough to do it, but had drafted Arthene to distract the larger woman.

My girls look after one another, even while teasing the hell out of each other, he thought while glancing down at Samira to see a single intelligent green eye peeking up out of the folds of the cloak at him.

“See,” Koda whispered. “You don’t need to rush to get your turn.”

“What if I want to rush?” Samira whispered heatedly before wriggling her head out of the folds of the heavy cloak.

Her hair was a bit of a mess from the weight, and the tasseled tips of her caracal ears stuck up oddly after being trapped under the leather, but she still looked absolutely adorable to Koda.

“Then as long as you don’t end up regretting it, I have no complaints,” Koda reminded her gently before leaning in to bump his nose against hers gently.

Samira didn’t hesitate to kiss Koda, her hot breath washing over his lips and mouth as they savored each other for a long moment before Samira pulled back to smile up at him lovingly.

“I’m not going to, but I will heed your warning, Champion. It might be nice to… savor things a bit longer.”

Samira’s voice was teasing as she cupped Koda’s cheek with one soft hand before wriggling more firmly to be set down.

Understanding her desire, Koda released his grip on Samira and let her settle onto her feet. The caracal woman took a minute to straighten her clothes under the cloak while Koda finger-combed her hair into something resembling order before they headed inside.

“Welcome back!” Sienna called from the dining-room. “Food is on the table. Come get warmed up and eat, you two!”

Samira shared a bright smile with Koda at the welcome in Sienna’s tone. It was obvious the wolfish woman had no hesitation in welcoming Samira into the family, with how natural her words had sounded.

“After you,” Koda said once he’d helped remove Samira’s cloak. She preceded him into the house by only a few steps, since it took little effort for him to hang up the two heavy garments and step out of his boots in the time it took Samira to remove her own.

The thick, fuzzy rope of Samira’s tail curled unconsciously around Koda’s hip, almost like a third arm wanting to cling close to him as they walked into the smiling warmth of the kitchen to greet the other four women in the house.

Koda’s seat at the head of the table sat empty, while Sienna sat in the chair to his right, with Calandra beside her. Arthene was settling into her chair directly to the left of where Koda would sit, with a grinning Finna beside her.

The rabbit woman’s long, lapine ears sat upright like a pair of flags on her head, wiggling slightly as she smirked at the two of them. Something told Koda that it was likely Finna had heard them on the porch, but he didn’t honestly care. As long as she didn’t wind him or the others up, she could listen all she wanted.

Laid out on the table were plates stacked with still-sizzling bison steaks, a pot of steaming stew, a bowl full of flat frybread, and a large bowl of pan-fried potatoes cut into chunks and glistening with oil.

“Sorry for the simple fare, husband—” Sienna said as Koda threaded past her. He silenced the apology by bending over the back of Sienna’s chair to press an upside-down kiss to her lips.

“Never apologize for looking after our family,” Koda said when their lips separated.

Sienna blinked her brilliant blue-green eyes at him while a faint blush graced her cheeks while Koda loomed over her seated form.

“Told you, Sienna,” Calandra said with a laugh, elbowing her friend in the side gently. “She was worried that you’d be disappointed with just a soup or stew for the first meal back at home in a while, and set to cooking up a storm. Our Sienna even shaped a stone cook-top in the hearth to make more space so she could get it all done in time.”

Smiling down at Sienna, Koda bent down for another kiss, wrapping his arms around his redheaded huntress from behind to give her a firm hug.

“I’d never be disappointed in anything you did for me, my sweet Sienna,” Koda murmured into his first mate’s mouth when their kiss finished. Sienna shivered as he ran his hands up her shoulders and neck to cup her face from below and stroke her cheeks with his thumbs. “It all looks and smells delicious.”

“And it’s been driving us up the wall for a bit now, but Sienna wouldn’t hear any compliments from us. She was just worried about what you might think,” Arthene laughed, her yellow eyes dancing with amusement. “So you’d better try it all and reassure her so we can get started, my mate.”

“In due time,” Koda countered haughtily. “Sometimes it's good to savor something.” Koda shot Samira a wink as he said that, making the caracal woman blush. She slipped into a seat next to Calandra before Koda could offer to seat her, so he took his place at the head of the table.

Despite the talk of Koda trying everything, the family didn’t stand on ceremony. Platters were passed back and forth so everyone could dig in with a will. The heat of the food, combined with the hot tea, the warm company, and the welcoming home to warm them all, blunted the sound of the wind as it rumbled against the house, bringing the storm in with it.

“I expect we’ll get snow for a few days,” Finna said as she speared a hunk of seasoned and crispy potato on her two-tined fork and blew on it. “It’ll taper off then, and just blow around for a while before it picks up again. If we are lucky, the snow will melt off in a week or two. But far more likely is the fact it will hang about. The ground is frozen solid now, so it would take an unseasonable turn to fully melt everything off.”

“Do you think we have enough firewood?” Calandra asked, using her belt knife to cut up the bison steak she’d taken and let the juices flow over the pile of potatoes underneath it.

“Oh, there is plenty of firewood set aside,” Sienna answered with a laugh before taking a sip of her soup. “Hmm… I need to get more herbs for this next time, or see if I can’t plant an herb garden in the spring. They cost so much to buy from the merchants. But to the point of the firewood—we have enough to last us through this storm easily.”

“But what about the winter? I’ve never had to manage a household myself before. In the guard barracks, they had a man specifically in charge of that, and before it was my family’s home, so my mother took care of that.” Calandra groaned happily as she took her first bite of the steak, her eyes rolling backward in happiness.

“No, not enough for the whole winter,” Arthene answered firmly. “A maxim I remember from my last incarnation here was that there was no such thing as ‘enough’ wood for the fires. The cold never bothered me, but I can understand and appreciate the need to stay warm and toasty. It’s a constant thing to keep stocking up on firewood during breaks in the weather.”

“We just want to make sure not to cut the trees too far back,” Koda reminded as he tore off a chunk of the herb-studded flatbread and dipped it in his soup. “Mm, the extra seasonings in the bread help balance the soup. Hm… what about using some more of the salted meat in the soup next time? The salt in the meat will help balance the seasonings out.”

“It’s hard to not end up with over-salted soup that way,” Sienna explained, her tail bouncing behind her happily as the conversation continued. “That, and we have vastly more of the dried and smoked meat than the salted. That’s also why we have the steaks. I wanted to use them up before they went off.”

“At least we have plenty of meat from the hunting trips onto the plains,” Samira volunteered with a grin as she speared a hunk of potato as well. “Even if it’s dried and smoked, you can shred it into a soup easily enough, and we have plenty of onions and carrots in the pantry to go with them.”

“What about fruit?” Koda asked curiously. “Back home, there were stories about the problems that came from the lack of fruit in the winter for some folk.”

“We have plenty of dried berries and other fruits. There are several orchards on the other side of the village, and they dry and preserve plenty of fruit. I stocked up so we have something sweet to look forward to,” Sienna answered without hesitation.

“Then I guess we can just settle in and relax,” Koda said with a smile before taking a bite of the steak. “This food is delicious. Thank you again for getting right to it when we got back.”

“I just want our family to be comfortable and happy,” Sienna answered him with a sunny smile. The whipping motion of her red-brown tail behind her displayed how pleased she was with the compliment, regardless of how she tried to downplay it verbally.

“So, how did things go in town? Since you didn’t come back covered in blood or shouting, I assume it went well?” Finna asked, nibbling on a hunk of bread while Sienna preened happily at Koda’s compliments.

“Ah, about that,” Koda sighed and the happy mood waned immediately. “Nothing happened beyond some sharp words, but we did run into that priest, and he was exactly as much of an ass as I had expected.” Koda related the argument and his extraction of an apology from the priest.

“Did he do anything to you? Cast any spells that you saw?” Finna asked sharply, and Koda shot her a surprised look.

“Uh… no. He waved his staff at me like he was trying to swat a fly, but that was about it…” Koda said with a frown.

Samira’s fork clattered to the table, drawing all eyes to her. The caracal woman was staring at Koda with wide eyes.

“You didn’t even notice, did you?” Samira asked before anyone else could speak.

“Notice what?” Koda shot back, a worried knot growing in his gut.

“He tried to drive you back. I felt the energy hit us and it would have knocked me on my ass if I hadn’t been holding your arm. I only caught the edges, but it definitely would have knocked me over! I thought you were just doing it to intimidate him.”

“Is that why he looked so pale?” Koda asked in surprise, trying to remember if he felt anything like that during his encounter with the priest of Golieas. But he couldn’t remember any force impacting him, at least nothing that had been distinct from the wind already blowing in his face.

“I would expect that was part of it,” Calandra chuckled dryly. “Priests like to throw their weight around, and if he was already shouting denunciations on you for kissing Samira in public—good job on that, by the way—then he’s definitely the type to try and knock you in the mud to ‘teach you your place’ or some other such horse-shit.”

“But what happened? Why didn’t it work?” Koda asked. Three of the five women at the table shrugged, while Arthene and Finna traded glances meaningfully, so Koda directed his attention to them. “What?”

“You are stronger than him,” Finna explained with a shrug. “Either the priest is weak himself, or the blessing from his god is weak for you not to even notice it.”

Koda frowned at that, and Finna jumped to elaborate.

“While you are powerful, being first amongst our Lady’s Champions, to feel nothing at all from the rebuke of a priest? We are quite lucky that they sent someone so weak here. It is even more unlikely that he’ll find anything, as long as we don’t go rubbing in his face that you resisted his power.”

“For a normal person like Samira, that rebuke would have done exactly as she described, knocking her flat,” Arthene picked up her sister’s explanation. “The priest is likely questioning his god’s will right now since you walked right through it. The only way that would happen to a normal person would be if the god did not approve of the priest's actions.”

“So, wait…” Koda had to choke back a laugh as he realized where Arthene was going with this. “Me just ignoring his priestly authority gave him a crisis of faith?”

“Likely,” Arthene said with an even wider grin, stabbing several hunks of steak on her fork and stuffing them in her mouth. “Works out for now,” she said around the mouthful of meat, somehow chewing and talking at the same time. “But best not to risk a repeat.”

“A good trick isn’t overly used,” Finna added as well. “Oh no—that means Koda will have to stay in the house for the next few days, away from the other villagers and completely at the mercy of his mates…”

“Not completely,” Koda countered, but his defense only brought giggles from his three mates and a blushing smile from Samira. “What? I hold my own!”

“Yes, you do,” Sienna reassured Koda with a smile. “And we are very happy because of it. But we can’t spend every hour in bed, as much fun as that sounds like; there are chores to tend to.”

Sienna said the last part meaningfully, her eyes darting to one side towards Samira, and Koda got her meaning. She was expecting him to take the time to get to know the caracal woman more. From the loving smile on Sienna’s lips, he could tell that she both approved, and wanted him to do just that.

Not like it’s any burden, Koda thought while he chewed on his next bite of steak. Samira is a sweet gal, and fun to talk to.

The mental image of him sitting comfortably with Samira sprawled across his lap and telling stories while he rubbed her ears slipped into Koda’s mind, and his smile only widened at the thought. Especially when the image filled out to include his other mates as they worked on handcrafts around the fire.

A twinge of longing joined the happiness in his heart, when the small form of a child slid into place by each of the women, showing the family he longed for one day.

Soon, Koda thought silently as he focused on his food. Soon…
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The blizzard continued for two days without slowing, piling snow high on the village of Silverstone.

The snow would slow for a short time, allowing sunlight to come through and the occupants of the village to get outside long enough to clear the pathways before picking up again. People mostly stayed inside or only went a short distance to check on a friend or extended family before retreating into the safety of their homes once more.

For Koda, it was a strange feeling to stay so close to home. Back on Earth, people would have expected him to dig himself out and get to work. But here, everything ground to a stop except for the most basic of necessities, and people either remained home close to their hearths, or congregated in the meeting hall.

“No one wants to risk going out and breaking their neck slipping on the ice,” Sienna had explained to him. “Anyone on the outskirts is more likely to stay home, like us or the farmers. But most people that go out are only making the short trip to the hall. Even then, many will wait till the storm fully clears before they go far from home.”

“It’s the same with the Silent Plains,” Samira added from Koda’s other side. “Some folk move into the meeting hall for the winter, but mostly people congregate there during the day, or during especially bad storms for which they had advanced warning.”

The caracal woman had been sticking close to Koda a lot lately, using the fact the storm had them penned in to maximize her time with him, while doing all she could to be helpful to the others, too. Her upbeat attitude and willingness to help were a huge boon to everyone, and Koda could see that the caracal woman’s efforts were appreciated.

Koda also did not miss the phrasing and how Samira had referred to the Silent Plains tribe as ‘them’ and ‘they,’ rather than as ‘we’ or ‘ours.’ It was clear she was stepping away from her identity as a member of that tribe.

Which means she’s stepping into our little tribe, Koda thought with a smile as he pulled the two women in closer with a hug. Samira began purring happily as she burrowed into his chest, while Sienna leaned her head on his shoulder with a contented sigh.

They draped a large blanket over themselves as they lounged on a couch in the main room of the house.

Arthene and Calandra sat on the floor in front of them, a thick roll of hide laid out beneath them as Calandra inspected and repaired the practice weapons for training the villagers to fight. This entailed sanding out the rough spots in the lead-cored wooden weapons and spreading a sealant over the wood to help it bond together.

“It’s too bad we couldn’t use those trolls’ bones for weapons,” Calandra grumbled, her nimble fingers smoothing the wood of a practice sword out with a block of rough stone before checking it for splinters. “I guarantee they’d have held up better than these sticks.”

“Yes, but the last thing we needed was more trolls trying to sniff them out and following us here,” Arthene reminded the smaller woman.

The bear woman was working on her bone club again, carefully scraping away at the symbols she’d been engraving in the weapon with her claws and adding new ones. The weathered bone had dozens of small carvings all over it that gave it a ceremonial look, but Koda knew for a fact the club was harder than iron and just as resilient.

“I don’t know,” Finna said from her seat closest to the fire, as she worked a slim iron knife, along a thick arrow shaft to refine it. “It might be a blessing in disguise for the village. You mentioned that a few people here have the troll-slayer blessing besides your family. Wouldn’t this place be even better protected if it had more?”

“‘Our’ family, sister,” Arthene chuckled, grabbing a splinter that Calandra had peeled out of one sword and chucking it at Finna like a tiny spear. “You already admitted to your plans, so don’t back out on us now.”

Finna snatched the flying bit of wood out of the air with the hand holding her knife and tossed it into the fire burning next to her.

“Agreed! If it is something you want, then chase it. I feel like a fool for telling the Winddancer this, but it is true,” Samira insisted, wiggling around so she could stay cuddled into Koda while looking at the lapine woman. “If I’ve learned anything by spending time with Aegisclaw and the others, it’s that the depth of his heart is only matched by his fury when challenged!”

“You make me sound so fierce,” Koda said with a small laugh, shifting up to rub behind one of Samira’s ears.

The caracal woman’s thrumming purrs increased in pitch for a moment, then she forcibly swallowed them so she could respond, clearly fighting the urge to bask in the affectionate touches.

“You are, Koda! Ask any of those who were there when you fought the troll chieftain. Or the other great challenges you’ve faced, for that matter. The girls have told me the stories of the fights with the Crooked and their beasts.”

Samira’s firm statement got a collection of nods from the other girls, with Sienna rubbing her cheek affectionately against Koda’s chest while she murmured something incoherent but affectionate.

“It would be daunting if you didn’t also work to raise us up alongside you,” Calandra added without looking up from her work. “The fact you also empowered us to stand beside you, rather than hide behind you, helps me love you even more, you giant idiot.”

“I’m not a giant!” Koda protested, but jumped when he felt Sienna’s hand on his crotch under their blanket.

Looking down at the redheaded wolf beastfolk, Koda saw the lusty smile on her lips and the amused twinkle in her blue-green eyes as they captured him.

“Sure you aren’t,” Calandra snorted in amusement. “I note you didn’t refute the idiot part, either.”

“It’s okay to be an idiot,” Arthene drawled, scraping her claws through the patterns once more before blowing on it to clear the fine dust she left behind. “Especially with the kind of idiot we turn Koda into when we all take our clothes off.”

That statement brought a round of laughter and giggles from the girls, with Finna even joining in with an amused snort.

Koda still wasn’t able to look away, as his first mate’s eyes had captured him fully. He couldn’t figure out what it was about those crystalline blue-green orbs, but even now, months after their meeting, he lost himself within seconds in them and had to fight hard to pull himself free.

Right now, though, he didn’t want to pull himself free, even though he felt Sienna’s hand fiddling with the buttons on the front of his pants slowly while she smiled up at him. The fluffy mass of her reddish wolf-tail bounced behind her, fighting the weight of the blanket to express her happiness.

“I have said this before, but it bears repeating,” Finna said after the laughter had fallen off. “I’m more than a little envious of you, Arthene. And no, not like that,” Finna finished sharply when Arthene’s wicked grin formed and she opened her mouth to speak.

“Oh? Then if you aren’t envious of my figure, would it be how my mate rails—” Arthene teased, her rounded bear ears wiggling on top of her head before Finna cut her off.

“Your bones!” Finna barked in exasperation, pointing towards the thigh bone Arthene was working on.

“Oh?” Arthene asked, her grin just as wide. “Well, my bone⁠—”

This time, it was Arthene herself who cut off sharply. The sudden cessation of her words startled both Koda and Sienna enough that the wolf beastfolk blinked, freeing Koda from her gaze, though not her hand.

Coughing quietly, Koda glanced over to check on Arthene and the others to see that the bear spirit was grimacing now, her forehead wrinkled in regret.

“That… yes, I can see why,” Arthene said after several seconds passed.

“What?” Koda asked, echoed by Calandra as well, since the dwarven woman was glancing between the two ancestral spirits.

Arthene glanced at Finna questioningly, and the lapine woman shrugged, the motion making her long ears bounce.

“I’ve accepted it,” Finna said, directing the statement to Arthene. “You have no reason to regret it yourself, as it wasn’t your choice to make.”

“Still,” Arthene grumbled in protest, scowling down at her bone club.

Before Koda could prod for more details, Finna looked up to lock eyes with him once more. Her normally teasing demeanor was gone, replaced with a thoughtful one.

“Koda, how much are you aware of the Moonlit Realm’s fall?” Finna asked, and Koda felt both Samira and Sienna tense against him.

“That it was once Thera’s realm, and some disaster drove her and the beastfolk out of it,” Koda answered with a shrug. “The Crooked chased them and many of the beastfolk took sanctuary with Chandra Wildheart, but the dwarven goddess mistakenly closed the gate before Thera made it out, thinking she was already lost.”

“A basic summation,” Finna answered with a nod. “But a world doesn’t fall or evacuate overnight. The battle for the Moonlit Realm took a fair amount of time, but the turning point was quick. My past incarnation fell there, covering the retreat of our forces. I knew what was waiting for me if I remained with those bones, so I fled back to Thera as a spirit.”

The grim reminder that the woman in front of him had died before explained Arthene’s sudden change of heart and attitude, and Koda could only nod in understanding. Both Finna and Arthene were thousands upon thousands of years old; given their boisterous personalities, he sometimes forgot that. But the ghosts he could see in Finna’s eyes as she talked about the last time she had died reminded Koda that there was so much more to these wonderful women than the fronts they put up.

But before Koda could decide how to comfort her, Finna’s mask slipped back into place and she heaved a heartfelt sigh.

“I am envious because of what you can give your—our family,” Finna said, correcting herself this time when Arthene shot her a sharp look. “The bones of an incarnate spirit, especially ones that the spirit dwelt within for a long time, make for powerful weapons and tools. If I could have recovered my old body, then I would have brought gifts with me.”

“Your presence is more than enough,” Koda said firmly, the words echoing with authority that made the rabbit woman twitch. “Finna, you came to help us, after having paid the ultimate price at least once already. That is more than I could have asked of you.”

“Oh, I guarantee she had to fight others for the chance,” Arthene snickered, her laughter only getting worse when Finna tossed a fragment of wood her way as well.

“She’s not wrong,” Finna said, her somber tone gone now and replaced with her playful tone. “I had to beat off the others with a stick to earn the right to incarnate again. You are stirring things up amongst the spirits. More and more of the ancient animal spirits are waking as our Lady regains strength.”

“Beat them off with a stick, you say?” Calandra said, waggling her eyebrows at the rabbit woman. “Sticks can work just fine, but I wouldn’t want to get a splinter down there…”

“Oh, that’s just bad,” Sienna groaned, shivering in empathetic pain at the image Calandra’s words painted.

“Agreed,” groaned Samira, shifting to bury her face in Koda’s shoulder once more. “Ooof… at least lacquer it first!”

“Are we seriously talking about wooden sex toys?” Koda deadpanned, which earned him a laugh from all of his women.

“Why? Are you jealous?” Sienna teased, the hand that had been working its way into his pants under the blanket resuming its journey.

“Never,” Koda replied, turning to plant a kiss on Sienna’s forehead. “Because I know you’ll come to me if you have a need now.”

“Oh, we’d definitely come for you,” snickered Arthene, her yellow eyes dancing with amusement when Koda glanced her way. “For you. On you. The list goes on.”

Koda rolled his eyes at her, doing his best not to jump when Sienna’s hand wrapped around him and gently kneaded his stiff flesh just out of sight of all the other women in the room while she blew a hot breath against his neck teasingly.
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As soon as the storm cleared, Koda and his girls set out to lend a hand in digging out the town. Since they had to avoid the eyes of the priest and his coterie—as they’d also been trapped in town because of the storm—Koda and the girls tromped through the waist-high snow along the road that led to the mines to clear from that direction towards town.

Koda led the way, with Arthene right behind him to break a path for the others in their wake. Finna was the only one not pushing through the powder, instead flitting along on top of the waist-high masses of white fluff with her unnatural grace and stride.

“The mine is about the only thing in town that doesn’t shut down over the winter,” Sienna grunted, shifting her burden of shovels to the other shoulder.

Her thick scarf muffled her words as it protected her face from the chill air. Everyone was wearing their heavy bison-hide cloaks to insulate against the cold.

The midday sunlight glittered off the mountains of white powder, sending sparklers of light into the air and giving the entire scene a magical feeling—at least for those not having to push through the powder with their hands and feet.

Koda was just thankful that his apparent resistance to the cold was still as obvious as ever. Sienna, Calandra, and Samira were the only ones really affected by the chill, but all six of them had dressed up in warm clothing to put on the part for any observers.

Passing through town, Koda was treated to the industrious sight of all the villagers emerging into the chill air and set to work shoveling roads, clearing roofs, and checking on their neighbors. Those towards the center of town made quick work of their neighborhood and began working outwards towards the edge of town even as Koda and his group passed, exchanging greetings with them.

Now, they were up in the foothills above town, most of the way to the mine that Koda had first appeared in, and able to look out over the white-draped woodland surrounding Silverstone village.

“Why is it that the mine doesn’t close in the winter?” Koda asked from the front of the group. “I can’t imagine the baron expects us to ship ore at a time like this.”

It was actually Calandra who answered that for him, the dwarven woman walking in the center of their formation as the snow was almost chin high on her.

“Exports, no. But in a mine, the temperature stays fairly even, especially down deep. The cold doesn’t really affect the miners like it does hunters or farmers.” Calandra paused long enough to blow into her gloved hands and rub them together. “It can also store the ore to be processed at least, or process it down so it’s ready to ship as soon as the weather breaks.”

“That’ll be up to Kris as the headwoman,” Sienna clarified. “The miners earn a daily wage, regardless. Honestly, some folks in town work part-time in the mines during the winter for extra coin if they need it.”

“Which makes sense why we need to clear the route to the mine quickly,” Koda answered as the path they followed finally reached the little plateau before the mine entrance. “Also, so Calandra can resume her lessons.”

“That too,” chuckled the dwarven woman. “This is the best time of year to train folk how to fight, and after those bouts with the Crooked, there are more than a few villagers who want to know how to protect themselves should the beasties come knocking again.”

If it hadn’t been for the tracks on the ground and the support beams, the cave might have passed as a natural formation. But as Koda looked closer in the reflected light of the sun, he could see the tool marks in the walls that showed him it had been carved out and widened.

Making for the open entrance, Koda made sure that everyone was clear of the snow before collecting his shovel from Arthene and setting to work. The girls took a moment to warm back up before pitching in, but no one complained as they set to work, widening the footpath that Koda had plowed on his way up.

The mortal girls would rotate back into the open cave mouth every so often to defrost frozen fingers or take a break, but Koda and the incarnate spirits worked with a will as they ignored the chill.

“Almost wish we could hook our man up to the sleigh and use that to plow with,” Calandra grunted, heaving a shovelful of snow out of the way. “Would make more sense than doing this by hand.”

“It would certainly be quicker,” Samira grunted. “But I’d worry about him slipping.”

“And showing off too much will still draw attention,” Sienna added.

Koda was silent as he listened to his mates talk, mechanically hacking away at the piled drifts without complaint. The actual work wasn’t stressful to him, his strength being more than up to the task, but that didn’t change the fact he could only move so much snow in a shovelful at a time.

They had cleared a five-foot wide path about twenty feet from the entrance to the mine when Koda had a brilliant thought.

Would love to have something like a snow-blower or mechanical plow, Koda thought with a snort of amusement before pausing mid-shovel stroke.

“A snow-blower…” he muttered before glancing over his shoulder at Calandra as the short dwarven woman heaved another clump of snow high into the air.

“What was that, Koda?” Finna asked from his other side, the lapine woman turning with a curious tilt that sent her long ears bouncing to one side.

“Oh, I was just thinking about something,” Koda answered. “Hey Cal, question for you.”

“Not out here,” Calandra said between grunts while she shoveled. “I love you, Koda. But no way are you getting my pants off in this weather, not unless we have a hell of a bonfire to keep us warm.”

“Not what I was going to ask, but I’ll keep that in mind for the future,” Koda said amongst giggles from the girls. “I was wondering if your wind could blow the snow away?”

Calandra froze mid-shovel stroke for several seconds before growling deep in her throat.

“I could,” she said a moment later. “It wouldn’t be all that different from the spell I use to boost our movement or to knock folks about in a fight. It’ll attract attention if we use it too close to town, though.”

“Why not try it out here?” Finna asked, the lapine spirit woman clearly intrigued. “We are far enough from town that the priest won’t notice, and it’ll speed this up. Plus, I’m sure the miners would be happy to have more space.”

Calandra planted her shovel blade-down in snow and rubbed her forehead thoughtfully. Ice crystals clung to the front of the scarf that covered most of her face and decorated her cloak, broad smears of shimmering white against the dark leather. It gave her the look of a tribal ice witch, and Koda couldn’t help but appreciate the view.

“Sure, why not?” Calandra huffed a moment later. “Everyone back in the cave, though. I don’t want to blow you off the mountain if I lose this.”

“Start small to be safe,” Koda warned, taking Calandra’s shovel as he went by.

“Oh, ha ha,” Calandra deadpanned, though her olive eyes sparkled in amusement. “Telling the dwarf to start small. Just remember that I don’t need to take my pants off to bring you to your knees, Aegisclaw!”

“That’s true,” Koda drawled, deciding to fight back with a grin. “Your mouth is more than up to the task, especially when I get a good hold on your braids.”

Calandra sputtered in protest while the other girls laughed. Sienna and Arthene knew how much Calandra enjoyed giving Koda oral attention in the morning, and had fun watching her do so. Samira had been around long enough to piece it together. Only Finna was new enough to not be sure, but it wasn’t as if Koda’s joke was a hard one to figure out.

“Get out of my way already. Giant pain in my ass,” Calandra mumbled, feigning a playful kick at Koda’s ankles.

“Not yet, he isn’t,” Arthene stage-whispered. “Don’t know if our Koda is interested in that, but I want to be there when and if he does!”

Arthene’s lewd whispers got a choking noise from Calandra, triggering another round of laughter from the women before the dwarven woman huffed and set to work.

Calandra paused just long enough to ensure that everyone was out of the way before she conjured her enchanted winds.

It started slowly, the top layer of the snow swirling about, as if a strong breeze had come by. But then the edges of Calandra’s cloak began to flap and crack as the wind got faster and faster.

Within a minute, Calandra was directing a concentrated funnel of wind past her, clearing a trash-can sized trench with minimal effort. Five minutes of back and forth, and Calandra had mounded the snow out away from the mine entrance, clearing it all the way to the crushed gravel and frozen earth at the bottom.

Releasing the spell, the dwarven woman stood proudly in the center of the thirty-foot wide and ten-foot deep space with her hands on her hips.

“That wasn’t that hard!” Calandra proclaimed with a laugh. “Can’t get the whole way back to town doing that, but still would make this easier.”

“That was impressive,” Sienna complimented her friend as the others hurried out to meet her. “My earth magic could shift the snow, but it would require a lot of movement of the ground underneath it. Not nearly as efficient as your work.”

“Yes, it was amazing to watch!” Samira added with an excited bounce.

“Just don’t get too energetic and attract attention,” Arthene drawled as she strode past the dwarven woman with a broad grin. “We don’t want to get attentiooon!”

The last part of Arthene’s sentence scaled up into a yelp of surprise as Calandra hopped in place to smack Arthene on the ass with a loud pop of hand on buttock.

“You don’t get to tell me not to get energetic!” Calandra said with a laugh when Arthene shot her a glare. “Of all of us, you can’t be the one to make that order!”

Arthene’s glare immediately melted, showing it to have been a playful one.

“Oh? Is that how it is going to be?” Arthene teased, resuming her stride towards the piled snow by the road leading down and bending over to study the piled snow. “If you are already stepping up to getting physical, I’ll just have to fight back!”

Arthene moved with lightning speed, scooping up a handful of snow and compacting it into a rough ball before lobbing it at Calandra.

The double-fist size sphere of packed snow impacted the dwarven woman’s ample chest with a thump, spraying icy snow in all directions. The blow sent the unprepared Calandra tumbling onto her ass with a squawk of surprise.

“Ahh! You shit, that went down my top!” screeched Calandra before the dwarven woman scampered for the piled snow to one side and prepared to return fire.

Koda, Sienna, Finna, and Samira all shared amused looks before scattering to avoid the crossfire between the two combatants—and to arm themselves for a bit of fun in the snow, their work forgotten for the moment.
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Between wearing themselves out with the snowball fight and the manual labor, Koda and his family were exhausted by the time they finally returned to their home.

On their way back through the village, the girls walked as a clump as they talked and laughed, shovels slung over their shoulders. Koda followed a short distance back while talking with a few of the villagers walking with them.

They had met the miners partway outside of town, and the relieved laborers were enthused to find how much work Koda and his family had done to clear their path for them.

Hans was at the head of the group. The great, bull-horned man wore only a thick shirt and no cloak against the cold, but was so worked up from the labor that steam rose from every inch of his frame like a furnace.

“I can’t thank you enough for this, Aegisclaw,” Hans repeated as they worked their way through the scraped streets of the town. Great mounds of snow sat packed high to either side, but there was enough space in the middle of the road for a cart to pass without problem and still leave space for a bit of foot traffic.

“All part of looking after each other, Hans,” Koda answered with a smile up at the big man.

Of all the villagers that he’d met, Hans was probably Koda’s favorite amongst the men. The big beastkin was open, jovial, and friendly. That he was a terror in a fight and had come to Koda’s aid without hesitation only added to that.

“There is looking after each other, and then there is what you and your wives did,” Hans insisted with a shake of his head that sent his broad horns singing through the air. “I cannot complain in the slightest, since your help is going to get me back to my girls sooner.”

“Girls?” Koda asked with a tilt of his head and a wry smile. “You sly dog—did you finally make your move?”

“More like Brit got fed up with waiting for me and moved first,” Hans said with a wry laugh, rubbing the back of his head with one big hand. “I got back from the mines the night of the big snowstorm and found Brit waiting for me in our bed, with Layla tucked in next to her!”

Brit was Hans’ mate and wife; they’d been official for several months now. Layla was a close friend of Brit’s who had been courting Hans’ attention for almost as long. Apparently, the man’s deeds in helping Koda out and protecting the village had impressed both of the beastfolk ladies, and they didn’t doubt the big miner could both handle and support the two of them.

“So, are you going to have a ceremony or just going to move Layla in with you?” Koda teased with a grin. “Not that I have much space to judge, mind you!”

“Your union has been blessed in a way that doesn’t need a mortal ceremony, Aegisclaw,” Hans said with a broad wink and tapping the side of his nose with one finger. “But as for the ceremony… I learned just recently that Brit was upset with me for waiting as long as I had, but I defused it by saying that I’d been planning to have a ceremony with her at the Pack’s Hearth event.”

“Uh…” Koda said for a moment, the name sounding familiar but escaping him for just a moment until he remembered Kris mentioning it. “Oh, that’s the big bonfire event Kris was talking about, right?”

“The very one,” Hans said with a sharp nod. “We’d be setting up for it now, but with the strangers in town…” Hans grimaced and rocked one hand back and forth.

The miners had already filled him in on how the priest had come out to stand on Banno’s porch and glare at the beastfolk working in the street. He said nothing, just surveying them with a judgmental air while pulling his thick wool cloak close.

“Yeah, better to hold off for now,” Koda replied with a nod and a grimace of his own. “Having them hanging about is putting a real cramp on things. If they weren’t here, I might have been able to help more in town during the snow.”

Hans immediately shook his head in refusal, as did several of his fellow miners that had remained silent until now.

One of them, who was a burly dwarven man that Koda recognized from the early days, though he couldn’t remember his name, spoke up.

“It’s best to keep things quiet, Master Aegisclaw. All of us who trust in you know that we have to keep our tongues from wagging. My goddess’s heart would shatter completely if she discovered her sister survived, only to fall prey to a mistake because one of us couldn’t button up.”

“I look forward to the day I can carry word of my Lady to Chandra,” Koda said kindly and the dwarven man’s face creased with a grin so broad it showed through his beard.

“Aye, I look forward to that day. The stories say the mountains themselves wept when Chandra allowed herself to mourn her sister. I can only imagine how the skies themselves will sing with her joy when she finds out your Lady survived in truth.”

Koda didn’t say it out loud, but he certainly thought about how he desperately hoped that Chandra would not blame herself for abandoning her sworn-sister. He’d promised himself that he would see Thera’s fears laid to rest, and the last thing he needed was Chandra blaming herself over it, too.

“Regardless,” Koda said, hoping to drag the conversation to safer topics for walking through the streets, even though they had mentioned no names. “I think Layla finally landing you would be a good thing to celebrate! And appease Brit.”

Koda added the last part with an elbow to Hans’s side, making the larger man grunt and feign clutching at his side while the other miners laughed.

“That is good to hear, Aegisclaw,” Hans said through his groans. “I’ll let the ladies know you agreed to officiate.”

“Officiate what?” Koda asked curiously, only for giggles from his ladies to tell him they’d been listening in.

“Their bonding vows, silly,” Sienna answered before Hans could. “It is only right, especially if they make them during the Pack’s Hearth Ceremony.”

“Wait, me? Officiating the ceremony?” Koda asked, dumbfounded.

“Who else would be appropriate?” Samira asked, her tufted ears wiggling happily as she bounced along beside the other girls.

Koda didn’t get to argue further, as Hans wrapped one thick arm around his shoulders to pull him into a hug as thanks.

Guess I’m doing a wedding then, Koda thought as the mood of the group ratcheted higher. As long as the interlopers clear out first to not make it risky, that is.
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The merry mood carried on until partway through dinner for Koda’s family, only for the exhaustion to finally hit, as three of the five women nearly fell asleep on their plates.

Smiling, Koda, Arthene, and Finna helped Sienna, Calandra, and Samira to get ready for bed. When Finna tried to carry Samira to her room, the caracal woman had protested until she was allowed to join the cuddle pile in Koda’s.

“Rest well, all of you,” Finna said by way of a goodnight to them, the Amazonian rabbit woman standing in the doorway and silhouetted by the moonlight from the hallway.

“Same to you, sister,” Arthene rumbled as she finished stripping out of her own clothes and tossed them into a pile in the corner. “Enjoy having a bed to yourself while you can—you’ll be joining this one soon.”

“Oh, I look forward to it,” Finna chuckled, her voice lowering into a husky tone. “Quite a bit. But I will wait for my turn. Little Samira has been patient, so it would be unkind to jump in line.”

“Thank you,” Koda said to the lapine woman as he stripped down to his underthings. “I appreciate you being understan⁠—”

Koda was cut off with a yelp when Arthene bodily picked him up and tossed him onto the bed amongst his sleepy mates. Sleepy mates that did not hesitate to latch onto Koda so they could drift off.

Sienna wrapped herself around his left arm, burrowing her face into his chest. Calandra took up her spot curled into a ball between his knees. The dwarven woman loved sleeping deep under the blankets.

Arthene claimed Koda’s right side, mirroring Sienna by wrapping her lush form around his arm, wedging his hand between her thighs and trapping it there while nuzzling the side of his head.

Samira, the sleepiest of the group, wrapped herself around Koda’s left leg, wiggling her way in between Koda and Sienna’s lower halves, and fell asleep purring into his thigh.

“Rest well, oh trapped Champion,” Finna said with another low, lusty laugh before she vanished through the door and closed it behind her.

“I’ll certainly try…” Koda grumbled as those women still awake let out tired laughs before snuggling in close.

Koda wasn’t sure when he fell asleep. He just knew that it was relatively quick after Finna had closed the door. Something about sleeping in a big pile with his mates—both current and near-future—helped ease his worries.

But between one indrawn breath filled with the mixed scents of Arthene and Sienna’s hair and the next, his world shifted around him.

Gone was his bedroom. Gone were his mates. Gone was the comforting warmth of their flesh.

Replacing all of those was the cool scent of mist in the air and a moist feeling against his skin.

Sitting upright in a rush, Koda searched his surroundings rapidly for a sign of his mates.

Finding only dew-slicked grass under him and a swirling bank of white fog around him, Koda grimaced as he recognized what he was seeing. A glance downwards confirmed it.

He’d stripped down to the loose underpants that he’d gotten used to on this world before being chucked unceremoniously into bed, but now he was wearing a familiar pair of brown linen pants and nothing else.

“Seriously?” Koda muttered as he pushed himself to his feet. “No warning a guy at all… then again, this is a goddess we are talking about.”

Glancing around, Koda searched for a clue as to what to do next. The last time he’d come to in a misty, grassy area, it had been because Thera had sent him a vision to speak with him. Apparently, she was using a magical mist to hide herself within the spirit realm and avoid detection, and in order to help him find her, she’d sent along a guide.

“Pippin! Where the hell are you hiding, you crossbred son of a troublemaker and a cotton ball?” Koda growled, turning slowly in a circle as he scanned for some sign of the little spirit fox.

He’d made it nearly a full turn before movement at the corner of his eye made Koda whip around. Somehow, Pippin had slipped silently out of the fog and had been standing directly behind Koda, sidestepping to keep out of sight.

“There you are!” Koda exclaimed when he caught sight of the little troublemaker.

Pippin looked like, for lack of a better term, a sentient ball of white fluffy fur. If one imagined what a fox would look like if all of their fur puffed up like their tail did, and then was taught to walk on two legs, that would give a decent image of what Pippin looked like.

Standing about knee-high on Koda, Pippin’s glossy white fur glowed in the indistinct light that made it through the fog. Dew glimmered on the puffy creature, but didn’t weigh down Pippin’s fur. A pair of yellow eyes glimmered amongst the head-fluff while a pointed fox’s snout poked out of the mass of fur below the eyes. As before, a lantern sat balanced on Pippin’s head, but remained unlit.

“I take it that the Lady needs me for something?” Koda asked the strange little spirit, and the fox-creature nodded emphatically. The motion sent the lantern on its head swaying, but didn’t dislodge it. “Well, lead the way then, if you would?”

Pippin let out a cackling laugh-bark—so much like the noise a happy fox would make that Koda couldn’t help but smile—and turned to toddle into the fog to Koda’s left.

As the spirit walked into the fog, the lantern on his head slowly glowed brighter, though the thick fog quickly worked to choke out the light.

Not wanting to risk getting left behind again, Koda hurried after Pippin and kept close to him.

As before, the foggy world made it hard to gauge time, distance, and even the length of his stride. But after the last time, Koda focused all of his intention on keeping up with Pippin.

That mostly just felt like a fast walk. Occasionally, Koda felt like he was bounding along on all fours, and once he got the distinct sensation of gliding along the ground like he was belly-down on a sled. His perception of the world around him never changed, always following the waddling ball of fluff at about three feet back, but his mind perceived the movements differently every few steps.

“So strange,” Koda muttered as fog abruptly parted to reveal the ancient, wooden manor that he remembered from his dreams.

Pippin let out a reproachful noise, turning to glare over his shoulder at Koda.

“Not you, Pippin. You aren’t strange, at least not in a bad way. The world could do with more of your kind in it,” Koda said quickly to reassure the little creature.

Pippin gave a little huff that told Koda the fox spirit didn’t quite believe him but would let it drop, and bounced up the stairs towards the door.

Remembering what happened last time, Koda rushed to follow and slipped inside the ivy-covered manor right behind the ball of fluff.

Pippin chattered in annoyance at Koda, but before Koda could respond, a warm laugh rang out from the other end of the entryway.

“He’s a quick learner, Pippin. What did you expect?” Thera called as the goddess strode into the room.

Pippin chattered at the goddess in his squeaky voice before making a little hmfh noise and bounding through another door and out of the room.

“I am sorry about that, Koda. It seems like Pippin will try harder to trick you in the future,” Thera said warmly, smiling up at him as she approached.

While each of his lovers had their own unique features, from Sienna and Samira’s animal tails to the beastfolk ears and Calandra’s shorter stature, Thera was even more unique than the others.

Eyes the color of polished silver glimmered in a regal face with high cheekbones. A storm of black curls bounced around her shoulders, and a pair of pointed fox ears protruded from the top of Thera’s head. A shadowy set of wings flapped behind her before folding along her shoulders like a cloak and fading out of sight, to be replaced by the dancing fuzzy rope of a feline tail.

Dressed in furs, Thera looked much like Arthene in that fashion. A tight-fitting top cupped large breasts, while a long fur skirt wrapped around her slim hips, riding high in the front to show off a large amount of leg. Both garments were trimmed in soft black fur, while Thera padded long on bare feet with clawed toes.

“Hello again, my champion,” Thera said affectionately, her smile only growing to show off the sharp fangs hidden behind her lips.

“Hello again, my Lady,” Koda replied with a slight bow before holding out his arms to Thera.

Grinning, the goddess happily folded herself into the hug, returning it with rib-cracking force as she fitted herself under Koda’s chin contentedly.

“I heard what you told the dwarven man today,” Thera murmured into Koda’s chest, the ghostly ears tickling his cheeks much like Sienna’s did when the wolf woman hugged him like this.

“No objections, I hope?” Koda asked gently, hugging the obviously lonely goddess closer as she leaned into him happily.

Koda couldn’t put his finger on what told him Thera was lonely. Maybe it was the understanding that she only had Pippin for company in this vast manor. Or that she’d been in hiding for untold hundreds or thousands of years. Or maybe still it was the hungry way she clung to him now, when by all rights she should have maintained a disdainful distance from him as a goddess should.

Regardless, Koda’s body reacted on autopilot to the attractive woman in his arms, who was seeking comfort. His left arm remained slung around her shoulders to pull her to him while his right gently stroked the soft black cloud of her hair.

“No, no objections,” Thera murmured after several seconds of silence. “Just worried. You know that.”

“Chandra will be happy to hear you are alive,” Koda reaffirmed, as this was something they’d talked about in a past visit. “I know you are afraid she’ll be upset that you were hidden for so long. I counter that with the knowledge she’ll be upset with herself for not looking harder to find you.”

“Oh, Chandra looked,” Thera said quietly, her warm breath washing against Koda’s skin and distracting him. “She sought high and low for me, but I hid even from her in my fear and anger…”

The world flowed around him, and Koda found himself in an elaborately decorated stone room, a soft couch underneath him, while a fire crackled in the iron grate of a massive stone fireplace in front of him. Thera was no longer in his arms; instead, she was seated on the other end of the couch with her legs folded up underneath her. To one side, Koda saw a set of large, wing-backed chairs that were occupied by two more misty presences, but he couldn’t see who they were, just forms in the seats.

“Two more of my ‘wayward daughters.’ They are not even awake yet, but their spirits are slowly coming back together and will wake in time, ” Thera said with a little laugh as she stretched her back. This had the effect of pressing her breasts outward towards Koda, a sight he definitely appreciated right then.

“Two more? I can barely keep up with the one that I have right now,” Koda protested jokingly.

“Two you have right now,” Thera countered with a pearly grin, her silver eyes dancing with relaxed amusement. “I know Finna found you. How are you enjoying her?”

“The puns that she comes up with can be really terrible… but she’s a lot of help already,” Koda answered honestly. “Things are moving so fast for me, though… I’ve got three mates already, with a fourth woman determined to wriggle her way into my bed. And then you send a fifth to me?”

“Finna chose to go to you,” Thera countered, shaking her head slowly with a sad smile. “She was like Arthene. Not quite strong enough to leave me, but determined to do her part. As soon as she realized we were growing in power once more, she was champing at the bit to do her part.”

“She can help in other ways than trying to join my family,” Koda argued, but Thera smirked and rolled her eyes.

“Why would she want to miss out on the best part, though? You can’t say she’s not attractive. I know that none of my daughters are ugly.”

“Oh, she’s definitely attractive,” Koda said automatically, only to blush when Thera’s grin turned lascivious. “But that’s not the point! You promised me a family, sure. But I don’t want anyone to feel unappreciated or as if they are not an equal, either.”

“Then don’t let them,” Thera said with a shrug and another smile.

Koda blinked in surprise at that, and Thera’s grin only grew wider.

“You say that like it is easy,” Koda said after another moment, a reproachful frown on his lips.

“Oh gods no, it’s not easy at all! Relationships are complicated things, and I am saying that as a goddess!” Thera declared with a laugh. “But you are a good man, and your women know what they are getting into. You would never forget any of them—I know this. But you are going to have to separate from some of them for a time. You can’t go dragging them all with you at all times…”

“But what if I don’t want to?” Koda protested petulantly, turning his eyes away from the grinning goddess and back to the fire ahead of him. “I just got my family… I don’t want to lose it.”

A soft touch of a hand on his cheek made Koda jolt, but Thera’s touch on his face calmed him. The goddess had shifted again, now sitting directly beside him and pressing into his side to stroke his cheek gently.

“I know, Koda Aegisclaw. Your bloodline sings of family, protection, and home. But would it be safe to bring your pregnant mates with you into danger? Infant children?”

Thera’s question was gentle, but Koda felt it like a knife in his heart. He’d come to terms with the fact that he’d have children, and likely soon. But he hadn’t quite accepted that he might be away from them at some point.

Deep in his chest, Koda felt the sleeping power shift fitfully. It too was unhappy with that thought, but it understood it as well, as much as it hated the thought. The sensation turned and roiled in his chest, like a boiling pot.

“Having a large family, one you can trust and love, will allow you the freedom to move and act while still having strength to guard your home and hearth,” Thera murmured quietly, her soft form pressing into his side. “My daughters will come to you. My power is the wild and all the creatures that dwell within it. They will bring you strength and wisdom. But you are my champion, and it is up to you to direct them.”

“I just want a happy life…” Koda mumbled, fighting against the disquiet in his chest like it was heartburn. “The last few months have been pretty peaceful…”

“I believe you had a wise man in your old world that said something to the effect of ‘I prefer peace. But if trouble must come, let it come in my time, so that my children can live in peace.’ Am I right?” Thera murmured in his ear, her arms going around Koda’s shoulders to trap him in another hug.

Those simple words were all it took. The boiling frustration in his chest settled and Koda felt peace descend on him once more. Peace laced with a determination as immovable as a mountain defying the sky itself.

“You’re right,” Koda said grimly, turning just enough so he could look Thera in her silver eyes with one of his. “Just… don’t swell my family too fast, okay?”

Seeing that his emotions had calmed, Thera’s affectionate expression turned teasing, and she wiggled her eyebrows at him.

“If someone is going to be swelling your family, it’ll be you swelling some bellies, my dear Champion! You promised me, after all.”

The thrill that ran up Koda’s spine at the alluring words from the sexy goddess was entirely irreverent as his mind raced with images of the black-haired woman on her back with her leg wrapped around him. But the thought was gone as soon as it came, swallowed deep into his mind to rest beside the sleeping presence of his bloodline.

Where the heck did that come from? Koda thought to himself. Is it because she’s so beautiful and pressed against me? Or something more? Koda blanched for a bare instant, remembering that Thera could very well be reading his mind right now, too. Oh, I hope she’s not listening and didn’t see that…

But the goddess didn’t react. Her teasing expression remained fixed in place as she watched Koda blush, and he relaxed. Hoping that Thera assumed his reaction was because of her teasing him about his potential children, Koda played into it.

“It’s not like we aren’t trying, Thera,” Koda said huffily.

“Oh, and I’m sure you and your wives are enjoying the trying,” Thera giggled, releasing him from her hug to settle back onto the couch. “But that will take time. Don’t fear—you will succeed eventually. It’s just taking time because⁠—”

“Of my bloodline and the distance, I know,” Koda sighed.

Thera nodded before stretching herself once more, arching her bare tummy in his direction. Koda felt possessed with the urge to reach out and rub her belly like the goddess was some kind of great cat, but he resisted.

“So, why did you bring me here?” Koda asked curiously, the drifting reality of the realm finally letting him capture that thought.

How long have I sat here talking with Thera? How long was I hugging her earlier? Koda wondered, but dismissed those questions when he realized they were distractions brought on by the ephemeral nature of his vision location.

Thera was watching him carefully and a smile spread over her lips.

“Good, you brought yourself back that time. You are getting better at protecting your mind from the befuddling mists,” Thera said with pride. “I wanted to update you, and warn you to be more careful around priests.”

“Yeah, sorry about that,” Koda said with a wince. “But I wasn’t going to just let him talk to Samira like that.”

Thera was quick to reassure him, laying a hand on his arm and squeezing gently.

“That’s not what I’m concerned about, Koda,” Thera said with a reassuring smile. “You did a good thing standing up for your mate, and I would never have you tolerate such cruelty. But if you continue to clash with priests of other gods like this, questions will arise.”

The goddess’s playful and affectionate expression melted, to be replaced with the fierce, wild expression of a challenged predator.

“If they continue to cause problems, then eliminate them. Take them in the wild lands between towns, and bury them deep in the earth where none will find them. Too many no longer respect the dangers of the primal wilds.”

Koda felt a lurch in his chest as his instincts roared in agreement. He would meet respect with respect, and hate and cruelty with a swift and decisive fate. He knew on an instinctive level that Thera’s order was only for those that would threaten him and his family. She wasn’t asking him to go on some kind of bloody crusade and slaughter any priest he came across.

He nodded in agreement, and Thera’s mood shifted again. Ever mercurial, the goddess of the wilderness and beasts settled back into her seat with a smile, lounging with one arm over the back of the couch.

“Good. Glad we have an understanding. More importantly… I heard you talking about officiating a wedding in my name?”

The excitement in the goddess’s tone made Koda smile as he related to her all the details he’d gotten from Hans, just in case she’d missed them.
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Time passed strangely in the hazy spiritual realm in which Thera had hidden herself. Koda knew from past conversations that this was a portion of the spiritual realm, which was how the goddess could even dwell here in her reduced state, and that was part of what contributed to the drifting mental state he occupied while there.

He’d tried to describe it to the girls when he’d gotten back from the last vision-dream he’d had with Thera, and the best description that Koda had come up with was to call it a flowing distraction. If he didn’t focus intently on something, it would slip away from him—whether that be his speed of walking, the conversation he was having, or his location.

Or the person I was talking to, Koda thought as he lay motionless in bed.

The dream had ended a few moments before, with the clarity of reality setting in around him to tell Koda that things had changed. That sensation alone was enough to let him know he was back in reality.

Also, the soft and warm feeling of his bedmates cuddling around him.

Sienna had shifted in her sleep, rolling over so that her back was to him and her butt snuggled into his hip. Calandra had also wiggled about until she was curled into a ball around his knees like a contented cat. Samira and Arthene had shifted little, with the bear woman only rolling onto her back but still maintaining her grip on his arm. Samira remained firmly wrapped around his left leg, with even her long tail getting in on the action and twining around his calf.

I hope Thera is doing okay, Koda thought as he blinked up at the ceiling overhead. She was a little more scattered than before, but at least she calmed down quickly—especially when the kittens showed up.

The memory of the goddess’ reaction when the spiritual presences of the stonecracker leopard kittens had piled into the room warmed Koda’s heart. The kittens had been unfortunate victims of the same group of mountain trolls that had terrorized Samira’s village. He had laid them to rest, which had resulted in the lost souls of the kittens being sent to his goddess for comfort.

Koda had forgotten just how big the stonecracker leopards were, and the kittens weren’t small animals, either. When the rambunctious balls of fluff had arrived, they’d playfully buried Thera in mewling fur, oversized paws, and wiggling tails while the goddess had laughed gaily.

The kittens also gave him their attention once they finished greeting the goddess. It had been the sensation of being buried in fuzzy affection that had knocked Koda out of the dream finally, with the cool noses booping him and rough tongues licking his hands affectionately as his surroundings thundered with purrs. It had just been way too many sensations at once to focus through them.

Now, the rumbling sensation of a purr still stimulated his body, but it was only a small portion as opposed to the previous full-body shake.

Samira was purring quietly in her sleep, her hands kneading slowly into his thigh as she dozed happily. The combination of cooler air on his face and the warmth wrapping his body under the blankets had Koda wanting to drift off to sleep again, but his mind had other ideas.

While winter keeps most from moving about, nothing has really impeded me, Koda thought as he blinked up at the dimly lit ceiling over his head. I know Thera is connected to me, but she hasn’t pushed me to sow my seeds wildly in order to spread the bloodline of her priesthood. I appreciate that.

While he thought, Koda slowly wiggled his left arm free of where it lay trapped between his hip and Sienna’s butt. The wolf-beastfolk stirred slightly at the movement but calmed when he gently stroked her fluffy tail where it hung over her smooth bottom.

When Sienna was dozing again, Koda shifted his hand to stroking the top of Samira’s head where it lay pillowed on his thigh. It was a bit of a stretch to reach, as the lithe caracal woman had wiggled down a bit in her sleep, but he found her tuft-tipped ears where they lay against her head and gently began tracing them.

Samira’s purrs deepened and her kneading of his bare thigh picked up speed as her fingers flexed and worked at him. She didn’t stir or shift, however, beyond the slight increase in her sleeping movements.

So much like a cat, this one, Koda thought with a grin. And like a cat, I didn’t really chase her. She just decided that this is how it is going to be and moved herself into my heart and home.

The parallel between the animal features of his lovers and the nature of their bestial sides was something that Koda had spent a fair bit of time thinking about.

Sienna—his lovely, loyal Sienna—was dedicated to him and their family. She was fiercely protective of her family and loved simply being in contact with him.

Arthene was bold and brash, much like the grizzly bear of her features. She had a laconic nature when content that could turn into a whirlwind of claws and fury if anything threatened her or those under her care. Her title of “Den Mother” made a great deal of sense, given that she was so protective of those close to her.

Samira was as energetic and flighty as her cat counterpart, with an inquisitive mind and playful attitude. Also, she had the same penchant for ignoring orders she didn’t want to obey, much like any other cat.

Even Finna confirmed the same thought of sharing a lot of her animalistic side’s traits. The lapine woman was aggressive when confronted, and quick with both her feet and her mind. She had no hesitation in fighting if needed, but was openly affectionate to those she knew and trusted, which was mostly Arthene, but she was slowly becoming more connected with the others in Koda’s family.

The only woman in Koda’s life that he couldn’t compare to their animal counterparts was Calandra. But the aggressive and bawdy dwarven woman didn’t really have any hidden depths. Her inside matched exactly what she showed on the outside. She was fierce and loving in equal measures, with an analytical mind for addressing problems.

Thera has two more of her ‘wayward daughters’ that she is healing and restoring, Koda thought while he continued to stroke Samira’s hair and ears. And she made it sound like she’s got even more that are still asleep. She was a goddess of the wilderness and the animal kingdom… so that means there may be dozens or even hundreds of primal spirits like Arthene and Finna…

Koda felt a chill run down his spine at that thought. He could only hope that Thera wasn’t planning to cram all of them in his bed.

His mind drifted back to his conversation with Thera. The goddess had gently warned him that there would be times when he’d need to separate from some of his wives. The idea still made him cringe, and the arm that Arthene was holding tightened unconsciously, pulling the big woman closer to him.

But it makes sense, Koda thought, following the logic of Thera’s statement while his instincts growled inside of him. It would be foolish to take the girls with me if they were pregnant. I know that, realistically, they wouldn’t really be impeded in a fight for the first few months. But I wouldn’t be happy with them being at risk. And then once the child was born, they’d need their mother.

Fighting back a growl of irritation, Koda traced the wood grain of the ceiling above him in the dim light of the dawn that made it through the windows.

I wish I could somehow keep the girls from having to deal with it, to resolve all of this and bring Thera back to power so things would be peaceful and safe before I start a family… Koda grumbled internally. But I can’t. This very well might be my life’s work, and the work of several generations. I’m just one person, and no matter how strong I am, I can only move so quickly.

He’d heard enough stories from Samira and the other girls to understand the score. While the world they were on, Eassemund, had originally belonged to the trolls and their god Oluk Bloodtusk, it now belonged to Golieas Goldheart by right of conquest. He had driven off the trolls and apparently laid claim to the world somehow. This meant that Thera would be in direct conflict with the human god for power here.

With that knowledge, and that Thera herself had warned Koda that Golieas—despite being a ‘good’ god—would likely claim her remaining power for himself, he knew that his only option was to find Thera somewhere she could grow safely.

I want her old realm back. The Moonlit Realm was both her cradle and her den before the Crooked chased her out, Koda thought into the misty shadows of the early morning.

The deep, rumbling growl of affirmation that rose out of the depths of his soul shook Koda like his skeleton was vibrating.

In the past, the ghosts of his bloodline had spoken to him—sometimes in words, other times in images. But this time, those same ghosts responded with raw will and instinct.

Approval raced through every fiber of his being, approval and determination. And riding beneath them all, like a torrent of raging water the color of blood, was a deep ocean of indignant fury.

You know, if you would just tell me what you are, then I could help you, Koda shouted into the depths of his mind. The rumbling waters of bloody anger stirred up his own irritation. I could help them better. How long are you going to sleep?!

Those ancient ghosts did not answer him, but the echoes of determination and approval remained. Whatever ties Koda had to his instincts and his ancestry told him it approved of the thought of reclaiming the Moonlit Realm for Thera.

But how would we even go about that? Koda asked himself in disgust, turning his attention away from the sleeping ghosts that somehow lived within him. Thera shackled her power to my bloodline, so the only way she can grow is through my work and that of my descendants.

Koda grimaced at that thought. He would not breed an army just to speed this process up—that wouldn’t be fair to anyone. But if Thera’s power flowed through him, then he at least had a starting point.

She gains something from worship. I remember her saying that much. But most of her power comes through the natural world. Her ability to shift power into and out of the world flows through the bloodline of her Champions and priesthood. Apparently, I carry both, even though I only have the mantle of a Champion.

Turning that over in his mind, Koda couldn’t find any flaws in it. Admittedly, he was operating on assumptions and bits pieced together from conversations with the goddess. Thera, despite having pinned everything on him, was a remarkably understanding goddess who didn’t pressure him too hard.

Thera needs a priest or a priestess. My family is going to be the ones who rebuild her following, but the wild places have power to give her. Each of those sites of power that I have tapped continue to feed her energy, so I need to safeguard those places and find new ones… which means travel, since I’m the only one who can claim them.

Not for the first time, Koda bemoaned Thera’s ancient choice to bind that part of her power to the bloodlines of her priesthood. He didn’t know what she gained from doing it, but at the moment, it definitely felt like Thera lost most in that exchange.

Something else to ask her about the next time she responds. You aren’t listening in right now, are you, Thera? Koda thought, directing the question towards the link he had to his goddess.

But there was no answer.

Shrugging, Koda let it go. He knew Thera wasn’t always watching or listening to him; she had other things to do as a goddess besides spy on him. He’d just have to remember.

“Koda?” a whisper-thin voice asked into the shadows of the room, making him start slightly. He recognized it a moment later as Samira, when the caracal woman shifted against his thigh and rubbed her cheek into him. “Everything okay?”

The blanket draped over her head muffled her words, but Koda could still hear them in the near -silence of the large house.

Opening his mouth to reassure her, Koda paused for a long moment. He didn’t want to lie to Samira, or any of the girls, for that matter. But was this something with which he needed to burden her?

“I’ve got a lot on my mind right now,” Koda said quietly, deciding how much he wanted to talk about.

Trust in your mates, whispered Koda’s instincts. For once, his heart didn’t twinge or protest at the thought of Samira as a mate, and that decided for him.

“Want to talk about it?” Samira asked, speaking up before he could. The sleepiness fell away from her words as she came more awake.

“Yeah… Can you let me up?” Koda answered while stroking one of her fluffy ears and getting a pleased purr out of her.

It took a bit of wiggling about to extract Koda from the pile of women. Samira released him and threaded her way out of the bed without an issue, but it took a bit of tickling to get Arthene to release his arm.

The grabby bear woman stirred with a groan, but settled once more when Koda gently rolled her towards Sienna. The bear woman latched on to the redhead with no protest, dragging the still-slumbering Sienna into her arms like a favorite cuddle pillow. From there, Koda just had to keep from waking Calandra as he escaped, allowing the dwarven woman to continue to doze in her little ball, now settled with Arthene’s legs on one side and Sienna’s on the other.

Once they were both free of the bed, Koda and Samira stretched. Koda couldn’t help but take a moment to appreciate the way the cool dawn light, reflecting off the snow outside, highlighted Samira’s form.

Since Samira had been so tired the previous night, and none of them had wanted to take liberties, the girls had only undressed Samira down to her chest wrap and a pair of linen shorts. Her sleep had pressed those clothes tightly against her body.

Koda only had a pair of the loose pants that passed for men’s underwear here. But he didn’t feel self-conscious either. Koda was in exceptionally fine form given the amount of manual labor he’d undergone over the last several months, and that was including the way the blessings from Thera had trimmed him down, too.

He caught Samira staring at his chest appreciatively and had to hide a smile, as he was also looking over her form and how the night clothes clung to her.

“Do you want to grab a shirt or something?” Koda whispered to Samira as they crept towards the door.

The caracal woman blinked at him, her tail weaving behind her for a long moment before her smile widened and she nodded.

On silent feet, she padded over to the pile of his clothes from last night and snatched up Koda’s shirt. Samira buried her face in the cloth and took a deep whiff before pulling the long-sleeved shirt over her head.

Because of their height difference and this world's clothing styles, the shirt fell to Samira's thighs; a belt would have made it a dress, despite the undone top buttons exposing her cleavage in the chest-wrap.

“That’s not exactly what I meant,” Koda murmured with a laugh as the caracal woman pranced back to him.

“Oh, I’m sorry. I can—” Samira said, her ears wilting before Koda interrupted her.

“I didn’t say I had a problem with it—it just wasn’t what I meant. Come on, let’s head down to the kitchen and get the fire going.” He added the last part when he saw the feline-featured woman dancing from foot to foot on the cool floor.

Like the icy wind and the chill of the snow, Koda could feel the chilly wood of the floor after the long winter night, but it didn’t bother him at all. However, Koda was attentive to the needs of others, and he knew the others in his family were sensitive to the cold. They would appreciate waking up to a warm house.

Samira nodded happily, padding along right behind Koda as he led the way into the hall, being careful to not wake the others when he opened the door.

The door to Finna’s room was closed. When he listened, there were no other noises in the house besides the quiet sound of sleeping breaths and the faint flicking of Samira’s tail as she stood behind him.

Navigating down the stairs to the kitchen was a little louder, but no one stirred.

The hearth in the main room had burnt out, leaving only cold ashes behind, but a bit of stirring in the kitchen hearth revealed a few glowing coals. Koda set to work while Samira collected the kettle and stepped out the back door quickly to collect some snow to melt.

The caracal woman pattered across the floor with chattering teeth a moment later, her slim feet dancing back and forth as the chill air of the outside chased her closer to the fire while Koda piled small sticks and kindling over the embers.

“Brrr!” Samira proclaimed. She sidled up next to Koda, bending forward to set the snow-filled kettle on the stones of the hearth, where it would warm when the fire got started. “The clouds have cleared off entirely, which means the storm is gone, but that also means it got bone-chilling out there.”

Not responding verbally, Koda just reached out with his left arm to wrap around Samira’s chilled legs and pull them into his side. Again, he could feel the cold on her skin, but it didn’t bother him at all.

The caracal woman let out a cute meowing noise at the affectionate touch and leaned further into him while Koda worked.

Having lived doing this every day for several months now, it wasn’t hard for Koda to rebuild the fire and get it crackling away quickly.

Pulling a few larger hunks of the dry firewood from the rack beside the hearth, Koda laid them out to catch as the warmth of the fire leaked in through the floorboards and took the bite off the kitchen’s air.

“Oh, that is much better,” Samira sighed happily, wafting her ‘borrowed’ shirt to catch the warmth rising from the hearth.

The motion made the shirt mold to her body as it waved back and forth. Somehow that was even more distracting than when she’d been romping around in just her breast-band and shorts.

There is just something alluring about a woman wearing a man’s shirt in the morning, Koda thought with a grin as he looked up at Samira. Even if we did nothing last night besides sleep in the same bed.

“So, what was on your mind, Koda?”

Samira’s question broke him out of his thoughts and he let his gaze drift higher than where his shirt hung off of Samira’s breasts to meet her amused green eyes.

“Ah… well, a lot to be honest,” Koda admitted.

“I know, you said that earlier,” Samira teased gently, running the fingers of one hand through Koda’s hair, since he was still kneeling while she stood beside him. “Why don’t we sit at the table and you can tell me? All the stories I carry that address such things say that it is best to voice concerns rather than hoard them.”

Again, Koda felt his instincts surge in approval, as if they agreed with the idea. And he knew, deep down, that it was true. Sharing worries could lessen them, and there might be some tidbit of information that Samira or the other girls had that would help him figure out what to do next.

Koda rose and led Samira over to the small prep table that sat in the kitchen space. A trio of chairs sat around it. He pulled a chair out and settled onto the wooden surface.

Samira didn’t move far from him. Rather than pulling out her own chair, the caracal woman instead turned and settled her firm bottom onto his lap.

She really is like a cat, deciding that now is lap-time, Koda thought wryly before wrapping an arm around Samira’s waist to steady her on her perch.

Samira did not seem keen on letting him sit in silence once she’d gotten comfortable on his lap and her tail wrapped around the biceps of the arm supporting her.

“So, what is bothering our Champion?” Samira asked gently, leaning back enough that she could look him in the eye.

With her sitting on his lap, Samira was now slightly taller than him and was looking down at him. Her tuft-tipped ears wiggled a bit before settling down, their rounded shells pointing towards him attentively. Although they’d just woken up, she was paying full attention to him now.

“I was just thinking about you girls, the future, and what we will need to do to help…” Koda let the last part trail off, and Samira nodded in understanding that he was implying Thera, but not wanting to voice it aloud at the moment.

“A rather weighty topic for so early in the morning,” Samira said gently, draping an arm around Koda’s shoulders and playing with his hair lightly. “What is the most pressing thing? It is easy to get lost worrying over the future and the entire road, forgetting that one must remember to pack before leaving on their trip.”

While she talked, Samira leaned into him more. Koda could feel his body responding to the soft pressure of the lithe woman in his lap, but he couldn’t find a reason to protest her affections. The grassy scent of the plains still clung to Samira’s skin and hair. Combined with her gentle touch, the two helped soothe Koda’s worries.

“They all tie together,” Koda admitted. “And not in a clean and linear way.”

“You have a great task in front of you,” Samira hummed, finger-combing Koda’s long black hair gently. “Great people always have great tasks or heavy duties placed upon them. But what is the first step you can take towards those goals?”

“Preparing,” Koda replied automatically, thinking back to Samira’s earlier statement about packing one’s bag before a trip. “I want to bring her back to full strength, and that is going to require a lot of work and time.”

Samira nodded in understanding, the accent he’d put on ‘her’ enough to convey that he meant Thera again. Samira studied him, the normally flighty woman turning serious for a long moment.

“You aren’t alone in that, Koda. We all want to help however we can,” Samira reminded him gently, wiggling in place again and rubbing her bottom into his crotch once more.

“I know, Samira,” Koda replied with a smile, using the arm around her waist to pull her against him in a hug that made her chirp happily. “You girls are the reason that I fight so hard. I want to protect you all.”

“You say that like the goddess is one of your wives,” Samira teased, and Koda felt a thrill shoot through his body at those words. He stuffed it down as Samira continued, unaware of how her teasing affected Koda. “As if I was one of them too…”

“You said before you wanted that,” Koda asked, tilting his head to meet Samira’s eyes. “Is that still true?”

“Yes,” Samira answered without hesitation, her breath quickening as a faint blush colored her cheeks. “I would chase you, Aegisclaw, even if you were not destined for greatness.” You are strong, but kind. Wrathful, but gentle. Terrifying, but respectful. Those strange dichotomies fascinate me, but it is seeing you with your mates that tells me you are a good man. You honor, respect, and love them, but also do not wrap them in cotton wool and refuse to let them grow.”

Koda felt a blush of his own forming at the praise from the lithe woman in his lap, even as his member hardened under the continued stimulation of her firm, rocking bottom as she swayed in place.

“Moreover, you respect your mates such that you carefully build your family, to avoid allowing any discontent or conflict to form. That shows me you look far to the future, when many would drown themselves in the present,” Samira continued after a moment.

“I won’t risk my happy future for a moment of entertainment, no matter how pleasant that might be,” Koda said firmly, and Samira’s smile grew.

“I know, Koda,” she purred. “You know your instincts, and allow them to guide you. But they do not rule you. You balance instincts and wisdom wonderfully. A mark of a strong leader amongst my people.”

The scent of sun-parched grass was slowly being replaced by the musky scent of a woman as Samira continued to rock in his lap slowly. He could feel the warmth of her body leaching into his, just like he’d felt the cold before as she warmed up. But this was different, too. More welcome.

He’d hesitated before, wondering if it was the right choice to claim the woman in front of him when she’d first asked to join his family. His instincts had warned him it wasn’t the right time.

Now, those same instincts were urging him in the other direction. He’d referred to Samira as his mate in public—admittedly to rankle the old priest, but he had meant it—and in the wake of her teasing, Koda could admit that he thought of her as one of ‘his girls’ already.

So what is holding you back? Koda asked himself. Your mate clearly wants you, and the other girls have given their blessing.

When Samira had asked him about the next step in his goals, his thoughts had gone to the long goal of restoring the goddess. But he realized that his next step was sitting, literally, in his lap. He needed and wanted a big family—it was the motivation that would get him through each stressful day.

“Will you become my mate, Samira Longtooth?” Koda asked, using Samira’s full name, one she rarely used.

Samira’s whole body stiffened against him before she let out a pleased growling sound, turning to bury her face in his neck. Samira didn’t answer verbally. Instead, she purred loudly in his ear, rubbing her face back and forth into Koda’s neck as her grinding became more and more emphatic in his lap.

“I need to hear you say it,” Koda pressed, sliding his free hand under Samira’s borrowed shirt and stroking her taut, muscled stomach.

“Yes…” Samira moaned in Koda’s ear. “Goddess, please, yes! I’ve waited weeks for this, Koda. Take me!”
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After making her request, Samira claimed Koda’s lips in a fierce kiss. The rumbling purrs that emerged from her chest rattled them both as she wriggled about to straddle Koda in the chair, letting her legs fall to either side of him.

Samira was so focused on deepening the kiss that she refused to give up Koda’s lips as she moved. Since he was worried that the caracal woman would slip, Koda did the only thing he could for his newest mate, and that was to guide her into position with both hands on her firm butt.

Settling into place, Samira ground her hips back and forth with pleased little growls while her hands slowly stroked over Koda’s bare chest. They traced over the thin scars from his injuries earned fighting on this world, as well as the coiled muscles that had come along as well.

Koda returned the favor, cupping her muscled butt with both hands and kneading her hips and thighs alternately. But when his hand shifted up to rub her lower back and the base of her tail, Samira’s purrs trailed off into a deep moan.

“Oooh, yes,” Samira groaned, the dexterous rope of her tail stiffening before falling limp along Koda’s forearm.

Finally retreating from their passionate liplock, Samira bit her bottom lip as she watched Koda with sultry eyes. Koda knew she could feel his excitement through the thin layers of cloth that separated them; neither of them wore bulky sleepwear, despite the cold that raged outside.

But now, the heat rising between them was enough that those small pieces of clothing felt constraining and far too hot.

Watching Koda with the eyes of a huntress stalking her prey, Samira slid her hands down Koda’s chest to their waist before allowing her slim digits to travel up her own front as she removed her borrowed shirt, sliding it over her head and tossing it aside. Within seconds, her hands found the brief linen wrap that bound her compact breasts and kept them from his sight.

A couple of brief tugs, and the wrappings fell away, with Samira slinging them onto the floor with a relieved groan as her small breasts finally emerged into Koda’s sight.

Given Samira’s athletic build, she didn’t have overly large breasts. It was hard to compete with someone as endowed as Arthene or Calandra for proportion, but those soft peaks still captivated Koda.

She had smooth skin, kissed by the sun along their upper slopes and showing paler skin on the undersides. Hard peaks of a darker rose capped them with sharp shadows cast in the flickering light of the fireplace, leaving Samira with just under a handful on each side.

“I hope you aren’t dis—” Samira said, a faint, worried blush coloring her cheeks and her purr faltering, but Koda silenced her with a squeeze of her hips.

“I’d never be disappointed in one of my mates’ bodies,” Koda asserted firmly. “Each of you is gorgeous in your own right, and you are no less beautiful than any of them. They are yours, and that makes them gorgeous.”

Samira’s faint blush thickened, but a smile wormed its way onto her lips as her thrumming purr picked up once more. Her eyes grew even more hooded as Koda’s hands slid slowly up her sides and over her ribs, stroking her skin gently, lovingly even, until his rough fingertips stroked the soft undersides of Samira’s breasts.

Moaning gently, Samira leaned forward once more, wriggling her hips against his as they kissed once more while he ran his thumbs over her hard nipples.

Slowly, almost tentatively, their tongues met in the kiss and explored each other. Samira’s tongue was slightly rougher than Koda’s other mates, but not the barbed velcro of a full cat’s—something for which he was quite thankful.

Heat blossomed deep in his chest, a protective fire that reached out to envelop Samira and claim her as his and his alone. Despite being such a domineering emotion, Koda didn’t feel like it diminished Samira. She was his just as he was hers, and when two people belonged to each other, they became a cohesive whole.

That thought sent a thrill down his spine and made his cock flex where it lay pinned underneath Samira’s weight.

“Oooh,” Samira moaned happily into the kiss, pulling back from Koda just enough that she could stare down into his eyes with her own lust-fogged orbs. “How do you want to take me, my mate? What way do you want to claim me?”

“I’m not picky,” Koda rasped back, his own desire making his voice husky and sending a full-body shiver through Samira. “We’ll get to them all in time, so why rush?”

“Mmm, I like that thought,” Samira hummed, bending forward once more.

Koda thought she was going to resume the kiss, but Samira shifted, rubbing her cheek into his while purring up a storm. The languorous nuzzling continued as Samira worked her way along Koda’s jaw until her hot breath washed over his ear.

With her pressing into him like this now, Koda let his hands roam over Samira’s back and down once more, one settling to knead the base of her tail while the other slid underneath her undershorts to knead her firm ass.

A gentle nip with her teeth along his earlobe as he gripped her tail preceded another deep moan of desire.

“I want to taste you, my mate. I’ve seen what you do to the other women, heard what they do to you. It’s impossible to not be aware of it, though you try. I want to do for you what Cal does every morning…”

“I won’t stop you, Samira,” Koda groaned, gripping her tail and tugging gently. This gesture set off another full-body shiver through the caracal woman and she sank her teeth into his shoulder as she rode out the sensation.

Koda growled at the sharp feeling of her teeth in his skin, but Samira didn’t break through or make him bleed. Instead, she clung to him with everything she had in that moment, teeth included.

Personal note, do not do that while she’s got your dick in her mouth, Koda thought through the haze of pleasurable pain.

Samira came back down from her miniature orgasm quickly, releasing her bite on his shoulder and soothing the spot with several heated licks before she kissed her way down his body.

As Samira worked her way downwards, Koda’s hands were pulled away from their spots on her rear and tail. She settled on her heels in front of him, legs spread wide and her chest arched to show off those compact breasts. He let his hands settle into her hair and began rubbing the bases of her large, tuft-tipped feline ears where they poked up out of her sandy blonde hair.

“Mmmm,” Samira moaned, rubbing her face into Koda’s underwear-clad crotch. “Yes, my mate. Rub them gently while I please you?”

“Of course,” Koda replied with a laugh, lifting his hips to allow Samira to tug his underclothes down and off his feet before he settled onto the chair once more, naked, his cock rising like a pillar in front of Samira.

The caracal woman moaned again at the sight, her hot breath rolling over Koda’s manhood and making it twitch. Samira wasted no time in leaning forward, laying delicate kisses and little licks along the underside of his shaft as she explored it, one hand gripping his base to keep it steady.

Now it was Koda’s turn to moan in pleasure as the athletic woman bathed his cock in attention. Samira took her time, working from where her fingers encircled the base all the way to the tip with delicate affection.

While Calandra or Arthene would have simply devoured him in an orgy of saliva and lewd noises, Samira seemed more intent on following in Sienna’s footsteps with slow and gentle stimulation.

As soon as she had enough lubrication, the hand around his base pumped slowly, covering only the bottom half of his shaft while Samira let her lips seal around his head. Suckling gently, she swirled her tongue all over the tip of his shaft. The entire time she did this, her purrs never slowed, and the vibrations added a whole new layer to the stimulation.

Not wanting to be left behind, and needing any distraction he could find right now to not immediately blow his load in his newest mate’s mouth, Koda tangled his fingers in Samira’s hair.

He’d learned from his other mates that they enjoyed having their scalp stimulated, even Calandra, who didn’t have beastfolk blood in their veins. So Koda ran his fingertips through Samira’s hair, stroking and scritching her scalp alternately with rubbing the base of her ears.

Slowly, Samira bobbed her head unconsciously, alternating between wanting more headpats and to taste more of him. From the continued happy thrum of her purring, Koda guessed she was enjoying the taste of him.

Tracing the edges of Samira’s large feline ears with one hand, Koda gently teased the tassels of fur that topped them.

Her ears are so distinctive, Koda thought with a smile. Every other cat beastfolk I’ve seen has just regular feline ears, maybe a bit on the fluffier side. But I’ll never lose Samira in a crowd with these floofy tips.

Another sound broke Koda out of his thoughts, barely audible over the thrum of his lover’s purrs and the slow, slurping sound of her lips moving over his cock. It didn’t take much looking to locate the source; he only had to find where Samira’s other hand had gone.

Somehow, in the maelstrom of sensations brought by her lips and attention, Koda had missed when Samira had peeled off her own underthings.

Sitting on her heels, knees spread with her body on full display, Samira’s other hand was occupied between her thighs, alternating between cupping and stroking her womanhood and flicking back and forth over her clitoris.The quiet squishing sounds of Samira fingering herself mixed with the steady dripping of her juices onto the wooden floor.

“Hmm, Samira?” Koda asked as the caracal woman continued her diligent bobbing. He could feel a climax rising in his gut already, since his body was so used to Calandra’s early morning affections.

Samira hummed questioningly, her lust-fogged eyes opening into slits as she stared up the length of his body to his face, but she didn’t relent in her bobbing now.

“You are doing good, and I’m going to cum soon,” Koda explained in a shaky voice. Before he could continue, Samira’s purrs ratcheted up a notch and her head bobbed even further forward.

Throwing his head back with a groan, Koda felt the head of his cock bounce against the back of Samira’s throat before pushing past and into that gripping heat. A heat that got even tighter as his feline lover gagged on his shaft.

Pulling back quickly, he popped out of her mouth entirely while Samira gagged a second time and gasped for breath.

“Easy now,” Koda reassured her, rubbing the base of one ear firmly as he blinked to clear some of the lust-fog from his own mind. “Don’t hurt yourself.”

“But I want to swallow all of you!” Samira protested with a petulant whine, nuzzling into the side of his shaft. “I’ll have to ask Arthene to teach me…”

“Cal would be the better bet,” Koda said with a laugh. “She’s made it her mission to master that kind of affection.”

Samira shot him a sloppy smile and pressed a kiss to the side of his cock once more, the hand pumping his base not slowing in the slightest.

“Then I shall ask my new sister-wife Calandra for tips on how to take all of you,” Samira purred before straightening and opening her mouth wide to take him in once more.

“Wait,” Koda said, stopping her. “I’m getting pretty close, and⁠—”

“You’d like to put your first load inside your mate’s hot, wet pussy?” Samira asked, cutting him off with wickedly twinkling eyes.

“Not quite the way I would have put it, but accurate,” Koda said diplomatically, smiling down at the woman who looked like she could keep happily sucking his cock for hours. “But I want to make you happy too, Samira. This is a partnership, and we are a team.”

“And I look forward to being on this team,” Samira purred, planting a kiss on the tip of his shaft before continuing. “Especially when I get to team up against you with your other mates.”

“Soon enough,” Koda promised with a growl that made Samira shiver.

The caracal woman only hesitated a bare second more before straightening up and standing in front of him with a lusty smile.

Starting at her hips, Samira ran her own hands up her body until she cupped her tits, squeezing them gently before allowing her digits to dance back down her body, spreading the soaked lips of her womanhood with two fingers.

“Fine then, my mate. How do you want to take me? I won’t make you chase me. I don’t have the patience to wait for that right now,” Samira purred, her furred tail flicking back and forth behind her devilishly as she stared down at the still-seated Koda.

He didn’t respond verbally; instead, he surged to his feet with a speed that startled Samira. She only had time to squeak in surprise as his big hands settled over her hips and lifted her into the air before Koda plopped her down on the edge of the prep table. He crowded close, nudging between her soft thighs as he pressed her down to lay back across the table.

“Mmm, Sienna might be upset if she finds you claimed me right on the cooking table like this, my mate,” Samira purred, her legs spreading open to cradle Koda’s hips. He felt the gentle squeeze of her tail as it curled around his right thigh as well, clearly intent on holding him in place despite her protests.

“Then I’ll just have to take her over the table as well, so she doesn’t feel left out,” Koda countered with a grin. “We can wash it later if you are that worried.”

“Not worried, just amused thinking of the next meal prepared here tasting of my body,” Samira said, the sentence trailing off in a groan as Koda ground the underside of his cock into Samira’s slit.

“Oh, I intend to eat you as a meal often, but for now I want to make you mine,” Koda growled, the words a deep rumble in his chest that made Samira’s nipples harden even further as she used the legs wrapped around his waist to pull him against her.

But Koda would not be moved. He took the time to study Samira’s tight body as it writhed on the scrubbed wooden table in front of him. Slim of build, with whipcord muscle that was far stronger than it looked. The soft teardrops of her breasts trembling with each breath as the hardened peak to those pale mounds danced in counterpoint. Tight hips with a muscled butt just peeking out between her legs, while a thin tuft of sandy blond hair decorated her womanhood’s blushing petals that were soaked with her desire.

“Then take me, my mate. Don’t tease—oooh!” Samira insisted, cutting off into a loud moan as Koda adjusted and let the head of his cock sink into her.

She was tight and searingly hot against his skin. To Koda, it felt like a molten, silken glove had closed around his shaft, stimulating every inch of skin that passed beyond Samira’s soaked lower lips. He didn’t need the extra lubrication to enter her tight body, but Koda made sure he kept his pace slow to allow Samira time to adjust.

Just like with his other mates, Koda did not feel any sign of a hymen. He didn’t know if that meant she’d taken other lovers, broken it through exercise, or just didn’t have one. He’d never asked, just glad that his lovers hadn’t had to suffer that pain while they coupled. He still took his time with each, though, just to be safe.

Samira, it seemed, had other ideas.

“Mmmmoore!” Samira keened, her body trembling as he sank into her fully. “Don’t hold back, Koda. I’m yours now!” She punctuated the statement with little kicks of her heels into his ass, like she was spurring on a horse.

Koda did not relent. Instead, leaning forward to capture one of those dancing nipples between his lips, he continued to pump his hips back and forth. He would remove an inch and then sink an inch and a half back in as he worked his way fully into his lover.

Squealing at the stimulation, Samira’s arms came up to wrap around Koda’s shoulders and pull him into the breast as he lathered kisses and licks over the sensitive nub. Her tail squeezed his thigh like an excited snake as she ground into him.

Koda finally bottomed out inside Samira, their hips meeting with a soft clap of flesh and a squish of Samira’s juices escaping, her loud moan of pleasure nearly drowning that out.

Gripping him by his long, black hair, Samira dragged Koda away from her breasts to look her in the eye with a fierce grin.

“You have me now, Aegisclaw. Now I want my mate to fuck me like he owns me!” Samira growled before hauling him in for a kiss.

Koda wanted to reply with a smartass quip, but his lips were occupied doing something far more important right now. Instead, he answered with actions.

Leaning forward, he pinned his lover in place with his upper body and set his elbow into the table above Samira’s arms for extra leverage. Once he knew she wouldn’t slide away from him—a distinct possibility given the puddle he could feel forming under his feet—Koda drove himself in and out of Samira’s soaked sex.

He’d taken it slow until she was adjusted to him, and the first handful of thrusts were the same slow but steady pace that took him from base to tip and then back in once more. But Koda picked up speed rapidly and Samira’s contented moans rapidly ramped up to happy squeals of pleasure as she thrashed beneath him.

Despite having enhanced strength as well, Samira was powerless to force Koda off of her. Not that she was seriously trying. But the caracal woman spasmed and twitched, using her legs to yank Koda into her harder and faster, and the sturdy table beneath the both of them groaned as it scooted slowly across the kitchen floor in time with Koda’s thrusts.

Doing his best to muffle Samira’s exultant moans and squeals with his mouth, Koda gave his newest mate exactly what she’d wanted.

He fucked her like he owned her, like he intended to break the table underneath her. And Samira was loving every second of it.

Koda felt it when the first orgasm hit her, as the gush of her love juices splashing against his waist and thighs was hard to miss. The scent of their coupling was already thick in the air, even beating back the smell of the burning wood from the hearth as their sweaty bodies writhed against each other.

Koda was glad that Samira was quick to climax, since he’d already been fairly close from her earlier oral attentions. It wasn’t as if he was a ‘one-and-done’ kind of guy, something that he’d learned from his other mates, but Koda considered it a matter of pride that he ensured his mates came at least as often as he did, if not more.

I would like to start this off right, Koda thought as he savored the clenching heat of his lover as she rode down the far side of her climax. Make her cum a few times for my one. Wait…

Koda’s thoughts trailed off for a second as he remembered something and grinned fiercely into the kiss.

Leaning back, Koda shifted his arms around and scooped Samira bodily off the table. The still-climaxing caracal woman could only squeak weakly in surprise at the sudden change, then moan loudly as Koda leaned back and stood upright with her still impaled on his shaft.

The change in angle made Samira sink down even further on his cock, aided by gravity and her own bodyweight. But before she could say anything or ask what he was doing, Koda had turned and pinned her to the wall by the door using his upper body.

“Mine,” Koda growled aloud, his voice rumbling with love, lust, and protective pride. Samira clung to him with all four limbs and moaned sharply as Koda resumed the jackhammer fucking of his newest mate in midair.

Samira’s moans abruptly trailed off in a high-pitched shriek as Koda’s grip shifted from cupping her bottom to firmly gripping the base of her tail and tugging it gently.

Just like before, the unique sensation set off a chain reaction in the caracal woman. It, combined with the pounding sensation of Koda pinning her to the wall and ravaging her sweet honeypot with his cock, hit the brakes on her waning orgasm before reversing up and over the peak to make Samira’s nerve sing again with a climax.

Koda had the presence of mind to use the hand not currently tugging rhythmically at the base of Samira’s tail to pull her head into his shoulder once more. Just like before, Samira clung to him with everything she had, sinking her teeth into his shoulder and muffling her screams of pleasure in him then.

The pleasurable pain of her bite—and the idea that she was coming so hard that she had to hold onto him with everything she had to not shake herself apart—worked with the spasming of Samira’s tight body to shove Koda over the edge as well.

Growling himself, Koda bit firmly into Samira’s shoulder too, making the cat beastfolk tremble and squeeze him just a bit tighter. Then he came, pumping rope after rope of blazing hot seed into Samira’s tight body. Each pulse felt like a bolt of electricity racing down Koda’s spine to his balls and emerging from his body, sending a resulting jolt through Samira, making her clench down on him and send another.

He wasn’t sure how long this cycle continued, but slowly his awareness returned even as his body continued to twitch and seed his lover, giving all that it could. It was the soft, loving licks to his tooth-bruised shoulder that brought him fully back, and Koda released his bite-grip on Samira as well to return the favor.

Cradling the caracal woman against him with both arms, his cock still hard as an iron rod inside of her, Koda carefully stepped back from the wall. Samira trembled in his embrace, her muscles still firing randomly. He was certain she wouldn’t have been able to support herself yet.

I’m not done with her yet, Koda thought with a grin as he squeezed his newest lover to himself and made her moan gently.

So instead, he settled back into his chair once more, the motion making Samira bounce in his lap and squeal quietly in his ear.

“Is it always like that?” Samira panted, her tone hopeful as she clung to him and trembled happily in his arms.

“Generally,” Sienna replied dryly and Koda craned his neck to find his other mates standing in various states of undress and watching with grins. Even Finna was peeking around Arthene, her large lapin ears wiggling curiously. It was obvious the noise had awoken the rest of the house. “Why don’t you two continue this in the bathing room? Samira, I’ll take care of cleaning up for you this time, but you are on your own next time. Got it?”

“Sure thing, Sienna,” Samira replied with a tired grin, entirely uncaring of the fact she was naked and leaking Koda’s seed on the kitchen floor. “I’ll return the favor, I promise.”

“Oh, I’m sure you will,” Sienna said with a laugh. “Congratulations on joining the family officially, Samira. We’ll talk about how we sort out whose turn it is later.”

Samira gave the wolf beastfolk a sloppy salute, her whole body trembling in another miniature climax as Koda got back to his feet, sending another spatter of feminine juices to the floor.

A sharp slap to Koda’s ass got him moving to the bathing room, each step getting another grunt or groan from the still-pleasurably-impaled woman in his arms.

“Stop making the mess worse, you two!” Sienna ordered with another laugh that only got worse when Koda shot her a cheeky wink over his shoulder.
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Sitting in the smooth stone tub, Koda let out a contented sigh that was echoed by the smaller woman sitting in his lap and leaning into his chest.

Smiling, Koda looked down at the soaked, sandy blonde mass of hair and the two pointed ears that were even now wiggling as they tracked sounds, the tasseled tips tickling his neck occasionally.

“Happy?” Koda asked gently, squeezing Samira to his chest using the arm that was wrapped around her shoulders. The gesture elicited a cute little grunt of surprise and a splash as she shifted to peer up at him. Her own lips ticked up in a smile.

“Of course I am happy, my mate,” Samira purred, leaning in to rub her face firmly into his neck. “Why wouldn’t I be? You show both my new sister-mates and me plenty of affection and abundant respect. I have felt nothing but welcomed into your home, even considering how they found us a moment ago.”

“That’s probably because they can’t get upset, since they’d have done the same thing if they could have. That, and the girls know I don’t hold one of you over the others.”

“With any other man, I would hesitate to believe that statement,” Samira murmured into Koda’s throat as she shifted and got comfortable on his lap again. “But you live it every day, don’t you?”

“I have to,” Koda answered, scooping up some of the warm water and pouring it down Samira’s back.

The sensation of the water running over her skin made the lithe woman shiver. Her tail, soaked to a thin rope by the water, wrapped around Koda’s wrist like a possessive snake.

“Why do you ‘have to?’ That doesn’t sound good,” Samira asked, wiggling to make herself a little more comfortable on his lap.

“My family wasn’t very supportive or loving,” Koda explained in a neutral tone. He didn’t like talking about it, but he’d promised himself before that he wouldn’t hide anything from his girls. “All too often, they forgot about me or ignored me unless they wanted to use me to hurt each other. So I refuse to do anything that would hurt any of you like that, by ignoring you or holding any of you higher than the others.”

“But Sienna is your first mate; she should have more affection and love than the rest of us,” Samira pressed, leaning back to look up at Koda with curious eyes. “It doesn’t diminish your feelings for any of us to favor Sienna, since she came first.”

“But that doesn’t make sense,” Koda denied with a shake of his head. “By being more affectionate to her, it imbalances things. If you girls want to thank her for being willing to share, that’s fine.”

“I suppose it would make more sense to say that I don’t think we would begrudge you if you did, Koda,” Samira said gently, shifting to nuzzle into his neck once more. “Precisely because you try so hard to balance things out. This isn’t a competition or a game, it’s life. And in life, sometimes we make mistakes. We aren’t going to suddenly abandon you if you make a mistake.”

A tightness in Koda’s chest relaxed at her words and he nodded gently, snuggling his newest mate to his chest while he let the heat of the water soak into him.

While the two sat in silence, the muffled conversations from the rest of the house made their way through the wall. Koda couldn’t hear exactly what was being said, but he could discern the tones of the words being spoken.

Sienna said something, and then Arthene’s deeper rumble responded before a chorus of laughter followed. The rattle of the pans and pots came next, and then a question from Finna, which brought about more laughter.

“Your home is full of joy,” Samira said, as if she could understand what was going through Koda’s mind at that very moment. “Your mates are happy, and they love you and each other.”

The caracal woman traced Koda’s chest lightly with her fingers, going back over the faint scar lines that remained on his skin. The touch was gentle, making him shiver pleasantly.

A loving family, Koda thought with a broad smile, remembering Thera’s promise to him once more. It had been on his mind almost constantly over the last few months, and he couldn’t say that he had any reservations remaining about it.

But as he remembered that, his mind turned over several other things that the goddess had said to him in the past, about himself, his bloodline, and his mates. One line stood out in Koda’s mind:

“If you are to stand at my Champion’s side as a proper mate should, then you will need to have powers of your own beyond your skill with a weapon.”

Thera had given first Sienna and then Calandra access to elemental magics, and that had been a major change in power potential for both of the women, allowing them to keep up with the raw power of Arthene.

And that happened right after our first time being intimate, Koda thought, shifting one hand to the top of Samira’s head to rub the base of one long feline ear, triggering another bout of purrs. Does the same apply to Samira?

Koda didn’t direct the thought towards Thera, figuring the goddess would speak to him when she was ready. Or she would just pop up out of the shadows again to talk to them in person, as Thera had done that a few times already.

Moving carefully to not disturb his lap’s current occupant, Koda glanced over his shoulder to check the shadows of the bathing room, just in case Thera was already lurking about.

Knowing my luck, I’ll turn back and she’ll pick that point to pop up, Koda thought with a roll of his eyes. For a goddess, she is unpredictable at the best of times. Then again, isn’t that a common trait for a goddess? To be strange and unpredictable?
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Thera did not interrupt their bath; instead, that was Finna’s job a few minutes later. A rap on the door was the only warning before the incarnate spirit opened it and poked her head in.

“Sienna sent me to get you two. Breakfast is ready, and she said we should eat. It looks like the storm is clearing up too, so hopefully that priest will piss off soon.”

“Good,” Samira said, unfolding herself from Koda’s lap and standing up in the tub to stretch, entirely uncaring of her nudity.

Not that she has any need or reason to hide herself, Koda thought with a wry smile as he mirrored the caracal woman’s actions by standing up.

Stepping out of the tub and onto the stone floor of the room, Koda offered Samira a hand. She accepted the assistance with a grateful smile, wincing as she lifted her leg to step out of the tub.

Koda didn’t comment, he just steadied Samira as she regained her balance.

“Let Sienna know we are on our way. We just need to dry off and then run upstairs to get clothes.” Finna nodded in understanding to Koda’s request, her eyes twinkling in amusement as she studied the two of them for a long moment before withdrawing.

“I wonder how long she gives it before she’s chasing you as well?” Samira asked with a small smile, swiping the water from her body and onto the stone floor with quick motions that sent her womanly figure jiggling in distracting ways.

In order to not let himself get drawn in too much by such distractions, Koda collected one of the rough towels from the shelf by the door and turned to help Samira dry off. Gathering her tail up in the material, Koda began to dry the fuzzy appendage.

“I don’t think she’ll wait too long,” he answered after a moment of thought. “Considering that she is Arthene’s sister. My lovely bear mate basically rolled in the same day Sienna and I made our promises to each other and declared she was going to join us, too.”

“I think Finna is a bit more subtle than Arthene,” Samira said with a giggle, collecting a towel of her own to dry her hair, happily humming as Koda worked on her tail.

“Just a bit,” Koda agreed with a grin.

The two worked together to dry off and throw on their night clothes to make a quick run upstairs to throw on some actual clothes.

By the time they returned to the kitchen, a breakfast of steaming sausages, oatmeal with butter, and dried berries was already on the table. Arthene sat at the table, poking listlessly at a bowl of oatmeal studded with a big handful of the dark berries.

“Welcome back, you two,” Sienna said with a smile, gesturing to the table while she used a cloth to protect her hand and lift a steaming kettle off the fire. “Have a seat and dig in.”

“Where are Cal and Finna?” Koda asked, holding out the chair for Samira to sit.

“Went out to check on the weather. Finna said she could feel the storm shift last night, and Calandra wanted to see if her wind magic would help budge the storm up if it wasn’t already clearing out. They just stepped out a minute ago after I sent Finna to fetch you and should be back soon,” Sienna explained, pouring the steaming water into several clay mugs with a soft smile.

Koda nodded, not sitting immediately. Instead, he crossed around the table to where the still-sleepy Arthene sat.

As soon as he approached the much-larger bear spirit, Arthene turned a pouty look up at him. A pouty look that immediately transformed into a smile when Koda cupped her cheeks with both hands and pulled Arthene into a deep kiss.

“Morning, my dear mate,” Koda murmured when their lips parted. “I’ll let you decide if it's a ‘good’ morning once you wake up more.”

“Oh, I can tell it’s a good morning already. You added another mate to our bed,” Arthene replied with a lusty hook to her grin, leaning up to rub the tip of her nose against Koda’s. “Now give Sienna a good morning kiss, too.”

“Yes, dear,” Koda chuckled and threaded around Arthene, easily dodging the lazy smack she tried to land on his ass as he went by.

“I’m not a deer and you know it!” Arthene grumbled playfully before returning to her food.

“No one who has seen you eat would think you were as delicate as that, Arthene,” Sienna chuckled, setting the kettle aside just in time for Koda to sweep her up into his arms.

Sienna’s chuckle turned into a full-on giggle as Koda spun her in the air before dipping her for a kiss. Sienna's long, red-and-black brindled tail whipped back and forth happily, adding a shush-shush-shush noise to the crackle of the fire and the quiet clink of dishes.

The kiss that Koda laid on his first mate was a good deal longer and deeper than the one he’d given Arthene, leaving Sienna blushing fiercely when he finally pulled back and set the wolfish huntress back on her feet.

“What was that for?” Sienna asked, brushing at her pants like she was trying to knock off non-existent dirt off her already-clean clothes.

“Just wanted to thank you for being so wonderful and ensuring we had a hot breakfast,” Koda said lightly, slipping around to his normal seat at the head of the table.

He’d barely had time to throw a spoonful of oatmeal into his bowl when the front door gave a loud clunk, admitting a set of loud footsteps and two talking voices.

“Definitely moving off. Gonna be too cold to melt the snow anytime soon, but if they are going to make a run to get out of the mountains, I’d expect it to be soon,” Calandra said firmly, followed by a clattering of stomping in the entryway. “Did our man haul his ass out of the bath yet? My tits are about to freeze off and I need to warm up!”

“Bath is yours if you want it,” Koda called back.

A moment later, Finna and Calandra emerged from the entryway. Quickly, the stout woman removed her bison-hide cloak and hung it by the door.

Finna hadn’t bothered, but the long-legged lapine spirit was as resistant to the cold as Arthene and Koda were. She only took a moment to remove her boots—something she did completely silently compared to the clattering noises Calandra made—before bouncing on soundless feet to the kitchen once more.

“Koda, do you think there is a way to drop some subtle hints to the outsiders that they should get moving? The last thing I’d want is for them to be stuck here all winter, or even a day longer than they had to,” Finna asked, poking Arthene’s left bear ear as she went by.

Arthene growled and swatted at her spirit-sister, turning to her left to pursue her tormentor. Finna continued around Arthene, darting in on the bear woman’s right side to steal several of the berries from her bowl before continuing around to where Sienna had the tea kettle.

“Get your own!” Arthene growled as she realized she’d been had, hunching her shoulders and wrapping her arms protectively around her breakfast.

“I did—it just happened to be spending a bit of time in your bowl is all,” Finna said with a bright grin before popping her pilfered berries into her mouth.

“No idea,” Koda answered, eating his breakfast as well, having opted to slice up sausages into his bowl and make his breakfast savory rather than sweet with the berries. “But if anyone could, it’d be Kris. I’ll go have a chat with the headwoman when we are done. I’m sure she’s as excited to get the outsiders on their way as quickly as possible.”

“Yes,” Calandra said as she strode up to the table at Koda’s side. “She’s been passing word around to get things ready for that ceremony you talked about the other day. I ran into a few of my martial students while we were out and they mentioned they were on their way to move some supplies around. Which makes sense, since a bonfire event like that is going to need plenty of wood.”

“As long as it doesn’t cut into the supplies people need for the winter!” Koda’s voice scaled up suddenly at the end of his sentence when Calandra took the opportunity presented by his distracted state of mind to flip up Koda’s shirt and press her icy hands to his chest.

While Koda was mostly immune to the sensation of cold weather, that didn’t make him immune to the surprise of icy fingers rubbing against his ribs and diving into his armpits.

“Stop struggling and be a good husband and warm me up!” Calandra laughed, not giving up her quest to warm her icy hands, despite Koda’s flailing.

In truth, the flailing was half-hearted at best, since Koda didn’t want to hurt his shortest mate. Between his gift of strength from Thera and the troll-slayer blessing, he had to be careful with everything he did. So it was more of a struggle to escape than actually forcing Calandra to stop.

Koda hit on an idea when he saw Sienna hiding a laugh behind her hand and remembered his earlier greetings to two of his four mates.

Better make it a full set, and maybe it will distract her, Koda thought grimly and shifted from trying to wriggle away to throwing an arm around Calandra’s shoulders to drag her into a tight hug.

The sudden reverse of direction made Calandra yelp in surprise. The sudden movement hauled her halfway into his lap, and, before she could even protest, Koda kissed her.

Knowing her priorities very well, Calandra immediately latched on to Koda and deepened the kiss happily.

“Well, I suppose that works,” chuckled Finna as she settled down onto a chair on the other side of the table. “Can’t fault the idea either, or that it works.”

“You are mine later,” Calandra growled, her voice thick with desire once the kiss ended. “You didn’t let me get my normal breakfast in since you snuck off…”

“Anything for my mates,” Koda promised with a grin of his own. “Now, go warm up in the bath. I’m sure there is going to be plenty more we can get done in town. Maybe I can help Kris hurry on our unwanted guests.”

Calandra stole another kiss, this one far quicker and more chase, before dropping to the ground and trotting into the bathroom, already stripping off her clothes as she went.

“I’d say that I’m envious, but I’d rather just look forward to the future,” Finna drawled, her long lapine ears wiggling in amusement as she cupped her steaming mug of tea.

“Definitely something to look forward to,” Arthene muttered, elbowing the other primal spirit and trading a meaningful look and a wink.

What is my life? Koda thought with a shake of his head and a small smile. Four wives, one of which I just consummated things with today, and a fifth woman is already champing at the bit to get in line. And all five are getting along? If it wasn’t for the fact I had a goddess pushing this all along and meddling, I’d think I was living a fairytale. Or some kind of erotic novel, at the very least.
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Just as had been predicted, the clouds continued to clear and the blue sky peeked through. Within a day, the caravan of merchants chanced the run to get out of the mountains and avoid being snowed in for an extended period.

The storm had been a mixed blessing. While it had trapped the merchants and the priest in Silverstone, it had also worked to keep them actually in the town, rather than wandering the nearby countryside where they might find something important.

Koda learned later from Banno that the merchants were both happy to be moving on and disappointed because the village was in such good condition. They’d apparently been expecting a far more damaged town, one willing to pay out the nose for supplies to survive the winter.

The priest kept close to the fire in the tavern, with his guards keeping watch over him as well. The serving staff of the bar learned quickly to speak to the guards and not the old man, as he was needlessly aggressive to any non-humans in the building.

So when the caravan started assembling out in the square in front of Banno’s tavern, the villagers actually turned out to help them get the wagons prepared.

Koda kept his distance while keeping watch over the strangers, but it was easy enough to tell from casual observation that the townsfolk just wanted them gone.

No sooner had the old priest been loaded into his enclosed carriage and the caravan was underway than the entire village of Silverstone breathed a sigh of relief.

Kris, the headwoman, directed the immediate implementation of plans that had been put on hold days earlier, and oversaw the distribution of supplies. All the while, the hunters of Silverstone kept a watch on the road to ensure that the caravan didn’t decide to turn back.

By the time the caravan of outsiders had reached the edge of the valley and begun the descent out onto the plains, the villagers had already laid the bonfire in the open section of hillside outside the mine, in the area that Koda and his wives had cleared out earlier.

Many of the villagers saw this as forethought from Koda, and he didn’t bother to correct them on it. He’d expressed his concerns about holding the ceremony in the village center, and whether the embers from the bonfire might get into the roofs despite the soaking of the snow that still lingered.

Koda helped haul logs and firewood to construct the bonfire and feed it through the day and into the night. Arthene and Finna both vanished into the forest to return with prizes for the cooks to prepare, with Finna finding a rather large boar and Arthene returning with an elk.

That, despite the beastfolk sharing the traits of the animals they hunted, they ate them with relish was something that had bothered Koda at first. However, he reconciled it with the fact that it was better not to waste things, and people lived close enough to the bone in this world that they didn’t have the luxury of being picky.

Within four hours of the outsiders’ departure, the great bonfire was ready and, amusingly enough, was blocked from view by the mounded snow that Koda and his family had piled up around the edges of the flat space before the mine.

While Koda worked and the two primal spirits hunted, Sienna used her earth magic to form small stone bowls out of the waste rock that had been pulled from the mine and left piled on the mountainside.

“What are these for again?” Calandra asked her as she carried an armload of the bowls over to set within the entrance of the mine and out of the way.

“They’ll be for after the fire burns down,” Sienna explained as she nimbly molded the granite like it was clay, her breath rising in great foggy clouds around her head. “Each family will take an ember from the fire to their homes where they will use it to relight their hearths. It’s meant to carry the blessings of the ritual to each member of the village.”

“We use leather pouches lined with sand for something similar,” Samira added as the caracal woman bounded back to collect more of the bowls from Samira’s assembly-line. “It was easy and practical enough that the hunters would often use something like that to carry fire from camp to camp on the plains.”

“We’d use wooden bowls, or just scoop some embers up onto a piece of punky wood,” Sienna explained. “But I wanted to add to the ceremony now that we have Koda here. Bowls made of stone from the mine—specifically the mine where we hid the Pack Lady’s last totem—would carry more of her blessing along, right?”

“And that they are being made by the mate of her champion,” Kris interjected as the elderly cat beastfolk ambled past, directing several sturdy young men carrying cauldrons towards the mountainside. “Set those there, lads. As close in as you can get, then scrape the snow down to bare rock underneath.”

“Yes, Headwoman,” the four young men chorused, clearly excited despite the work being demanded of them.

“That too,” Sienna said with a small laugh, her hands flying through the motions as she formed and smoothed each small bowl.

Each of the bowls she finished was done with increased speed and precision. They were small, barely the size of a single cupped palm, and an inch thick. Smoothed by Sienna’s earth magic, they were solid and sturdy, each one slightly different from the others, making it a unique piece.

“Where’s Koda?” Kris asked, glancing around curiously. “I haven’t seen our dear Champion since he finished stacking the wood for the bonfire.”

The older woman’s lips curled into a lascivious smile that she directed at the trio in front of her. Sienna just shrugged with a wide smile, while Calandra sniggered and Samira blushed, but none of the three responded.

“Well, if it wasn’t for the fact you three were all here, I’d assumed he’d towed one of you off into the woods…” Kris hinted playfully. “Given that he stripped to the waist earlier and was distracting all the young women in the village.”

“No, Headwoman. Koda knows how much this ceremony means to us. He wouldn’t risk things not being ready, as the merchants have already delayed us.”

Kris huffed in annoyance, turning to glare out over the small valley that the village existed in towards the distant pass.

“I’m still annoyed… the last of the fall caravans already came and left. They would have let the people in Amberpost know we were doing fine. And those idiots still showed up here, on the eve of the worst snowstorm, acting like they were bringing supplies to refugees…”

“Greed knows no bounds,” Calandra said with a shrug as she stepped past the other woman. “Even though it really should know at least one, which is common sense.”

“You know that, despite its name, it’s not that common,” snickered Samira as she came up behind the dwarven woman. “Or else both of our peoples would be treated far better.”

Calandra didn’t argue, instead just nodding in agreement with the sentiment before hooking her thumb back towards the mine entrance.

“Koda’s in there, Headwoman. He went in after he finished, saying he wanted to prepare something for when it was time to light the bonfire.”

“Well, someone should get him. We are about to get started. Every fire in the village is being snuffed out as we speak. The Pack’s Hearth will be lit and it will kindle all other fires going forward,” Kris said formally.

“I’m about done with the ceremonial bowls,” Sienna said calmly, setting another of the bowls on the flat rock next to her. “I can go fetch him in a moment.”

“That would be good, dear,” Kris said as more of the villagers appeared, carrying food, drink, or tables that would normally have been laid out in the square for celebrations. “I think that will be enough. Thank you for doing this.”

“The power was a gift from Thera herself when I became one of Koda’s mates,” Sienna said with a shrug. “It only felt right.”

“When you… Oh!” Samira asked questioningly before cutting herself off and blushing faintly when Calandra nudged her gently.

“You’ll find out soon, I’m sure,” Calandra murmured to the caracal woman with a friendly grin. “Took me a bit before I learned as well, but I’m sure she’ll bless you too.”

“Okay,” Samira said quietly, her tail wiggling back and forth behind her, showing her barely restrained excitement. “I didn’t know before⁠—”

“We never questioned that,” Sienna said, standing from the side of the much-diminished gravel pile where she’d been scooping out handfuls of the icy stone to make the bowls. “We know you came to our family because you wanted to be part of it, not because you wanted power.”

Sienna rubbed her chilly hands together, blowing furiously into them to warm her cold skin as she spoke.

Stepping up next to the wolf beastfolk, Samira rubbed her hands together rapidly for several seconds while the others watched in confusion at her actions. After about ten seconds of furious rubbing, Samira reached out and cupped Sienna’s hands with both of hers, making the other woman sigh in contentment, as Samira’s palms were hot from the friction.

“Thank you, Samira. Now, let's go see if we can rustle up our mate and find out what’s keeping him,” Sienna said after she finished warming her hands.
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Koda emerged from the mine entrance with his mates—both current and hopeful—in tow.

Arthene and Finna had turned up with their kills in time to hand them off to Hannah and a few others before joining the group in the mine.

After Kris explained the ceremony, Koda thought it sounded fairly straightforward. They would light the bonfire, make offerings in the flame of things to represent their hopes for the future and their survival through winter, and then party, before each family carried home a piece of the fire to light their hearths with. However, just like Sienna with the stone bowls, he’d wanted to do something special to honor his first winter here with the Ivory Spear tribe and everything that had occurred so far.

When he stepped out of the cave and into the icy winter air, Koda was stripped to the waist, leaving his chest bare except for his original totemic gauntlet over his right hand.

The steady wind blowing down the mountain made many shiver and all of the villagers crowded closer as they studied the man in front of them. Over the last few months, everyone who lived in Silverstone had gotten to know Koda, seeing him around town and helping wherever he was needed. Whispers had made the rounds to those who had not witnessed his arrival or the various things that he’d done, until everyone living in town knew who and what Koda Aegisclaw was without him ever having to declare it himself. And as one, the entire village watched in a mixture of solemn confidence and excited apprehension as he strode out of the shadows, wind tossing his long black hair.

Flanking Koda on either side were the two primal spirits, the familiar sight of Arthene’s bouncing brown curls and muscled form on Koda’s right, while Finna’s lithe body danced across the snow on his left. Just like the Champion with them, neither wore a cloak nor hid much of their skin, and each carried their weapons in hand like honor guards.

Just like with Koda, Arthene’s reputation and true identity were known to the village, and Finna’s had begun to spread before the snowstorm had come in.

Koda’s three mortal mates followed in their wake with smiles on their faces. Sienna led the trio, her bison hide cloak pulled tight against the chill of the air and the coldness of the mountain, with Calandra on her right and Samira on her left in a mirror of the other trio.

Held in Koda’s right hand, glowing against the thick leather of his gauntlet and flaring brighter every time the cold mountain air pressed against it, was a large, glowing coal.

As soon as the villagers saw it, murmurs began to ripple through the crowd, but they quieted as Koda spoke.

“My people,” Koda began speaking calmly as he continued his steady march across the open space to the nearly ten-foot-tall pile of logs and firewood that sat in the center of the space. “I know that some of you are wondering about this,” Koda held up the ember in his hand as he came to a stop next to the grass-packed base of the bonfire.

No one spoke as the entire group ambled to a stop behind Koda. Arthene watched the crowd with a proud smile and twinkling yellow eyes, while Finna eyed Koda carefully.

“You all know who I am, and why I’m here,” Koda said, his statement confirmed by nodding heads or whispered words amongst those who were watching. “I felt it only right that I return to the place where I entered this world. The place where Thera first set me down and guided me to help you all. There, on the ground of that cave where her totem had been secured for so long by the Dewclaws, I kindled fire and asked Thera to send it with her blessing.”

The whispers had dropped away into silence now, as everyone focused on Koda. Those that were not believers in Thera still knew who and what he supposedly was, and had sworn to keep the secret too, as they were followers of Chandra one and all. The villagers had made sure that no secrets would leak from their ranks.

Koda brandished the glowing ember higher in the air, and its shimmering orange-red glow flared white as the wind hit it.

“The small fire I had built in that chamber immediately flared higher before settling to leave behind this! A coal from her own hearth! Thera Ivorycrown hears her children and has returned to you! May the warmth of her hearth protect your homes and bless your lives forever more!”

With a snap of his wrist, Koda cast the white-hot glowing coal into the pile of tinder like he was skipping a stone across a lake. The moment the coal hit the dry grass, a cloud of flame engulfed it, immediately spreading to the logs and firewood.

Within seconds, the entire near-twenty-foot base of the bonfire was crackling with flames that rose to embrace the piled logs and heat billowed out like a bank of fog, melting snow in its path and warming all that it touched.

The villagers all broke into spontaneous cheering and whooping. Laughter and music started up immediately afterward, as people scattered to set to work preparing food and setting out places to sit.

Some produced chairs for the elders and arranged them in an arc a comfortable distance from the bonfire. They laid out tables and spread the prepared food—pies, tarts, breads, and jams—across them.

Children started up energetic games of tag and raced back and forth while nimble-fingered hunters lit tapers from the bonfire to carry to the cooking pots that had been filled with snow. Within minutes, the scent of heating soup joined the smell of burning wood in the clearing.

The brewers, including Banno, produced kegs and set up tables for drinks, as a palpable joy settled over the party, surpassing past celebrations. Knowing that the goddess you had held faith in was once more gaining power and had sent her blessing invigorated everyone present, and soon a whirling dance circle started up around the bonfire to the music.

“Hell of a story you started there, my mate,” Arthene rumbled happily, slinging an arm around Koda’s bare shoulders and pulling him to her side.

“It’s the truth,” Koda said with a laugh. “Well, the fire part, at least. I just followed my instincts, like my mates have been telling me to.”

“And you did well,” Sienna interjected, stepping between Koda and Finna to press into his side with a smile. “Now, show me your palm and prove to me you didn’t burn yourself with that bit of theatrics.”

“Theatrics, she says,” Koda grumbled playfully, turning his right hand over to reveal the leather-clad palm of his gauntlet, which was untouched by the heat of what he’d held. “I get no respect…”

“Hand,” Sienna demanded with a grin, poking Koda’s hand lightly with one finger.

With a thought, Koda ‘retracted’ the soul-bound weapon into his being once more and it vanished in a brief flare of ruby-colored flames. His hand was still lying palm up in Sienna’s, showing no signs of damage from the flames or heat of the coal.

Silently, Sienna rubbed her thumb over the skin before looking up at Koda solemnly.

“That fact, more than anything else, tells me there is more to that story than you are telling,” Sienna said quietly before lifting Koda’s hand to press a kiss to his palm.

“It’s true,” Koda said with a shrug. “I’d planned to just start the fire there and carry the ember out, but you guys came just after I said the prayer. Thera’s been kind of quiet for the last few days, so I was worried…”

“Oh, that’s because she’s been taking care of a few things,” Finna interjected, smiling as she stepped around to stand in front of the trio.

“Oh?” Koda asked, tilting his head in curiosity. “Wait, did she send the snowstorm?”

“No,” Finna answered with a snort. “That would have been a great deal of power for her and something far too over to be safe. No, she was preparing for when your newest mate joined you, since Thera could tell what was coming.”

“Really?” Koda asked, giving Finna a suspicious look. “How do you know that?”

“That’s easy,” Finna answered, her long rabbit ears wiggling in amusement. “Thera told me about half-an-hour ago while I was hunting. She couldn’t risk appearing in the village or close to town while the priest was here; even now, it is dangerous for her to do so.”

“Well then, it’s good I didn’t call out to her with my question,” Koda grumbled, but his words didn’t dent Finna’s smile.

“She already answered that, too,” Finna chirped happily as the music around them rose even higher. “I’m to help your other mates teach it to her, but this weather is perfect for that kind of work.”

Samira, who had been edging in to lean against Koda’s back, stiffened and peeked over his shoulder, fluff-tipped ears wiggling curiously as she guessed it was about her.

“Yes, Samira,” Finna said, locking eyes with the caracal woman. “Thera told me she is going to give you access to an element like your sister-mates, so you can stand on equal footing as well. While Sienna and Calandra have earth and wind respectively, I think your knowledge of how important water is to survival on the plains will help you appreciate your own.”

“Water?” Samira asked in wonder, and Koda felt her slim arms wrap around his waist from behind. “Really?”

“Yes, little one,” Finna replied with another grin. “But that’s for another time. We have a party to attend!”
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The party continued through the day and deep into the night, with many foods coming off the fires as they finished.

Amusingly, because they’d had to prepare things in advance and hold on to them until the strangers left, they basically ended up eating in reverse. The desserts kept for the longest and were the first things onto the tables, followed by roast meat, soups, and stews, and then lighter snacks like sweet breads, nuts, and salty crackers.

The handfasting between Hans and his two girls happened right as the sun dipped below the mountains, with Koda asking Sienna to assist him with it.

While Koda spoke the blessing over the trio of cow beastfolk, Sienna used her power to mold stone over their hands, binding them together until Koda finished. Once he was done, Sienna’s power caused the stone bindings to shift and flow into sturdy bracelets that all three could wear as bonding marks.

Each of Koda's mates dragged him into the dancing circles, and he could only thank his improved reflexes for how quickly he picked up each dance, as each girl had different preferences and none knew him.

Villagers made offerings throughout the night, tossing items into the bonfire: everything from hand-carved statues, special foods, well-loved tools, and more. Each disappeared into the heart of the bonfire with a flare, and every person made it a point not to look back at the offerings.

It was well past dark when the bonfire burned low and each household came forward to collect an ember from the vast bed of glowing coals. The snow had long melted within a good thirty feet of the fire, leaving behind dry gravel or bare earth.

Koda and his wives helped those who needed or asked, but most braved the heat of the glowing field of coals to scoop some up in the provided bowls. The first to collect their embers and go were those with small children, many of whom were asleep on shoulders with cheeks pinked from the cold and exertion.

Throughout it all, the girls stuck close together around Finna in an unspoken declaration of their support.

When every family took their ember, the celebration ended. Koda and his girls were the last to claim theirs, with Samira being the one to bear it back to their home. The caracal woman was teary-eyed at the honor, since it signified the warmth of community and family that would carry them through the winter.

Since each family had departed after collecting their ember, the village itself was lit with warmth and glows from windows. Smoke climbed gently from chimneys, giving the snow-marked scene a picturesque feeling that warmed Koda’s heart as they wound back through town.

“This is everything I’d hoped for, and more,” Koda murmured as he followed close in Samira’s wake. The caracal woman would be the first through their door, bearing the ember of the bonfire to put it into their hearth. This would start the night’s fire and be the final step of the ceremony.

“Had that much fun dancing with us, did you?” Calandra teased, elbowing Koda in the thigh. “I prefer more of a horizontal jig myself, but I can’t complain.”

“I won’t argue with that,” Koda replied with a laugh, looking down at his mischievous dwarven lover. “But no, I was thinking about this,” Koda said with an all-encompassing gesture of his arms towards the village.

Arthene chuckled deep in her throat, but didn’t speak. She just reached forward to ruffle his hair affectionately, clearly understanding what Koda meant.

“Just imagine what it’ll be like next year,” Sienna added from his other side, her tail whipping back and forth to smack into the backs of Koda’s thighs. “When there are some little ones of our own to look after.”

Koda shared her loving smile, feeling nothing but happiness at that thought while the other girls murmured their agreements.
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With the Pack’s Hearth ceremony complete and the strangers gone from town, the real business of winter settled over the mountain village of Silverstone.

Kris picked up her teaching to Koda of the legends and history of the beastfolk that her family had protected. These were held in the town hall, and the young villagers joined Koda in the lessons.

Initially, the children had been timid around the dark-haired man. But Koda just plunked down on the floor to listen to Kris’ lecture like he was one of them. By the end of the lesson, he was half-buried in a pile of the kids using him as a pillow, inspecting him, or crawling over him when they got bored.

The headwoman didn’t stop the kids, since Koda told her with a few silent gestures that he didn’t mind. This led to the village kids continuing to do it every time, including demanding piggyback or shoulder rides of the champion when they saw him, or asking him to join in with their snowball fights.

Not to say they didn’t have other tasks to accomplish during the winter. Koda and the two incarnate spirit beasts brought in plenty of wood by retrieving entire trees and piling them along the treeline behind their home.

Calandra, Samira, and Sienna worked together to plan and set up another large woodshed, which Koda promptly set to filling with firewood to let it dry and cure while the women went about their other work. Calandra made good on her threats to train the villagers to fight, using her knowledge from time served in the town guard of Amberpost to impart that knowledge.

Sienna went on several hunting trips with both the village hunters and Finna to get to know the lapine spirit-woman, and the two forged a fast friendship.

Finna taught Samira how to use her new gift, ably assisted by Calandra and Sienna to ensure the caracal woman didn’t overdo it.

Samira's joy at the power's convenience knew no bounds; she excitedly described how it would simplify many aspects of travel, such as finding fresh water and bathing. The newest of Koda’s mates took it upon herself to refresh and purify their bath water, as well as check the town’s wells regularly. And that was just the practical side of her magic.

Arthene, surprisingly, had plenty of ideas concerning how water magic could be used in a fight—everything from working with Calandra to conjure and blow a mist into the enemy, to short, directed blasts of water into the eyes of an opponent to distract or harm them. The most dangerous one that was suggested involved drawing water out of opponents. The result of these experiments with game meat sped up drying and smoking for preservation.

The weather shifted, and the snow slowly melted as the weeks passed by. It never got very warm, but the roads cleared enough that it was possible for people to make the trip to Amberpost and back if they wanted, and a few of the village’s hunters did just that.

They brought back word of rough conditions in the larger town. While Silverstone was handling the winter with their usual aplomb, Amberpost was struggling. The damage from the Crooked raiders earlier in the season had ravaged harvests and burned a good portion of the town. People were surviving, but the locals were haggard and struggling.

After discussing it with Kris, Koda made a trip to Amberpost himself on foot, with most of his wives in tow. Calandra and Arthene stayed behind to watch the house and continue the winter training. The villagers were taking well to Calandra’s fighting training, and the blacksmiths in the village were working harder than ever despite the winter to forge weapons for those that wanted to never be victims again.

Koda’s trip to Amberpost was relatively anticlimactic, but productive. Many of the dispossessed or struggling were beastfolk or dwarves, and he talked to many of them. Anyone he felt who would keep the secret, and was honest but down on their luck, he offered to guide back to Silverstone and better opportunities.

Those that refused, he gave supplies to help them through the winter regardless, as Arthene continued to make hunting trips out into the plains to take advantage of the bison herds that still wandered nearby.

Koda and his wives guided back the groups that accepted his offer. The exodus of nearly sixty people caught the attention of the city guards in Amberpost, who stopped them on the edge of town. But when they realized it was just a group of beggars hoping to find better luck in the mountain time, they laughed at them and threw insults about finding their bodies in the spring.

None of the homeless responded to the insults, since it was something they were used to receiving. Koda, however, had to fight the urge to snap back at them.

He’d intentionally changed his outfit and wore his heavy bison-hide cloak to conceal his features from those who might recognize him in Amberpost; he didn’t want to draw attention to himself after the events in the wake of the Crooked raids. But it was only Sienna quickly taking his arm and whispering a warning that kept him from lashing out at the guards.

Instead, he focused on getting these people somewhere safe and warm. There would be a need for more homes to be built in Silverstone when the spring came, but that was a small price to pay. He resolved to put his construction knowledge to use on that project to speed it along.

Especially with my girls’ magic to help me, Koda thought wryly as their group followed the road with their backs hunched to the wind that blew across the snow-draped landscape.
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While they traveled back to Silverstone, Koda checked on the different sites of power along their way. He wasn’t sure if there was anything that he needed to do in order to maintain Thera’s claim to those conduits of power. Since they were passing close to them, it was easy enough to divert off the road to have a quick look.

Leaving the girls to look after the group of haggard refugees—Koda was actually annoyed that he’d not brought the sleigh with him, but there wouldn’t have been an easy way to avoid suspicion with it—he set out across the plains at a dead run.

Out of sight of others, Koda didn’t have to conceal his strength or speed as he plowed through the snowdrifts and leaped over chasms to track down the nearest sites.

Koda would check one and then loop back to check on the caravan and travel with them for a distance before repeating the process. With the larger group of people with them, they’d have to camp a few times before making it back to the village. Thankfully, they’d brought supplies to trade, and had kept enough to ensure their newest villagers could survive.

It was during one of the longer loops on the second day that Koda realized he was being watched.

He’d just ducked down into a gully, following both his memories and instincts to the site of power that he’d found shortly after Arthene had incarnated and barged her way into his life, when those instincts made the hair on the back of his neck stand on end.

Given his strength and status, Koda wasn’t used to the feeling of being hunted, so he immediately set about turning the situation around on whoever had set him off.

Dropping low in the ravine, he kicked off with one foot hard to throw himself over the piled snow to the deep wellspring against one wall. The wellspring was both the source of a natural river that still ran despite the cold and a site of power that had given a great measure of strength to both Thera and Arthene when he tapped into it.

He didn’t want to lead whatever was pursuing him to the tiny shrine that had formed to one side of the spring, but it was too late to bypass the fold in the land. Instead, Koda wanted to draw whatever was following him to speed up, pulling it away from that site.

A glance told him that no one had bothered the location. He could still feel the thrum of power rising from deep within the earth and pouring into his connection to Thera to rejuvenate his goddess. Koda continued past and scampered up one of the side-trails in the low gully to the other side.

That done, he broke cover and ran along the lip of the gully, not bothering to hide himself as he raced north and bounded through the snow.

Finna had been teaching him the trick she used to run on top of the snowdrifts, but Koda struggled with it; he was still getting used to his increased strength after the fights with the trolls several months before. It was hard, especially when pressed like this, to discern the difference in personal exertion that marked a light step and one with enough strength to burst through the snow, as it didn’t feel that different to him.

Koda made it a good hundred yards along from the ravine before a shout from behind him caught his attention even as that sensation of being watched returned.

“Hunter, wait!”

Skidding to a stop, Koda let his cloak fall closed around him to conceal his arms while he conjured his totemic gauntlets and armor out of sight.

He immediately picked out the ones who’d called out to him, as the trio wasn’t even trying to conceal themselves. The sensation of being observed faded as he stared back at them, but Koda was almost positive that they were the ones that had triggered his impression of being hunted only moments before.

Were they lying in wait, observing that gully? Koda wondered, his nostrils flaring as he drew a deep breath in. The chestplate that Thera had crafted for him gave Koda an improved sense of smell. He was met with the icy scent of power rising from the wellspring, as well as the faint scent of leather, wood-smoke, and beeswax from the figures.

“Sorry about that!” called one of them in a musical male voice as the one on the far left waved a hand over his head. “Do you have a minute to speak, stranger? We need directions.”

Koda gave another deep sniff, checking the direction of the wind with how it stirred the loose snow nearby.

I don’t smell any other scents nearby, Koda thought as he let the power Thera had given him sort through the smells.

Despite them being further away and having fur-lined hoods up on their cloaks, Koda could tell that two of the trio were men, while one was a woman. Living with so many women of different races for the last several months had trained Koda’s nose to pick out the difference, though none of the trio had a familiar scent to them.

Which means they aren’t humans or beastfolk—at least not of a beastfolk breed I’ve run into before, Koda thought, as he waited for the trio to approach. No way are they bandits. They’d be horrible ones if they were. What would be the point of staking out a watering hole more than a mile from the road?

“Sure, what did you need?” Koda called back after a moment of consideration, the trio having gotten within a hundred feet of him now.

“Directions, and some other things. We saw you crossing the plains with familiarity, so we were hoping you’d be able to offer us a bit of information. We can pay for it, if you want,” answered the same male with a hopeful tone.

With them this close, Koda could pick out the weapons each carried. Two were armed with bows, while the woman had what looked like a quiver of javelins on her back. All three had short swords at their belts, alongside long knives. While they didn’t have badges or any marks of rank, all three wore clothes in similar colors of a pale yellow and brown under white winter cloaks made of what looked like wolf fur.

The wind kicked up then and sent another swirling scarf of snow into the air. It made his loose black hair whip about where it escaped from the hood of his cloak. It tugged at the other’s cloaks but didn’t do more than stir the edges as the trio caught the edges of their garments and pulled them close with practiced ease.

“Depends on what you want to know. You three locals?” Koda asked, kicking at the snow around his feet quickly to clear a space. He did his best to make sure not to show his strength, wanting to keep that as a secret for now.

“We are not, actually. That’s why I was hoping for more information,” the man said, pulling back his hood enough to reveal his face.

He had a neat blond goatee clipped close to a wind-reddened but handsome face. Clear blue eyes watched from under sharp brows as the man studied Koda for a moment, as his group approached to about ten feet before finally coming to a stop.

“We were traveling from the south, actually. Trading and visiting the tribes of the plains as they settled in for the winter. Is your tribe nearby?”

Now that he wasn’t shouting, the other man’s voice was clear and cultured as he spoke, a rather sharp contrast to his weather-stained and -beaten clothes.

“Somewhat, yes,” Koda said guardedly. He didn’t remember there being any other towns to the south, only the tribes of the plains. “There is actually a road about a mile or two north of us. If you follow it west, it will take you to a town called Amberpost.”

Koda waited to see how these three would react. So far, it had just been the blond man speaking, while the other two remained silent and slightly back from him.

“Really now?” said the blond man, his eyebrows rising in surprise. “I hadn’t realized we’d come that far north… The mountains didn’t look like they were getting that much larger.”

“They can be deceiving,” Koda said noncommittally while studying the three warily. The three had fairly sizable packs on, so their cover of being traveling traders didn’t seem too unlikely.

Didn’t the tribes mention using dog sleds for stuff like that during the winter, though? Or sleighs like I was dragging? Koda wondered while the speaker turned towards the other three and said something in a lyrical language that reminded Koda vaguely of Gaelic or maybe Finnish from back on Earth.

Before he could ask, the man looked back at him with a broad smile on his lips.

“Were you heading back to the road? The idea of being able to take a rest in a town is rather appealing to us, given that it’s been almost a week now since we left the last tribe with whom we traded. Any chance we could hire you to guide us?”

Despite the man’s open smile and easy attitude, something still niggled at the edge of Koda’s awareness. Something felt off about the trio that he couldn’t quite place. While he pondered this, the man reached into one of his hip pouches and produced several gleaming gold coins that he offered while continuing to speak.

“Any information about the area would be nice to know. Does the road lead to another village besides Amberpost? Do you know if the local lord is a kind person as well? I know some are… less than welcoming to outsiders, so I would appreciate any knowledge about who we can trust as well.”

Waving his hand to dismiss the coins, Koda came to a decision. He could deflect again, but he had a feeling that if he didn’t answer, the trio would just follow him. Since he didn’t have Finna’s ability to pass without trace—yet, Koda resolved internally—he wouldn’t be able to avoid leaving a trail for them.

Better to keep them where I can see them. Maybe if I’m lucky, the group we are traveling with will be large enough to drive them to head to Amberpost instead, Koda thought for a moment. But if they are from the south, and crazy enough to be traveling this far in the winter, there might be some important information to gather.

“You don’t need to pay me for it. I’d be happy to answer some questions for you. My name is Koda, by the way,” Koda said aloud as the other man hesitated, his gold still in his hand.

“Oh, where are my manners? I was excited to see someone out here after so long only seeing wolves or bison that I forgot myself,” the other man said with a laugh, finally slipping the gold back out of sight. “My name is Elphias Oakwind, and these are my companions, Janet and Tyler Broadleaf.”

As he spoke, the man tugged his hood back to reveal more of his face, a gesture mirrored by the other two elves with him.

Because that was what these three had to be, Koda realized as he saw the long, pointed ears emerging from their hair as all three watched him with mixed looks of amusement.
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Moving with the elves in tow, Koda did his best to lower the speed at which he ran. That meant that it took him longer to return to the caravan of new refugees, which he knew would worry the girls. However, with someone observing him, he didn’t want to take a chance.

The elves kept up easily enough, moving swiftly on top of the snow without crunching down into it like Koda did. He knew that this was aided by the crust that had formed on top of the snow that had laid there for some time, but it still wasn’t enough to support his weight or heavier tread.

Though they can’t hold a candle to Finna, Koda thought smugly as they traveled. She could run on top of the powder like it was flat ground without sinking, while they were leaving footprints even with that thick crust, though that might be due to their packs.

Given the elves' nimbleness, Koda knew that they would have been able to follow him even if he had poured on the speed before. Even if he’d gotten distance on them, it would have been ultimately futile since he couldn’t get space and hide his trail.

So he didn’t bother to hide his track at all, and instead followed his back-trail to where it rejoined the road. It put him further behind the group, but it would also make it abundantly easy for the others to spot him coming up from behind the group.

And that he wasn’t alone.

“So,” started Elphias, the most talkative of the trio, since the other two hadn’t even said a word to Koda so far. “Were your people able to evade the Crooked raids earlier in the season?”

“No, sadly not,” Koda answered with a shrug as they trotted along the road. The elf had kept to light conversation while traveling overland, but when they’d gotten to the road, Elphias had moved up to jog along at Koda’s side while the other two ran at his back.

Elphias waited for several seconds, obviously expecting Koda to elaborate. When ‌he realized Koda wouldn’t volunteer information just yet, Elphias continued to probe.

“We heard about groups being spotted by the other tribes of the plains with which we stopped to trade,” he explained in an offhand tone. “The Crooked have a reputation for spreading in all directions like a plague and have been causing problems to the south as well. This is part of why we’d traveled north to trade despite the weather.”

“Oh, really?” Koda asked, feigning indifference as his gut clenched.

It’d been months since he’d encountered the bizarre and twisted monsters of the Crooked, and he had been hoping that it would stay that way for many years.

“Oh, yes,” Elphias said grimly. “When I’d heard they’d been sighted this far north, I was concerned that a battle line had broken. But it sounds like this was just a raiding group.”

Koda debated giving more information to the elf. While Elphias had been friendly so far, there was just something about the man that Koda instinctively distrusted.

Volunteering a bit of information to test him might help, Koda thought after a bit. The image of Pippin’s fuzzy, grinning face popped into his mind at the thought of trying to trick more information out of these people.

“I’m certain that it was,” Koda replied slowly. “My home is fairly remote, so most of our news has come in from the traveling merchants who made it before the first storms blew in. We were just on our way back from bringing supplies to friends and families in Amberpost to help them get through the winter.”

“Generous of you,” Elphias said neutrally. “Now that the snows have set in and winter controls the land, many would hold tight to all they have to spare.”

“In the wake of disasters like the raids from the Crooked, we could do no less,” Koda replied flatly to the veiled insult.

Elphias made a patting gesture with one hand while looking contrite.

“I meant no offense by it, Koda,” the other man said quickly. “Just that winter survival is a challenge by itself, so most folk would be slow to hand out their excess.”

“And when the alternative is letting people you know starve or die? I struggle to believe most would be that cold,” Koda snapped back, deciding to use this opportunity to take offense to keep his distance. “No, my people would never do such a thing to those we consider neighbors and allies. We have enough, and we have space. As long as you draw breath, you can rebuild a shattered life.”

“A noble sentiment,” Elphias said with a smile that didn’t quite reach his eyes. “It sounds like that town you mentioned—Amberpost, was it?---was hit pretty hard by the Crooked?”

“They had to contend with a larger portion of the raiding group, and their fields were ravaged,” Koda answered flatly. “But the baron’s army responded quickly to destroy the Crooked army before it could get far into his lands.”

“Ah, it is good to have an attentive lord,” Elphias said with a clap of his hands, “too many would ignore the plight of those on their borders to save the coin of having to mobilize their forces.”

Despite the positive words, Koda felt Elphias was disappointed to hear that the border was well-kept and guarded, at least passingly. He wasn’t sure exactly what it was, but something in the elf’s posture or the glint in his eyes gave him that impression.

Though the baron did little to help prop up Amberpost, and barely checked on Silverstone, he thought silently. It was likely more that he was protecting his territory’s heartland from impact.

Koda wasn’t sure if he wanted to talk up the baron or not, so he just left it at that.

The tribes we encountered on the plains reported seeing the Crooked's raiding bands, but their hunters dealt with them relatively easily. Which is good, because it would have been unfortunate if some of them had raided supply lines,” Elphias said. When Koda glanced his way, he noted the elf wasn’t looking at him, just staring thoughtfully into the middle distance.

Is he waiting for me to ask about those battle lines? Last I’d heard, there wasn’t any fighting to the south… hell, the last I’d heard, the south was purely undeveloped land. The tribes that wandered the plains were the last vestiges of civilization out that way.

“It’s good that they could handle them, then,” Koda said calmly, not rising to the bait. “But it also makes sense that they would defend their lands from encroachment. I expect that even if the Crooked had sent larger forces in, the plains tribes would have made their lives a living hell while they tried to cross.”

The sharp look that Elphias shot him lasted less than a second before the elf’s features smoothed once more, but it was enough for Desmond to spot it.

He didn’t like that, Koda thought grimly. Which tells me that there is more to him than just being a merchant. Just what exists to the south of the plains? I need to ask the girls, and make sure this isn’t something that is common knowledge and I just forgot… or I need to tease it out of Elphias. For now, feigning like I already know seems best…

“What about you?” Koda asked evenly, having to dodge around a large piece of road that had been pounded flat by the refugees and looked icy. “Did you encounter any problems coming up from the south?”

“Beyond the weather? Not really. Though after the second stop we made that mentioned the raiders, it’s been on my mind quite a bit,” Elphias said grimly and for the first time since he’d met the elf, the other male sounded earnest. “The Crooked are a blight upon the land. I continued to worry that we’d be more likely to find ravaged populaces the further north we came.”

“What kept you moving this direction, then?” Koda asked, the elf’s words confirming in his mind that they’d had to have come from some settlement further south then, and dismissing any lingering thoughts he might have possibly been doing a loop from another town along the frontier.

“Morbid curiosity, and a need for news,” Elphias admitted with a grim smile. “Not to mention this was my first trip through these lands, so I wasn’t even sure how close we were getting to the towns. I honestly expected to run into another tribe soon.”

“No, most of the tribes give the road a wide berth, unless they are coming into town to trade. I’m surprised that none of them mentioned that to you,” Koda prodded.

“No, you’d be surprised how close-mouthed most of the beastfolk tribes are. Those that live in the wild lands are even more secretive, even to those that would seek to help them.”

That statement got Koda thinking, along both positive and negative lines.

It’s good that they are defensive of outsiders, even though the tribes I ran into caved pretty quickly to trusting me. That probably had more to do with Sienna and Arthene being with me, though, Koda thought as his thoughts turned down a darker line. Then again, I wonder if it was a mistake to announce myself and Thera’s return so quickly to them? It’s too late to take it back now, but still…

A gentle feeling of reassurance welled up from within Koda, emanating from his connection to Thera and letting him know his goddess was watching and could tell the line his thoughts were following. Having that reassurance, and knowing she believed the choice had been the right one, helped him to not show his concerns on his face.

“Regardless, it sounds like your village was quite lucky if you could send help and accept refugees even this late in the season,” Elphias said after Koda’s thoughtful silence stretched on for longer than the elf wanted.

“Yes, well, we hadn’t realized quite how much trouble the folks in Amberpost were having with the winter until after the storms came. The traveling merchants that came to us mentioned that the town had issues, but never elaborated on just how bad it was,” Koda answered with a shrug. “I have to wonder if they were hiding the information. I know they started trying to ask for outrageous prices on general supplies to survive the winter, only lowering them when they realized our little village escaped notice.”

“Ahh, yes, the joys of being concealed. I imagine that you might have escaped notice if not for the road that connected you to the other town?” Elphias asked, his tone conspiratorial.

“Possibly,” Koda hedged with a shrug. “Ah, there’s my group up ahead.”

He’d spotted them some distance back, picking out the general outline of the larger group moving on the horizon, but had said nothing at first, to see if the elf would mention it or not. He hadn’t, but Koda decided he couldn’t pretend not to see the group any longer, since they’d been running along for almost an hour now and the group was only walking.

“That… is a surprisingly large group of refugees,” Elphias said, and Koda thought that the astonishment in his voice sounded genuine. “And you have space for them all?”

“We will find space for them,” Koda said confidently. “Our headwoman told us to bring those we thought would acclimate to the way of life in our village, and I know the carpenters and smiths would appreciate extra hands in their shops.”

“Smiths?” Elphias asked curiously, turning to look at Koda with open interest. “If you have more than one, then I imagine there is a local mine to supply them with metal to work. It wouldn’t be practical to ship large amounts of metal out here for multiple smiths to work, and you yourself have described it as a village…”

“Yes, there is a mine. I know the headwoman is hoping to find a fresh vein of ore, and that opportunity might provide the jobs needed as well. Miners work hard but earn a solid living,” Koda answered. “Let me approach them first to let them know you don’t mean any harm.”

“Much appreciated,” Elphias said, slowing his pace to fall back to where the other two were.

Koda stretched his stride out further, gaining ground on the group as he approached from the rear. The small group of Silverstone villagers, spread amongst the refugees, helped carry burdens, talked, and guarded the group. He spotted Sienna and Samira at the rear, his two mates on guard and clearly having noticed him and those with him.

Where is Finna? Koda thought, glancing around as he jogged onwards. The lapine spirit woman was very noticeable, as the extra foot-plus of fuzzy ears made her appear even taller than she was.

Pulling his cloak around him again to hide the change, Koda drew his armor from within his soul once more, drawing a deep breath in through his nose. Smell had been how he’d spotted the lapine spirit woman initially, after all.

Ice, sweat from the refugees, the faint and familiar scents of his mates, and that odd herbal scent of the elves entered Koda’s lungs first. A moment later, something else was carried to him on the wind.

A faint scent, the familiar tang of power, drew Koda’s attention to his right, towards the plains. He glanced that way to spot Finna’s form loping along overtop of the snow roughly a quarter-mile away.

Shit, I didn’t even see her separate from the group. I only noticed her because the wind shifted, Koda thought in surprise.

Finna, noticing that she had been spotted, altered her course to intercept them sharply. The elves behind Koda swore in surprise several moments later as they too finally spotted the lapine woman.

Letting his armor subside once more, Koda raised an arm in greeting to Finna.

“I was wondering how long you’d let me approach there, Finna. Good of you to keep watch while I was checking that game trail,” Koda called, hoping that the primal spirit would pick up his cover story. While the elves hadn’t asked why he was out away from his group like that—instead assuming he was a hunter—Koda knew it was best to have a solid cover.

“Oh, don’t pretend you saw me sooner,” Finna said with a snort of amusement. “I’ve been pacing you for miles now. Your sweet Sienna sent me to check on you when you didn’t return immediately.”

“I appreciate you coming to look for me, even if you took the opportunity to stretch your legs.”

“Well, you were coming back empty-handed and too distracted to hunt on the run. I figured someone needed to do your job for you,” Finna replied, brandishing a brace of winter hares from under her cloak meaningfully.

Koda could immediately see the message that was being sent. Finna was making it very obvious to the elves that not only could she sneak up on them like this, she could also hunt on the run with deadly accuracy. It revealed some of her skills, but also ensured that they knew to behave.

And that’s only Finna showing her skills, not even considering what Sienna and Samira could do with their magic or our fighting power, Koda thought with a smirk. I may not trust these elves, but if they step out of line, then there won’t be a problem with removing them. I still want to learn all I can, though.
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It didn’t take long for more information regarding the trio of elves to come to light once Koda rejoined the group and his mates. The elves immediately started mingling with the refugees; even the two previously silent elves struck up conversations with them.

Most of what they asked about was innocuous enough: how was Amberpost doing? Did they have somewhere to settle in Silverstone? What hopes did they have? Did they think the Crooked were gone? What was their opinion of the baron?

Koda recognized it for what it was even before Sienna brought it to his attention in whispers.

“Those elves are awfully interested in the region's stability and the political opinions of the locals for traveling traders,” Sienna whispered to Koda during one of the brief breaks they took to let the refugees’ catch their breath.

“Yeah, I noticed that. They said they came up from the south to trade…” Koda muttered, pretending to fiddle with his pack as a reason to lean in close to Sienna.

“Possible, but as far as I know, there aren’t any settlements to the south, beyond the beastfolk tribes. I’ll ask Samira about it,” hissed his wolfish lover, and Sienna was quick to suit actions to words.

Samira had little more information than Sienna did about settlements to the south. Apparently, there was a vast forest and a series of tall mesas far to the south over the plains, but it was supposedly home to troll tribes that had been driven out of the more prime farmlands that the humans had claimed in the north. No one else had settled there because of the trolls and the challenge of dealing with them for most people.

“Most people that aren’t backed by a powerful Champion,” Samira had teased, shooting Koda a meaningful wink that made him smile even more.

The refugees were quick to notice the odd interest that the elves had in them, and started giving winding non-answers instead of the specific details the elves were asking about. When that became obvious to the elves, they abandoned their prying and finally got to trying to peddle the supplies that they had on hand.

They offered spices, seeds, and semi-precious stones, but the refugees had little to trade for such things; if they’d had the resources to buy things, they wouldn’t be refugees.

It wasn’t until they made it up into the valley the next day that Elphias finally came back to Koda with an earnest expression to his refined features.

“Koda, I appreciate you allowing us to come with you this far, but I have a favor to ask…” Elphias asked as he fell in on Koda’s right. The other two elves remained amongst the refugees, chatting amiably for the moment.

“What is it, Elphias?” Koda asked, keeping his tone neutral. He studied the elven man out of the corner of his eye while they tramped over the frozen but mostly clear road towards town.

“I am sure you’re aware that I and my companions are more than just traveling merchants,” the elven man began after a moment to compose himself.

Koda just nodded, not speaking yet as he waited for the elf to elaborate, which Elphias did after another long pause.

“Well, we are traders, and we did come from the south, where there is another battlefront with the Crooked forces. But our purpose is more than just seeking trading partners.”

Humming thoughtfully, Koda nodded and gestured for the other man to go on. Elphias glanced about, as if looking to see if they were being overheard. At the moment, Sienna and Samira were towards the front of the group and encouraging the new refugees to ‘keep pushing, we are nearly there’ and other such things.

Finna had vanished about an hour before. Koda assumed she had run ahead to let the village know of their approach and the folk in need that had come along with them. But movement behind the elven man caught Koda’s eye, and he spotted the lapine spirit woman threading through the trees nearby, her long ears angled towards Koda while she carried her strung bow in one hand, clearly keeping watch on the party from a distance, and Koda specifically.

Her presence nearby gave Koda confidence as he made another terse gesture for Elphias to elaborate further.

“Well, I hoped you might introduce me to the village elder? There are propositions from my people to which she would be wise to listen.”

Koda finally broke his silence, and he didn’t have to feign the anger that he felt at the elf’s words.

“I don’t appreciate the implication that she would be stupid not to,” Koda growled and from the way he saw Finna’s ears twitch, she had heard him.

“No—that was not my intent at all,” Elphias was quick to reassure him. “Simply that it is important to have all the information one can gather before making a decision, that is all. You seem like someone who is both wise and respected by the people around you, since everyone here defers to you. I was hoping that you might make the introductions?”

“I can ask,” Koda replied, doing his best to curb the irritation he still felt. Despite Elphias’s assurances that it wasn’t so, Koda was confident there had been an insult hidden in those words. “I cannot guarantee the headwoman will speak with you or even agree to anything.”

“That’s all I’m asking for—just an opportunity to speak with her. I still hope to actually sell some of our wares in your village, but I had to ask.”

“All good. You’ve been respectful so far, so as long as that continues, then I have no problems,” Koda answered coolly. Elphias took the message with grace, nodding genially before picking up his pace and rejoining the main mass of the refugees.

“Veiled insults are a shit way to pretend to be earnest,” Koda grumbled under his breath.

“Agreed, but some people are more proud than they should be,” Finna said, popping up beside him, as if she’d teleported from her previous position along the tree line nearly a hundred yards away.

“God damn it!” Koda swore, startled despite the fact he’d known she was there. “I swear, I’m going to make you wear a bell so I can keep track of you!”

“You can try,” Finna replied with a cheeky grin. “Better men than you have tried to bell this bun. The trick to tracking a trickster is to never trust anything is true.”

“Oh, don’t start rhyming now,” Koda groaned playfully. “I just got used to the bad puns…”

Finna didn’t answer verbally. Instead, just playfully wiggling her ears at him as she settled her bow over her shoulder once more.
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Kris was just as suspicious as Koda and his girls had been when the champion delivered the request from Elphias, but the elderly cat beastfolk was at least willing to listen to the elf and his companions.

The headwoman didn’t even have to ask Koda to sit in with her. He insisted that he be there to guard her under the guise of being the one who had arranged the meeting.

Barely a day after returning with the refugees and getting them settled into temporary housing—Sienna had worked her magic on the sly to make a series of underground ‘storehouses’ that had been cleared to make room—Koda sat in the meeting hall with Kris and the three elves.

Calandra sat with them on Kris’ other side. The muscled dwarven woman had vigorously welcomed Koda and the others home along with Arthene the previous night, and then immediately inserted herself into the meeting as well when she’d heard about it. Calandra had rapidly become the unofficial head of the village guards, given that she was the one training them, so it made sense to have her there. That the brunette dwarven woman had her axe leaning against the table next to her also made a pointed statement of her willingness to defend the headwoman and her husband should things go awry.

“I appreciate you taking the time out of your day to speak with us, Headwoman Dewclaw,” Elphias said genially, setting down the steaming mug of tea that he’d been sipping from moments before.

“Of course. I am always happy to receive information from abroad, especially with things being as tense as they have been this year. My young friend here mentioned that you came bearing news from the south?” Kris asked, her ‘creaky old lady’ tone in full mode right now while she leaned forward on the table heavily.

Ham it up any more, Kris, and you are going to turn into a boar beastfolk, Koda thought with an internal smirk, but he didn’t say it out loud. Instead, he just watched the elves quietly while Calandra sipped from her own mug of hot tea.

“Well, as I had told our friend Koda here during the trip up,” Elphias began, his bright eyes dancing in amusement. “We traveled from far to the south, on the other side of the grasslands, to trade and gather word of the goings on to the north.”

“Interesting. I thought that this was the frontier, and that no other settlements had been established that far south," Kris replied.

The elven man gave Kris a smile with an edge to it, inclining his head to her faintly.

“No human settlements are to the south. But the elves and other people of the Wild have laid claim to that land and have settled it, driving off the trolls that had previously nested in the forests. And it is fortunate that we did, because the rot of the Crooked has taken hold on this world as well.”

Elphias paused, his smug smile triumphant as he waited for their reaction to that bombshell bit of news. Koda didn’t react, but he knew from the elf’s posture that what he was saying had to be big.

A glance stolen at Kris and Calandra told him that both of them were surprised by this, but Calandra was quick to school her features to neutrality once more.

Kris’ expression, however, hardened into irritation a moment later.

“So you're telling me,” Kris began in a low voice that was quick to shed her ‘old lady’ persona, “that the Wild has claimed land on a world the Stalwart seized from Oluk and the trolls?”

Clearly, her response was not what Elphias had expected, because the elven man blinked rapidly for several seconds before he answered.

“That is… correct. The elves and fae, as representatives of the Wild faction, laid claim to territory when it was obvious the humans had no interest in it. This frontier has remained unexplored for decades, with the human’s expansion stalled out here on the plains. And it was a good thing we⁠—”

“Yes, yes, because of the Crooked,” Kris interrupted with a wave of one bony hand. “But the Crooked don’t raid locations where there isn't prey for them to steal and convert into more of their kind. So your argument there is already flawed, Elphias the Trader.”

Kris’ tone was thick with sarcasm as she laid that title on him, something that was not missed by the elven man, whose brow wrinkled in irritation while his two companions’ frowns deepened.

“Well, there is still the threat of the Crooked to the south. The forces of the Wild have kept that front from bothering your people for several years now without issue. And we come to find that some of the beasts have burrowed between worlds like the rodents they are to plague your people.”

“And let me guess,” Calandra drawled, speaking finally with a carefully neutral expression. “Your actual mission when you came north was to look and see how much damage those raiders did, and maybe offer assistance to the people up north if they would help your people get a foothold?”

“I don’t know what you are talking about!” protested Elphias, speaking far too quickly for the actual surprise he was trying to portray. “We came with good intentions, to open talks with the folks settled north of the plains, as well as with the tribes that live there. With the Crooked threat, it behooves us to stand together! Something I’m sure you know all about, since you had to turn back your own raids of the beasts.”

“What confuses me,” Kris murmured, rubbing at her chin with one hand slowly. “is the secrecy. The Wild and the Stalwart are factions that have allied in the past against the dark gods and their kind. Why not send an envoy to the local baron, or even to the human king to seek alliance? Why come like this?”

“Because the local leaders clearly do not care about this frontier,” Elphias replied crossly, his lip curling as he let the mask of concern fade away. “We observed a refugee caravan with only a handful of guards trudging through the snow—easy pickings for any bandits that would take them. For all we knew, your people were bandits themselves and had captured the poor folk as slaves!”

“And why put yourself so easily into our power if you thought that?” Koda asked calmly. All of this was validating his previous suspicions of the elves and their reasons for coming here, but Koda still felt like there was more to it, so he didn’t want to just chase them out yet. “Why join with the group to travel if you thought we might have slaves?”

“Because of you, good man,” Elphias said, his irritation fading away and a serious look replacing it when he turned to Koda. “You were polite, even to strangers, and willingly guided us to your group. The refugees trusted your people and you had such a varied group with you that was clearly without duress.”

“Beyond the fact they’d have frozen to death if they ran,” murmured Janet Broadleaf, the female elf of the group. Her tone clarified that, while Elphias may have trusted them, she did not.

“So because everyone there trusted one man, you tagged along—to what? See how our village was doing and probe to see if we were interested in trade?” Kris offered, the feline beastfolk leaning forward over the table again to stare at the elven man pointedly. Her pose and words made it abundantly obvious she knew there was more to it than Elphias was saying.

“Trade, and more,” Elphias gushed, seeing that it was time to come clean. “It is obvious from the situation here along the frontier that the local baron has forsaken you. That you have to take in refugees from one of the other towns shows that much. You were fortunate to avoid the ravages of the raids, but that may not be true next time.”

The way Elphias let the words ‘next time’ trail off sounded like a threat to Koda, and it immediately set his back up. But before he could decide how to address the irritation in his gut, Elphias continued.

“It is a sad state of affairs, but the truth of the matter is that the humans have always looked down on the beastfolk—present company excluded, of course,” Elphias said, nodding to Koda meaningfully. “And it is because of that your people suffer. Many of the plains tribes were afflicted by the Crooked as well in the recent raids, and they have nothing but themselves to guard against the ravages of those monsters.”

“Get to your point,” Calandra growled, drawing the stare of all three elves.

The dwarven woman was openly glaring at Elphias now, both fists on the table as she glared at him. Koda could read the restrained anger in the dwarven woman’s body, and that helped him get a handle on his own anger, too.

“Fine,” Elphias sighed before locking eyes with Kris. “The elven nation is looking to take territory. We need support to keep holding the Crooked back to the south, so we would appreciate it if your village would offer tithe to the cause, in exchange for protection should more raids occur.”

And that we already owe allegiance to the baron?” Kris asked pointedly.

“The baron has forsaken your village and others like it,” Elphias replied smartly. “You owe him no allegiance anymore, as he has shown you none of the duty one’s liege lord should.”

“So you’re asking us to commit treason,” Koda said, his tone as cold as ice.
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“Treason is such a harsh word,” Elphias simpered, shooting Koda a condescending look. “And besides, for there to be claims of treason, then there would need to be evidence that you owed them fealty in the beginning. From what I have gathered, this local baron does nothing to support your village while still claiming taxes?”

Koda bit back a physical growl and met Calandra’s eyes across the table. He could tell that his dwarven wife was no happier about this situation than he was, but despite her thunderous expression, Calandra remained silent.

The whole reason I have the house that I do is because the baron demanded we build something for his deputy and then never installed one. Same as to why there is no standing garrison of soldiers here to protect the town, Koda thought furiously, remembering one of his earlier conversations with Kris.

Despite that lack of support—and some would even say active sabotage—the headwoman had never suggested they strike out on their own or avoid paying their taxes. Koda expected that it was because it would cut the village off from a lot of the supplies that they relied upon that couldn’t be produced locally, but didn’t say it out loud.

“Be that as it may,” Kris said after a few more seconds of silence. “The truth of the matter is, our village does fall under the baron’s authority. Silverstone was given a mandate to open the mines that are the lifeblood of the town by the baron’s ancestor, and we are proud of our work here.”

“Yet you get nothing in return!” Elphias exclaimed, his two companions nodding in agreement with him, but not speaking out. “While those of the Wild faction to the south actively work to shelter your people from the ravages of the Crooked and their dark allies!”

“So you say,” Calandra drawled, leaning back so she could drape her wrist over the end of her Dane axe where it leaned against the table. “But we have no proof of your claims, either. Or that there even is a settlement to the south. For all we know, you’re just here to stir up trouble.”

“What proof would you want?” Elphias demanded, irritation coloring his tone and putting a pale flush to his cheeks. “A hundred ears taken from Crooked warriors? One of their war banners? All I can give you is my word that the elven army to the south keeps your lands safe, and you sit here refusing to even consider allying with them.”

“Why would you decide to present yourself to a single village like this?” Kris asked, the older woman’s tone even despite the anger that both her young companions had already expressed. “From what it sounds like, your people are hard-pressed and fighting an extended campaign. The Wild and the Stalwart are allies after all—why not just go straight to the baron to let him know of the threat?”

“We came here first because we encountered Koda’s party along the road,” Elphias was quick to answer. “We’d been having some luck proposing alliances with the tribes of wild beastfolk that have colonized the southern plains, and I thought it would be good to first offer you an alliance.”

“Interesting,” Kris hummed, the older feline beastfolk tapping her chin lightly with two fingers. “And again, why not g; straight to the baron? Is that your next stop? The storms have slowed for now, but they will return soon and deposit more snow. This far north and close to the mountains never truly thaws out until spring, and the snow will hang about for some time.”

“I am familiar with the area, there are mountain ranges near our settlements that are the same,” Elphias replied sternly, again ignoring the question about the baron. “Which is why it is important that we have an answer from your people now. During the winter season, things quiet down as the armies have a harder time maneuvering, even in the south.”

“And what sort of provision would you expect us to make if we were to decide to support your efforts in the south?” Kris asked, getting an astonished look from both Koda and Calandra.

“You said that this is a mining village. Metal ores and bar stock would be the preferred supplies,” Elphias was quick to say, his eyes lighting up with excitement.

“And how would you propose to transport such supplies?” Kris asked evenly. “There is no road to the south. It is why the plains have been viewed as a frontier—no one has forged a path in that direction because of the predation of bandits, wildlife, or the tribes you mentioned before.”

“A road could be constructed without too much trouble, though naturally we would want it to remain a secret. If that raiding group of Crooked that Koda mentioned attacked found it, then it would guide them right into the rear of our armies’ formations,” Elphias was quick to say.

And it would also reveal your presence in the south, Koda thought grimly. Something tells me that the bonds between these ‘Wild’ and ‘Stalwart’ factions are more strained than they might appear.

Koda had heard about the Stalwart faction, headed by the humans, as it had been part of his lessons from Samira regarding the history of the worlds and the gods. The Wild tickled his memory at the moment, but he couldn’t place it just yet, so he set it aside to ask his girls about later.

“I think not,” Kris said with a sad shake of her head.

The headwoman’s denial was so abrupt that it threw Elphias off his game, as the elf had clearly been about to expand on his pitch of support.

“What?” the elf asked instead, staring at the older headwoman in surprise.

“There is too much you are not speaking about, Elphias the Trader-Who-Is-Not-A-Trader,” Kris said firmly, her old voice like iron. “Don’t think I haven’t noticed that you continue to deflect and avoid answering my companions' questions about when and if you will go to the baron about this.”

“But that—” Elphias protested, but Kris rode right over him and kept talking.

“Constructing a road through the plains is not, as you put it, a simple affair. There are multiple issues with it. You have also not proposed any way to prove your claims of a large force of Crooked to the south with whom your people are doing battle. If that were true, then I am sure you would be more than willing to call upon your people’s allies in the Stalwart for help, rather than trying to pick at the edges of their territory.”

Kris leaned forward onto the table, her old eyes sharp as she glared at the elven man and his two companions at the end of the table.

“No, this is the end of the conversation. You carry yourselves more like thieves in the night than diplomats or even merchants. Silverstone will not be a part of whatever scheme you are cooking up.”

The elven man had been getting redder and redder until his complexion resembled that of splotchy fruit yogurt. The two others weren’t much better, with the male elf looking like he was about ready to lash out physically.

“Then I suppose you would be fine if the front dissolved? And our armies pulled back to allow the Crooked passage into the plains, where they can ravage your lands wholesale?” Elphias snarled, lurching to his feet and slamming both hands down on the table.

Koda was on his feet as well, his totemic gauntlets forming around his forearms underneath his cloak, but Calandra acted first, as she had greater range.

The stout dwarven woman was on her feet and had spun her large Dane axe up into the air with a flick of one thick wrist. Treating the two-handed weapon as if it were a hatchet, Calandra had the blade brought around and only inches from Elphias’ nose before the elf could blink. The bone weapon gleamed intimidatingly at the elf, who was now the sallow color of old milk.

“That’s quite enough out of you,” Calandra growled in a low tone, as the sharpened edge glided idly through the air, as if it were a shaving razor rather than a weapon of war.

“Indeed,” Kris said mildly, the feline beastfolk not having moved from her position at the end of the table. “That attitude alone tells me you do not represent who and what you pretend to be. And if you do, then your superiors elected a fool for this task.”

Elphias swallowed hard. It was obvious to Koda that the man wanted to argue or refute that statement, but with the heavy weapon being held only inches from his face, he didn’t want to risk it. So instead, one of his minions spoke up.

“How dare you threaten us!” snarled Janet Broadleaf, the female elf shooting to her feet and reaching for the short blade on her waist. “I’ll have your⁠—”

Just what she would ‘have’ from Calandra would remain a mystery, because Koda’s wooden tea mug caught the elven woman in the elbow with a crunch and a scream of pain that foiled her draw of the weapon, and instead sent her tumbling to the ground.

“Out,” Koda snarled, his whole body trembling with anger now. “Get out.”

“But—” protested Elphias as Janet’s brother, Tyler, hurried around him to his whimpering sister to check on her injury.

“You will do exactly that,” Kris snapped, once again taking command of the situation. “You threatened me verbally, inciting my protectors to step in, and then sought to escalate it to physical violence. I want nothing to do with you or the people you represent. Get out of Silverstone, Mister Elphias, and take your companions with you. If you remain in the valley come nightfall, then you will be treated like the bandits you act like.”

Elphias gulped noticeably, his eyes falling to the elaborate bone-and-leather gauntlets Koda was wearing, before darting to the bone Dane axe that Calandra still held like it weighed as much as a spoon.

“I regret we cannot reach an understanding,” Elphias muttered, stepping back even as Tyler hoisted his groaning sister to her feet, the woman clutching at her injured—and likely broken—arm with the other.

“You regret more than that if you do not get moving,” Kris said sharply. “I recommend you start now, as it normally takes half-a-day to cross the valley.”

Elphias looked like he wanted to protest, maybe even use Janet’s injury as an excuse, but one glance between the three residents of Silverstone told him it was pointless. So he gathered what shreds of his dignity he could about himself and nodded.

“Fine, I see that there is no returning to the previous subject. I just hope that your village does not come to regret your quick decision.”

Calandra and Koda both growled at the implied threat, and the three elves made a quick escape out the door, hurrying into the winter afternoon.

“Idiots,” Kris sighed, rubbing at her eyes with one hand when they were gone.

“Aye—definitely idiots. I can’t help but wonder if there might be a kernel of truth in their statements, though,” Calandra grunted, retracting her weapon and letting it rest on her shoulder. “Good aim there, love.”

“Like I was going to let that dumb bitch draw on you,” Koda snorted in amusement. “I almost beaned her in the head, but I didn’t want to crack her skull.”

“That begs the question, though,” Calandra grunted, turning to look at Kris. “Do we just let them go on their merry way? What if they decide to cause problems?”

“It’s not as if we can hide the village,” Kris said tiredly. “The road leads right to it from Amberpost, and that same road is easy enough to spot if you are traveling the plains towards the mountains. And they learned nothing that would be dangerous for them to know. No, I would rather they leave and carry word back to whoever they represent that Silverstone is not interested, provided they follow directions.”

“Right then,” Calandra grunted, setting her weapon down to swing her heavy bison-hide cloak about her shoulders. “I’ll tap a few of the hunters—and maybe Finna, if I can find her fuzzy-tailed arse—and have them trail those three. If they leave the valley as directed, we’ll let ‘em go.”

“I meant what I said,” Kris said in agreement. “If they leave by nightfall, then they can go in peace. But if they try to circle about, dig around for information, or stall, then they are to be treated as hostiles.”

“I’ll get it passed along,” Calandra said with a nod before snatching up her weapon and circling the table to get a kiss from Koda before she headed out the door.

“What do you think the odds are that they were serious?” Koda asked, settling back onto his chair, since it seemed Calandra had things well in hand at the moment.

“About the Crooked forces to the south?” Kris asked, taking up her mug again. “It’s entirely possible. The Crooked and their ilk could walk between dimensions for a long time; never very many at once without the help of a portal, which is why my point about them only being in that area if there was a source of prey holds weight.”

“That’s how they got here for that initial raid before,” Koda stated more than asked, but Kris nodded her agreement.

“Yes, they likely had an expeditionary raiding force come through that caught some folk on the edge of Amberpost, probably farmers or even a hunting party from the plains tribes. Those folk were used to open the initial portal that brought the larger raiding force through—that one that you mentioned Arthene helping you and Sienna wreck.”

Koda nodded in understanding, remembering the hectic battle from the back of Arthene’s dire bear form. It’d been a rather manic fight that only went their way because of a series of lucky coincidences.

Remembering how much he had relied on luck in those early days made Koda’s grimace deepen even further. His people had taken far too many chances against unfavorable odds.

We need more people able to fight, Koda thought grimly. If something like that happens again, I can’t take a dozen hunters and my wives into a battle against hundreds or thousands of enemies. One of these days, my luck is going to run out. I need more allies…

His thoughts returned to the tribes of the beastfolk on the plains, and Koda knew he was already moving in the right direction. It would take time for word to spread of Thera’s potential return, but it would spread. And if the reactions of the few he’d met so far were to be believed, then the tribes would stand with him.

What else, though? Koda thought to himself. As much as he was loath to admit it, the elves’ talk of armies of Crooked to the south had him worried. The baron's forces had stomped out the raiding force quickly, but only because they had hit them unexpectedly. For all that Elphias’s words had been honeyed half-truths, that the baron barely cared about the frontier was also true.

His mind returned to his conversations with Thera, and the goddess’ fear and hope that her old friend Chandra Wildheart would forgive her for hiding this long. He also considered the solid support he’d received from Calandra and the other dwarves that had joined as refugees from Amberpost.

What about the dwarves? Koda thought silently, turning it over in his mind. I remember Samira saying they were part of the Stalwart, which is led by the humans and Golieas, whom we are trying to avoid being noticed by, but still…

“We need to be ready to defend ourselves,” Koda said at last, looking up to find that Kris had been patiently waiting for him to speak.

“I thought that was why your Calandra has been training anyone who approaches her?” Kris asked with a small smile that transformed into a thoughtful look when Koda continued.

“I don’t mean like that,” Koda said with a shake of his head. “I mean we need to be ready for a lot more. Something tells me that Elphias will not be the last of the elves that we see coming to bother us here, nor the Crooked and their ilk, either. We need to prepare Silverstone, and for that we need more allies, better defenses, and time to train…”

“One step at a time, Aegisclaw,” Kris said gently after he trailed off into silent thought once more. “You not only have mates to look after, but a potential growing family to consider. There is nothing pounding on our door at the moment, and the claws of winter will keep threats at bay for now.”

“Yes, but those enemies remain out there,” Koda said firmly. “And I don’t think they will spend their time sitting cozy by a fire, even if it’s the depths of winter. There are some things we can do even now to prepare. In the worst case? It’s one less thing to worry about in the future.”

“Fair enough, Aegisclaw,” Kris conceded with a sage nod. “Where shall we start?”
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