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Foreword


There are scenes contained within that are of an adult nature. These scenes are marked with a <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!


Chapter One




“Every time I see him, I can’t help but be impressed by our mate,” Calandra chuckled as Koda hefted the large iron felling axe onto one shoulder.

The thick dwarven woman was studying her own axe—a finely crafted artifact of bone and leather—while sitting beside the kitchen hearth in just her pants and a straining breast band. The domestic scene warmed Koda’s heart as he studied her and the others in the room while Calandra continued.

“If it was up to me, I’d just move us all down into the kitchen here; we can sleep on the floor to make the most of the limited firewood we have, rather than go out into that storm to cut more.”

“Cold doesn’t bother me,” Koda said with a shrug and a smile at his petite lover. The light of the fire gleamed on her skin and danced along her thick braids, giving the woman a glowing, almost gilded look.

“I know it doesn’t, but you should still wear your cloak,” Sienna said pointedly from her spot at the kitchen table, a little further from the roaring fire in the stone hearth.

The wolf beastfolk was carefully sharpening loose iron arrowheads on a slick piece of black stone. Clearly feeling his eyes on her, Sienna looked up with a curious flick of her pointed wolf's ears, sending her short red-black hair bouncing in response. She was wearing a sleeveless tunic, and there was a smudge of dark oil on her cute nose from her work.

“If you want me to,” Koda replied easily, swinging the axe back off his shoulder and gesturing towards the bison-hide cloaks that hung from pegs by the door.

Those thick garments were more like massive, fur-lined blankets than cloaks, guaranteed to keep out the worst of the winter chill even with the icy storm raging outside. If it wasn’t for his goddess-boosted strength, Koda would have found them cumbersome to wear. That same strength was also what allowed him to ignore the vast majority of the outdoor chill.

“I’d prefer it,” Samira said, the caracal beastfolk emerging from the bathing room, which was behind the kitchen fireplace. She was wearing her close-fitting leather breeches and the beaded half-top that looked more like a sports-bra than a shirt to Koda, but the beastfolk woman looked so hot in them he’d never complain.

A flick of the cat-woman’s fingers sent a rain of droplets whisking off her skin as she practiced some more with her still-new water magic. Another gesture sent the droplets sailing back over her shoulder and into the bathing room before Samira pulled the door closed once more.

“I know you are strong, Koda. But there is no reason to take chances,” Samira continued a moment later when she could relax her focus.

“That’s why I’m taking Finna with me,” Koda chuckled, nodding towards the tall, muscular woman who was leaning by the door.

“Yeah, but you can’t wear me like a cloak to keep warm,” Finna teased in return, her bright eyes twinkling while the long, rabbit ears that protruded from her storm-cloud-gray hair twiddled slowly. “Though I wouldn’t complain if you wanted to try.”

Much like Samira, Finna was wearing leather breeches and a simple top, but hers was a close-fitting leather vest. She also wore a pair of leather armbands decorated with beads and small bones. The leather pack that held her bow hung across her back, the strap running between her modest breasts.

“Maybe another time,” Koda replied with an amused snort of his own. “You are definitely large enough that I should be able to use you as a cloak or even a blanket.”

Finna’s amused chuckle made the other girls smile, too. They’d gotten used to the large woman quickly after she’d inserted herself into their lives. It was hard not to appreciate Finna, given her friendly, helpful attitude and the fact that she was, basically, a demigoddess.

Like her bond-sister Arthene, Finna was a primal spirit who had incarnated into a physical body to assist Koda with safeguarding and growing the Beast Queen’s people. And just like Arthene, the Amazonian-formed rabbit woman was a good size larger than others of her kind. Not that she was grotesque, but Finna stood out in a crowd.

The lapine primal spirit stood around six feet, eight inches in height, and that was before you counted her long ears, which would add another foot if they stood upright. Most times they folded back or draped to either side of her head though, but Finna’s long form was unmistakable, regardless.

“If any of us would qualify as being a fur cloak, it would be dear Arthene. Are you alive over there, sister?” Finna jibed, directing the attention to Arthene.

The woman in question was lying face-first on top of the kitchen table, a fork clutched in one hand with a still-faintly steaming sausage impaled on the twin tines. Arthene’s fur-lined leather top was crooked, one of her breasts nearly escaping confinement, and Koda knew that her leather skirt was likely in the same state as well from how groggy the bear woman had been when she stumbled down for breakfast.

Arthene’s plate lay in the crook of her arm. A single fried egg and three more sausages lay on it, with her long mess of dark brown hair barely avoiding getting caught in the grease on her plate. But the quiet snore and how her rounded bear ears hung limply while she dozed on the table was enough to tell everyone she was fast asleep despite the food.

“Nope,” Sienna said with a loving grin as she bent over Arthene to study her hidden, sleeping face. “Our dear bear is back to sleep. You must have really worn her out last night, Koda.”

“She’s the one who wanted me to wrestle her into submission and then mount her,” Koda replied, though he couldn’t help but puff up a bit in pride at having worn out Arthene to where the normally rambunctious bear-spirit was still tired.

“I mean, I can’t fault her,” Sienna added, her nose wrinkling cutely while she shot Koda a heated look. Her fluffy red-black wolf's tail swished happily behind her.

“Neither can I,” Calandra added as well, grinning broadly. “And despite it all, Koda didn’t fail to deliver this morning either!”

“I still say that you need to learn to share,” Samira grumbled playfully, tugging on one of the dwarven woman’s trio of thick braids as she went by, headed for Koda. “You can’t be the only one allowed to wake our mate up like that.”

“She’s not,” Koda confirmed as he scooped the caracal woman up in his arms to give her a quick kiss while she purred happily. “Calandra just has an advantage because of how she likes to sleep.”

“It’s dark and warm, two of my favorite things,” Calandra said with a shrug and an irrepressible grin.

“We should get going,” Finna urged from her spot by the back door. “The storm is weakening right now, so we should hurry out to gather some deadfall and bring it back to process before it picks up again.”

“I have wind magic and I still don’t know how you can read the weather so accurately,” Calandra said with a shake of her head.

“Practice,” Finna said with a broad grin. “You learn to read the signs and the land when you spend most of your life in travel and patrol. Keep up your studies and you’ll learn your ways to tell; mine only took this long because I don’t have your kind of magic.”

“All right, loves. I’ll see you all in a few hours once we get back. When Arthene wakes up, someone give her a kiss for me?” Koda asked, setting Samira down and letting the caracal woman quickly brush his long black hair back and secure it with a tie to keep it out of his way.

“Will do, Koda,” Sienna confirmed with a smile. “I promise we’ll only tease her a little about missing out on the orgy.”

“Mmzh?” Arthene mumbled, her bear ears twitching suddenly as she shifted on the table. “Wha? Orgy? Don’t leave me out…”

Happy laughter rang out through the warm house in response from the other women, including Finna, as one of Arthene’s true passions teased her out of unconsciousness.

“Nothing of the sort, Arthene,” Koda said reassuringly, threading around the table to where his sleepy bear was pushing herself upright, blinking slowly while still brandishing the sausage on a fork in one hand.

“But I heard orgy…” Arthene whined, which was cut off when Koda used a gentle hand in her hair to turn Arthene so he could press a kiss to her lips.

The large bear woman groaned happily into the kiss, shifting to press back into him and wiggle happily.

“Promise?” Arthene murmured sleepily when they finally separated. Koda nodded to confirm, leaning forward to brush the tip of his nose against Arthene’s while meeting her yellow eyes.

“Like he’d ever leave you out, ‘Thene,” Sienna teased the larger woman, leaning over to rub her cheek against Arthene’s affectionately as well. “And you know we’d never really let him, either.”

“Good,” Arthene grunted, accepting the affectionate nuzzle from the wolf woman with a smile.

Apparently noticing her half-finished breakfast still at hand, Arthene snatched the sausage off her fork with her teeth and went back to chewing tiredly.

“Finna and I were just heading out to take advantage of the break in the storm to get more firewood,” Koda explained, gently finger-combing some of the curly brown hair away from Arthene’s face as he spoke.

Arthene made a questioning grunt while her mouth was full, which Koda was quick to answer.

“No, you stay here. Finna is going to hunt while we are out, and it’s going to be hard enough to do that with me crashing about. With both of us out there, she might as well not bother. Besides, you deserve to rest after all that work you put in last night.”

Koda said the last part teasingly, leaning in to press another kiss to Arthene’s temple. The bear spirit growled playfully, but didn’t protest, instead turning to rub her face into his chest lovingly for a moment.

“The bath water is refreshed too,” Samira suggested, sitting down at the table across from Arthene and pouring herself a cup of tea from the still-steaming pot that sat in the center of the table. “It should be warm by the time you finish eating, Arthene. A nice soak might ease any sore muscles.”

Koda didn’t need to see Arthene’s face to know that the bear spirit was wrestling with the idea. Accepting would admit that she was sore after Koda’s ‘attentions’ the night before—something that they all knew but no one had said out loud yet—but not accepting would mean that Arthene would miss out on luxuriating in a simple comfort, an act she dearly enjoyed.

Sienna knew just how to help her sister-mate to make a decision, and put it into practice without hesitation. And from the meaningful grin Sienna sent his way, he knew that she was doing this intentionally to ensure he had some time alone to get to know Finna better.

“Arthene,” Sienna said sweetly, getting the still-sleepy bear spirit’s attention. “I was thinking of taking a nice bath as well to relax when I’m done with this. Did you want to join me? If you are sore, then I can help work out some of the knots?”

Adding the prospect of cuddles to soaking in the hot bath decided it for Arthene, as she nodded vigorously without hesitation. Koda saw Calandra and Samira hiding laughs behind their hands, while Finna rolled her eyes at the bear woman’s simplistic nature.

It’s just who Arthene is, Koda thought while he continued to lovingly pet Arthene’s thick hair. She’s more in touch with her instincts and nature than the rest of us, even Finna. It’s part of what I love about Arthene. I also love that all my mates look after each other. I’d put good money on Sienna having decided that Arthene might hurt something if she pushed herself today.

Despite being smaller than the two primal spirits, and just a mortal to boot, Sienna was the head of Koda’s wives and took it in stride that she would look after the others in the family as well.

That’s not to say that the other girls didn’t dote on Sienna in return, but Sienna was the one who spent the most time ensuring the other girls took care of themselves. This attitude ‌helped Koda come to terms with the fact that children might appear in their lives before too long.

I know that everything Thera is hoping for is pinned on me and my family, Koda thought silently as he watched the interplay between his mates. And that means my having kids will help secure the chance of her returning successfully. I should feel terrified at the idea of being a father, but I’m not. And since we aren’t using any form of protection right now, it’s only a matter of time…

Thinking about his mates and the future drew his attention back to Finna as the lapine woman unwrapped her elaborate bow and quickly set the string on it, testing the wood and string with the ease of long familiarity.

Of the women living under his roof, Finna was the only one not sharing his bed or calling herself his mate. Not because she didn’t want to—far from it in fact. Finna had, much like Arthene before her, declared her intent to join his family within hours of meeting Koda. But unlike her ursine sister-spirit, Finna was content to let a relationship form first, rather than enthusiastically bowling her way into Koda’s bed.

Things might have been different with Arthene if she’d shown up before Sienna and I finally consummated things, Koda thought with a wry smile. But that’s in the past, and things have worked out. I need to keep my eye firmly on the future.

With that thought held firmly in his mind, Koda bent to press a quick kiss to first Arthene’s cheek and then Sienna’s before circling the table to repeat the feat with his other mates.

Calandra set aside her work to haul him into a deep lip lock, her hands wandering over his tunic-clad chest suggestively as her tongue tangled with his. The dwarven woman was short in height, but never in passion, and she reminded him of that before finally releasing him.

Samira settled for a quick peck and a nuzzle, purring happily as he rubbed the base of her distinct, tuft-tipped caracal ears.

With his round of farewells done, Koda swung his bison-hide cloak around his shoulders—getting a nod of approval from several of his mates—and collecting the felling axe once more. His home was warm and comforting, but there was always more work to do to ensure that it remained that way.

Turning back to the group, he gave his wives another broad smile and shrugged the cloak closed over his shoulders before pulling the lined hood up to shield his face. He already had his boots on, and what tools he was used to carrying on his belt.

Surprising how quickly I got used to not having my cell phone out here. Not having the Internet is weird, but the perks definitely outweigh any negatives, Koda thought with a small, contented smile as he remembered waking up in a pile of feminine curves and limbs that morning, to Calandra’s warm morning affections beneath the blankets.

“Shall we get going then, Finna? You said we only had a few hours break in the storm,” Koda asked the lapine woman, who nodded firmly and beckoned him to follow her out the door.

“Yes, just a few hours, but that’s enough time to get done what we need to. The more wood we can get drying now, the better late winter will be. One thing I’ve learned from living in the mountains in the past was that you can never have enough firewood ready.”


Chapter Two




“How are you settling in with the family?” Koda asked as he and Finna tramped through the snow.

Well, he tramped.

Despite her much larger frame and obvious strength, Finna trotted along on top of the loose powder as if it was solid stone, leaving not a single track behind her.

“I’m doing just fine, actually,” Finna answered with a grin. She had her bow out and strung, with an arrow at the ready while they traveled away from Silverstone and the homes of the Ivory Spear tribe. “It’s a bit of an acclimation, staying in one place for this long while I have a physical form. But having any form after so long as a spirit is a blessing.”

“I’m glad that it’s going well for you,” Koda replied as he clambered over a boulder that was hidden by the thick blanket of snow.

What had melted off weeks before was now replaced in the wake of the winter storm that had come in, effectively sealing into the valley right now. The pass and the road down the mountain was thick enough with snow that even passage on foot would be difficult. This was doubly so as the storm clouds were only taking a breather before hitting the valley once more.

“I walk the world once more, beside one of my favorite sister-spirits and her family. A family that I am looking forward to my chance to join as well,” Finna teased in amusement. “Hearing you lot going at it like a warren of rabbits every night bodes well for your stamina and being able to keep up with me.”

"You know," Koda said as he ducked under a snow-laden branch, making sure not to dislodge its chilly burden, "if I hadn't already been accustomed to Arthene's innuendo, I would have been surprised at that."

“Both Arthene and Calandra are working to build up your resistance to such bawdy comments,” Finna replied, threading around the same tree with ease. “I would be upset with losing the opportunity to tease you, but getting to witness your growth is worth it in the end.”

“Are you sure that you aren’t jealous?”

Koda’s return-fire tease caught the lapine woman by surprise. She tripped, leaving a mark in the snow for once, but caught herself before falling flat.

“And if I am?” Finna replied once she had her balance again, giving a haughty sniff as the pair continued to thread through the thin trees that butted up against the edge of Silverstone village.

“Then I’d remind you not to be,” Koda said with a smile and a shrug. “You are already part of the family. Your respect for my desire to get to know you before we jump between the sheets makes it even easier to connect to you.”

“You can thank Thera for that,” Finna said with a long-suffering sigh. “I observed your interactions with your mates alongside her long enough to know how you would have reacted otherwise.”

“Oh? Did you two spend a long time spying on me?”

“Depends on what you consider to be spying, dear Aegisclaw. You are the prime champion to my Lady, and her eyes are on you always to ensure you have the best chance you can get to survive. Her own survival relies upon it as well,” Finna replied, her voice unusually sober.

“I can’t complain about that,” Koda said, sighing gustily before he continued. “I know Thera is counting on me continuing my bloodline⁠—”

“And she knows that your genuine affection and connection to your mates is the driving force behind your fierce determination,” Finna interrupted, waving her hand to reassure him. “Do not feel pressured to rush yourself. Sure, you may fulfill the task by spreading your seed far and wide, but it would also increase the risk of being discovered. Emotions are mercurial things, and all it would take is one jealous lover deciding to turn on you to bring it all crashing down. Far better to focus yourself on a core group you can trust and love wholeheartedly.”

“That won’t stop Thera from throwing more of her ‘wayward daughters’ into my path, is it?” Koda asked dryly, using the term that the goddess herself had described the primal spirits that were even now waking from their long slumber in the spirit realm.

“Most definitely not,” Finna answered with a broad grin. “In fact, I would expect one or two more to turn up here soon, to make the most of your time during the winter.”

“I’d prefer if they didn’t risk themselves traveling in this,” Koda said, gesturing to the piles of white clinging to the trees and the ground all around him. “I’d hate for something to happen to one of them because the environment is against them. We’ve got enough threats running about with the Crooked and those elves.”

“Ah yes, the elves,” Finna sobered again abruptly. “The presence of the elves and their acting as representatives of the Wild in this area will bring more strife, and with it a greater chance of my Lady being discovered.”

Koda didn’t respond, as this was something that they’d already discussed after the trio of elven ‘traders’ that had stumbled upon Koda and the girls while they’d been returning from a supply trip to the nearby larger town of Amberpost a month previous.

The trio had been posing as traveling merchants, something that was patently ridiculous given that they were coming on foot over the plains in the winter, but Koda had entertained them for the moment to try and learn more. And also because he’d had a feeling that they would have just followed him at a distance if he hadn’t.

It had only taken a day in Silverstone before the leader of the trio had approached Kris Dewclaw, the headwoman of the Ivory Spear tribe and leader of Silverstone, with an offer to ally with his people who apparently had moved into the lands south of the mountains and across the plains. They also threatened that the elven forces were currently battling a large army of Crooked, and could easily give the twisted creatures access to the plains and the northern lands where Silverstone lay.

Kris had refused, as the elves had been all but demanding Silverstone switch to paying its taxes and allegiance to this unnamed elven faction. An act of treason against the baron who held these lands and had originally allowed the establishment of Silverstone.

The headwoman had ordered the elves to leave the valley and surroundings of Silverstone, with Kris preparing and sending a report to the baron’s representatives in Amberpost. They’d debated on if it was a good idea to inform the baron of the events, but it was eventually decided that it would be far better to be up front about the attempted subversion than to hide it and potentially draw even more attention.

“Yes,” Koda agreed with Finna’s earlier statement. “We’ve done everything we can ‌and will just have to keep a wary eye out.”

“Not everything, if your plans for the village are anything to go on,” Finna replied, her tone lightening to a teasing one.

“Which plans?” Koda teased right back. “The ones where we train the villagers so they never have to be victims again? The one where we plan and build defenses both around the village and at the pass to see trouble coming? Or the talks of what to do if we are discovered and have to flee?”

“Any of the three could be seen as radical,” Finna shot back, gesturing with one hand to their left suddenly.

Koda saw the gesture and followed its direction to spot the time-grayed bulk of a partially fallen pine tree still precariously supported in the boughs of two more.

“That one will do nicely,” Finna said, glancing over to check that he had seen it and receiving a nod in return.

The two of them angled towards the wind-felled tree to check it over while Finna continued to elaborate on her previous point.

“Arming and training the peasants could be seen as a threat against the rightful lord of the land. Same with building defenses without their lord's bidding. Planning an exodus, no matter how remote or unwanted, is a rather extreme thing to be considering, ‌but also intelligent to consider.”

“We don’t have the numbers to risk being exposed right now,” Koda said with a shrug, arriving at the base of the waist-thick pine tree and studying the splintered wood that still hung on to the base, despite having likely broken months, if not years, before.

“Which is another reason I’m glad that Headwoman Dewclaw told the elves to take a hike,” Finna said, pacing around the half-fallen tree while studying the branches above. “I think we can jostle it enough to fall, but it would be better to finish cutting through the stump to ensure we can guide it down. Just don’t go underneath the trunk.”

“I know about widowmakers,” Koda replied with no heat or irritation. “They are dangerous for hikers, and I did a lot of that in my past life.”

“You have quite the collection of odd knowledge from your past,” Finna complimented him as she finished her inspection of the tree and stood back to give Koda room.

Unshouldering the axe, Koda carefully folded back the bison-hide cloak to let him swing without impediment. He took a moment to stomp a clear section in the snow as well to ensure he had good footing.

“All the strength in the world won’t help me if I slip and bust my ass,” Koda muttered, getting a light laugh from Finna.

“And it would be such a shame to put another crack in your posterior,” Finna quipped before snorting in laughter at her own joke.

“I’m more worried about not hearing the end of it from Sienna and the girls for getting more injured from the snow than fighting a troll,” Koda replied before swinging the axe back and taking a light chop at the tree trunk.

The iron blade bit deep into the ancient wood. Koda’s vastly improved strength was more than up to ‌powering through the wood.

“Your mates worry about you as much as you worry for them. That’s another reason why all of them were glad that you had Calandra with you when you and Kris met with the elves,” Finna settled against a tree, the pale snow glimmering around her while a very faint flush marked her cheeks. The blush was only obvious because of the pale colors of the snow surrounding her.

Rather than call attention to it, as Koda had a sneaking suspicion that Finna counted herself amongst those numbers, he instead diverted the conversation onto those same elves. He’d been meaning to get more information and Finna was the most traveled of his companions.

“What can you tell me about the elves? Do they have a primal god like the beastfolk, humans, and trolls?” Koda asked, swinging the axe back and carefully taking aim before sending the thick blade into the tree trunk with a grunt.

Finna hummed quietly in thought for a moment before she answered, her long ears perking up before drooping forward in front of her face slightly.

“The elves do not have a direct deity, no. But they are favored scions under Lady Daphne Whitebark, who heads the fae.”

“Fae? Like fairies and the like? Or are they more Brothers Grimm?” Koda asked, taking another solid whack with his axe. The tree shuddered and groaned, sagging slightly but not coming free of its base just yet.

“I don’t know who the ‘Brothers Grimm’ are, Koda. But the fae and the faeries are about as alike as a troll is to a goblin. They might look similar in some ways, but are entirely different creatures,” Finna replied dryly. “And neither of them appreciate being compared to the other. Faeries and sprites are minor nature spirits, while the fae are ancient clans of elemental beings. Though they do not align with the traditional four elements; instead they tie themselves to light and darkness, in constant conflict with themselves.”

“And this Lady Daphne?” Koda asked before taking another measured chop. This time his axe blew through the rest of the stump, having cut the final chips of wood still connected. The tree groaned and shifted before pulling free of the overhead branches and crashing down to land in a billow of snow.

“She heads the Wild faction, just as Golieas heads the Stalwart,” Finna answered, turning to shield herself from the flying snow until it cleared before continuing. “The Wild is the faction that my Lady was part of, but they also turned their back on her when the Crooked first appeared. I do not trust them to not also take the same opportunity we fear from Golieas.”

“Good to know. So we have two competing factions that we have to watch out for, one which we are currently hiding in their lands, and the other that is apparently trying to invade?” Koda asked, setting to work limbing the tree with quick and easy chops of the axe. Each blow removed a branch from the trunk as he walked the length of the tree.

“Three, actually. The Crooked are part of a third faction many call ‘the Devouring,’ as they lay waste to everything in their path. They, along with the trolls and the Tyrantborn, make up that faction. Well, it’s less of a faction and more of a label that was slapped onto them during the conflicts to group types of enemies together,” Finna answered with a sigh. “Calling them a faction implies that there is some kind of guiding force controlling them, which I dearly hope is not true.”

“The Crooked are enough of a pain without having some kind of guiding power over them,” Koda agreed, taking a second swing at a knotty branch that didn’t give at his first blow. “What about these Tyrantborn?”

Finna’s shudder of revulsion told Koda all he needed to know, but the lapine spirit continued after a moment to steady herself.

“The Tyrantborn are a menace. Some would argue they are worse than the Crooked, given that they seek only to devour resources and reproduce in massive insect colonies. Thankfully, they rarely escape from their first and only conquest—the planet formerly known as the Roaring Lakes, but now known as the Broken Lakes.”

“Oh, I recognize that one,” Koda said, looking up from his work to find that Finna had been following behind him, collecting the branches he cut and bundling them together under one arm. She had secured her bow once more in its protective leather case to give her both hands to work with. “That was Ormi’s world, right?”

“Yes, the former world of the drak’nar. I don’t know how the Tyrantborn overwhelmed Ormi’s people; Thera wasn’t able to discover it before she sent me through to you. Just that they played a part in that world’s loss hundreds of years ago and have been squatting on its corpse since,” Finna said, her nose wrinkling in disgust at the idea.

Wanting to change the subject anyway, Koda asked her the question that was really on his mind right now.

“What about the dwarves?”

Finna’s disgusted look vanished and was replaced with a thoughtful one for a moment before she answered.

“The dwarves are currently allied with the Stalwart, as you know. They joined that faction in the wake of Thera’s ‘fall’ at Chandra’s behest, seeing it as the best path to revenge on the Crooked. But they used to be part of the Wild faction, back in the ancient times.”

“What defines the two factions as different? I can guess based on the name, but I’m curious what the official line is,” Koda asked, diverting slightly from his digging in a moment of curiosity.

“The Stalwart believes in the rule of law and a strict system of position and responsibility, while the Wild believe in a more ‘might makes right’ system, where the weak are culled by circumstance or conflict to allow for a healthier whole to survive,” Finna answered with a shrug.

“Both have their benefits and downsides. The Stalwart are too focused on organization and castes, while also overreaching themselves to ‘make all equal’ in the law. Many view the Wild as being ruthless for focusing on personal strength as a deciding factor, forgetting that the intent is to embrace one’s nature and test yourself against the harsh worlds we live in and prove we are worthy to survive on our own merits.”

“They both sound like they had good purposes at one time that have stagnated or twisted themselves,” Koda said quietly, getting a nod of agreement from Finna.

“It was part of why our Lady had distanced herself from the Wild previously. Thera’s commandment to her children is to be free to grow strong and be good custodians of the natural world. The Wild still had strata and ruling classes, and those were focusing too much on personal power at the cost of the world around them.”

“Which also kind of explains why the Wild weren’t too quick to jump to her aid,” Koda said quietly. When he saw the scowl on Finna’s face, he was quick to continue. “It may have looked like she was getting ready to confront the existing power structure, something which that power structure would have not been happy to see. Not saying they were right to, just saying I can understand why they might have held back, thinking that the Crooked might be enough to teach Thera that she was better with the faction than striking out on her own.”

“And it all fell apart before anyone could intervene. I’m sure a similar mindset stayed Golieas and the Stalwart’s hands,” Finna growled, and Koda couldn’t argue with that statement. It made sense in a bizarre and dark way.

To lighten the mood, he turned back to his earlier thoughts and asked another question about the dwarves.

“Now, I know I could ask Calandra this, but I’m curious what your take on it is, since you know the world better: what are the odds that we might talk Chandra into breaking with the Stalwart to form a new faction with a returned Thera? I don’t think the existing two would welcome Thera back regardless, and it would be a blessing to have allies. This is a very long-distance goal, by the way.”

The question surprised Finna so much that the rabbit-eared woman stumbled again, this time dropping her bundle of branches and nearly falling on top of it.

Koda was quick to turn and catch her, his strength making the weight of the primal spirit negligible as he set Finna back on her feet a moment later.

“You definitely do not have small goals,” Finna chuckled breathlessly as she brushed her hands off on her pants and bent to collect her branches. Koda spotted the puffy fluff of her rabbit's tail wiggling above her bottom, and couldn’t help but wonder if it was as soft as it looked.

“When I was brought to another world to save a goddess, I decided small goals were things of the past. I needed to dream big with a start like that,” Koda replied, getting a curious look from Finna before she straightened and spoke.

“This is the First I’d heard of these dreams, though. What else would you be dreaming of?”

The question was simple enough, but Koda’s response really threw Finna through a loop.

“Reclaiming the Moonlit Realm. My goddess should have her home back, and my family deserves the safety of such a place.”


Chapter Three




Despite the concerns Koda had about the security of the little valley, especially in light of his luck over the last several months, winter marched on without issue.

Not that there weren’t problems. He still had to deal with everything from the accumulated snowfall damaging the roof of Banno’s tavern, to a few of the older members of the Ivory Spear tribe growing sick because of the chill weather.

In each situation, Koda did everything he could to assist. Helping repair Banno’s roof was the work of an afternoon, especially considering the immense strength that all of Koda’s family could bring to bear. The sick received treatment, and Koda even made a trip on foot, with Finna and Arthene as escorts, down to Amberpost to purchase herbs that the village had run short on.

The sight of Aegisclaw and his mates around town grew more and more common as the winter neared its deepest months. If Koda could not find someone to help during the days when storms did not layer more snow over everything, he pitched in with digging people out, or brought firewood in for people who might need it.

It got to the point with the firewood that Kris actually ordered the erection of a temporary structure in the village center for Koda to store the wood there, allowing anyone who needed to come and get it. With the strength that the champion had, and his relative immunity to the temperatures, it was far better for the older and younger members of the community to remain safely inside the village rather than wandering afield to hunt for wood like they normally would.

Following his own—admittedly rough—knowledge of forestry, and under advice from Sienna, Koda made sure that he was only clearing deadfall and other damaged trees. Of the handful of live trees he cut for ‌firewood, he made sure to take them from areas where the trees were growing too close together. The last thing Koda wanted was to damage the forest that the village relied upon for part of its livelihood.

Another round of envoys from the Silent Plains tribe arrived with news in those weeks, carrying requests for the spring melt and offers of trade. The blacksmiths of Silverstone, who had just finished up the last of the weapons-forging that they’d been doing to equip everyone who wanted a weapon to put Calandra’s training to use, were happy to take on the orders for the spring. They began turning out arrowheads, knives, and spear-heads for the tribesfolk. Even if some or all of the items weren’t actually purchased come the spring, there would be other buyers for the goods.

And as such, the winter passed slowly but with no major events beyond the Longnight celebration that the village had roughly halfway through the winter, as the snows piled deep in the mountains and all the villagers were thankful for their champion’s hard work to keep their homes warm.
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“So, it’s a ceremony that the entire village observes, but it’s not a communal one?” Koda asked in confusion while he sat on the leather-padded couch in the common area of his home. Around him, his mates and friends were lounging or working on small handcrafts to keep themselves occupied.

“It varies depending on the family,” Sienna asked from her spot snuggled into Koda’s side.

The wolf beastfolk had one arm tucked against her chest while the other lay on Koda’s, gently stroking him through Koda’s shirt. Her tail wagged slowly behind her, bouncing between the backs of her folded legs and the back of the couch.

“Yes,” Samira added from her spot sitting on a small cushion on the floor to Koda’s right. The nimble caracal woman was working with strips of thin bark, weaving them together into a wreath of sorts with surprising speed while she talked. “In the Silent Plains tribe, larger families might have their own ceremony in their homes, while others who either did not have a family, or were smaller sizes would gather in the meeting hall. They all united in that Longnight was a time for reflection and time spent with those you hold dear.”

“That makes sense. I just wanted to make sure there won’t be an issue if I’m not doing something special, like with the Pack’s Hearth we did a few months back,” Koda said while running one hand down Sienna’s back, getting a happy shiver from his wolfish mate.

“No one will fault you for wanting to spend time with your mates,” Arthene said firmly from her spot sprawled in front of the fire. The bear spirit was buck naked, her muscled form on full display as she sprawled across a thick fur rug to soak in the heat rolling off the fire as she dozed. It was a sight that would have distracted Koda, if it had been the first time he’d caught his luscious mate doing it.

“Honestly, I think more people would have strong opinions if we didn’t spend our first Longnight together like this. There’s a reason that so many babies are born towards the end of the summer and middle of fall,” Finna added from her spot in a chair near Arthene.

The rabbit-eared woman had a block of wood in one hand and a thin knife in the other, carving careful curls of the pale wood away and flicking them into the fire, or onto Arthene’s bare stomach to tickle her.

“As I said before, the only thing that is expected of us during Longnight is to keep a fire lit or a candle burning the entire night in vigil,” Sienna said, stretching one leg out until her hip popped and groaning contentedly before snuggling back into Koda. “And we definitely have the firewood to keep a vigil-fire burning.”

Koda just continued his quiet, affectionate petting of his mate. The ceremonies and traditions of his new world were rather different from what he was used to, but he didn’t mind that change.

When he’d first heard of Longnight, he’d thought it was something akin to Yule or Christmas from back home. But it turned out that the ceremony itself was fairly low-key. Adults would keep a flame burning throughout the longest night of the year, with many staying up through the night to ensure that their chosen flame would not go out.

“For the dwarves there is a bit extra,” Calandra added as she returned from the kitchen with a wooden platter set with clay mugs and a steaming pitcher of hot spiced wine. “We hold that Longnight, the day that the old year ends and the new one begins, is the day that the gods are most likely to visit us. As the year dies, the barrier between the spirit world and the physical is at its thinnest, so no dwarven family would turn away a visitor that came knocking.”

“So long as your tradition doesn’t require me to put my clothes back on, I don’t care,” Arthene mumbled from her spot by the fire, rolling over to lie on her front like she was sunning herself on a beach. “I’m far too comfortable right now.”

“I’d prefer it if you didn’t flounce about naked while we had guests,” Koda said quietly, and Arthene turned her head to look at him, her yellow eyes glittering questioningly. “I’m not ashamed of your body; in fact, I’m rather protective of the sight of it.”

“Then I shall not give my mate a reason to be jealous,” Arthene replied languorously, winking at him smoothly before letting her face fall back to her arms. The next part of what she said was muffled, but Koda could still hear it over the crackle of the fire and slosh of the wine as Calandra poured for them. “He certainly keeps me satisfied enough to want to please him.”

“I do my best,” Koda said with a snicker as he accepted a mug from Calandra, pulling the dwarven woman in for a kiss of thanks.

“So we get to spend another night just enjoying each other’s company,” Samira said, pausing her work to lean her head back on the couch behind her and smile up at Koda, her tufty ears wiggling. “Some families have their own ways of honoring the death of a year and the birth of a new one. And traditions need to start somewhere, right?”

Koda was about to answer that question when Finna suddenly sat bolt upright, both of her long ears standing on end. Before the lapine woman could say anything, Koda caught what she’d heard as well.

The scratch of claws on wood, like a dog scratching at a door to be let in.

Koda was on his feet within the next moment, Sienna moving out of the way to let him up. Ruby fire raced along Koda’s limbs for a moment as his totemic gauntlets formed around his arms and his armor took shape over the loose tunic and pants he’d been wearing.

The scratching sound came again at the back door of the house that looked out on the yard and the edge of the forest nearby, this time loud enough that everyone heard it.

“Koda,” Calandra murmured warningly, her olive eyes wide as she took the mug he wordlessly handed to her on his way to the back door.

He didn’t respond as both Finna and Arthene leapt to their feet to follow him, with Arthene snatching her bone club from where it hung on a hook by the fireplace.

The scratching noise got louder and more insistent as Koda got closer to the back door, but given the sturdy construction of the door and lack of windows, he had no way of checking without opening it.

A thick wooden bar and a metal latch held the heavy wooden door shut. As Koda reached for the latch to unhook it, the door shook slightly under another bout of scratching.

“I’ll open it,” Finna murmured quietly, stepping past Koda to flick the latch up and grab the bar.

Koda nodded, and as Finna lifted the bar up, he and Arthene readied themselves to deal with whatever might be on the other side of the door if it was violent.

Another bout of scratching saw the door swing inwards before Finna grabbed the handle and yanked it. A pile of snow, a gust of wind, and a knee-high ball of fur tumbled into the small entryway that the back door opened into.

“Thera’s tits!” Arthene swore, lowering her club when she spotted the mass of fluffy fur so white it made the snow look gray. “Damn it, Pippin! Why didn’t you just say something!”

The odd little fox-spirit flailed about on the floor for a moment before he righted himself and glared upwards at Arthene.

Finna heaved a sigh of her own and used a foot to scoot Pippin further into the house so she could kick the snow back out and then close the door. The diminutive spymaster-slash-trickster gave a squeaky growl at his treatment, attempting to sound fierce and just sounding cute given his overly fluffy appearance.

“She’s right, Pippin,” Finna grumbled down at the far smaller creature as Arthene huffed and stomped back to her spot by the fire, tossing her club into the corner in irritation. “Why did you come by the back door? I know you could have appeared inside the building just like Thera does.”

Another squeaky growl was Finna's response before the plush creature turned to stare up at Koda, yellow eyes glimmering above the little fox muzzle poking out of his fluffy form. Pippin didn’t speak, but Koda felt that the little creature was here to talk to him.

“Come on, Pippin,” Koda said quietly, relaxing his grip on the spiritual weapons and allowing them to vanish in another silent flare of ruby fire. “Let’s get you something warm from the kitchen. Go relax, Finna. I have this.”

Finna darted a look between Pippin, who was now bouncing happily on his little paw-feet, and Koda before nodding once.

“No tricks, Pippin,” Finna said warningly. The affronted look that the little creature shot her told Koda that Pippin did not appreciate the insinuation that he would even consider doing something like that. The way his fluffy tail sagged also told Koda that there was a distinct chance that Pippin might have been considering doing something, anyway.

Without another word, Koda led Pippin across the room to the kitchen. From the quiet gasps and murmuring from the girls, they all spotted the fluffy creature toddling along in Koda’s wake. He caught Sienna’s eyes and made a patting gesture to indicate she should stay there before ducking into the kitchen.

Just as he’d expected, the embers of the cooking fire were still glowing brightly, and a small iron cauldron hung partially over them, keeping more of the spiced wine warm.

“Wine? Or would you prefer some food?” Koda asked. He’d seen Thera treat the little creature as if he were just another person, so he would do the same. Koda also distinctly remembered Thera’s warning that if Pippin were ever actually to speak to him, then he needed to listen closely.

Pippin gave a low bark, his eyes fixed on the pot with the spiced wine in it, so Koda collected a spare cup from the shelf and ladled up a serving for Pippin. When he turned back to where the fluffy little fox creature had been standing, he found Pippin had somehow pulled out a seat at the table and was now perched on the chair waiting expectantly.

Koda offered the mug to his guest, doing his best to conceal a smile as Pippin grabbed hold of it with his front paws. The pose looked positively ridiculous, like someone was holding up a dog and pretending to move its arms around, but Pippin managed without an issue.

“So what brings you out my way, Pippin? Is everything okay with Thera?” Koda asked, using his bare foot to pull out the chair beside Pippin’s before settling onto it himself.

Pippin pulled his nose out of the mug, licking his chops happily and leaving his glossy white fur pristine, then nodded to Koda.

“Everything is okay? That’s good to hear,” Koda said, wanting to confirm and getting another brief nod from Pippin. “Things have been so quiet the last few months that I’ve been worrying that it’s just a build-up to something going wrong.”

Pippin nodded a third time and then growled quietly, his lip curling up to reveal a row of needle-sharp teeth.

“Something is building up?” Koda asked, the relief he’d felt from Pippin’s reassurance vanishing. The fox spirit nodded again before sticking his muzzle into the mug for another drink. The quiet little slurps that followed were a counterpoint to the muffled conversation he heard from the other room.

“Okay, so it can’t be something that is an imminent threat, otherwise Thera would have contacted me directly…” Koda murmured. Pippin didn’t respond with a nod this time, but his tail flicked once, so Koda took that as a ‘yes’ and kept thinking aloud. “Unless she’s worried about revealing that she’s back if she were to reach out to me?”

Pippin snorted into his mug, his yellow eyes rolling derisively as well at that, but the little fox-creature set the mug down delicately and licked his chops clean of liquid once more.

“Okay, got it. It wouldn’t risk her cover. That’s a relief. I don’t want her to take any chances she doesn’t have to,” Koda said, feeling a bit of the tightness in his chest relax. It’d been growing ever since he’d laid eyes on Pippin in the waking world. “So it’s an external threat that’s near to us?” Pippin tilted his head to one side, little ears wiggling but not responding. “So not near us, but still a threat?” That got a nod of Pippin’s snout.

Koda rubbed his chin thoughtfully with his left hand while his right drummed on the tabletop.

“I’m betting that it’s related to those elves that went through a few months ago?”

Pippin nodded rapidly three times, his narrow muzzle splitting in a fox-like grin while his tail whipped in a rapid beat.

“Okay, so it relates to them. Was it the elven force they mentioned? Or the Crooked they supposedly fight that I need to worry about?”

Pippin growled quietly for the elves and then barked sharply at the mention of the Crooked. But then the little fox creature continued to growl quietly.

“Something more too? Not the trolls, right?” Koda asked, his heart lurching in worry, but Pippin was quick to shake his head in refusal.

The plush little creature huffed once, then twice before he locked eyes with Koda. In those intelligent yellow orbs, Koda saw concern, anger, resolve, and a timeless will. For all that Pippin looked like an adorable little ball of fluff, Koda remembered well that the little creature was a servant of Thera, whom the goddess respected, and likely had as much if not more power than the primal spirits like Arthene and Finna.

Thera had warned him of Pippin’s mercurial demeanor, and that if the little creature deigned to speak aloud to him, he needed to listen. So when Pippin barked again and Koda felt words entering his mind, he paid close attention.

“Champion Aegisclaw, there are indeed forces arrayed to the south across the plains, as your ‘visitors’ threatened. They battle the Crooked. But what concerns me more is the news that the local human baron is gathering supplies during the winter. Signs point to some kind of campaign in the spring, and his eyes look this way and beyond.”

The fox-spirit’s voice was deep, almost regal, and completely at odds with Pippin’s physical form. It brought to mind an aged male scholar with a long beard and hundreds of hard-earned wrinkles, not a sassy ball of fluffy fur and tricks.

“Understood,” Koda said seriously, not allowing his surprise to show on his face. “We will be ready if something comes this way, and I appreciate the warning.”

Pippin sneezed, shaking his head fiercely enough to make his ears flop back and forth and resettle his fur before the innocent-looking ball of fur stuffed his nose back into his mug of spiced wine, lapping away without a care in the world.


Chapter Four




After Pippin’s surprising visit—with the fluffy spirit spending a day there before toddling off and vanishing into the snowy landscape—the calm of winter settled in once more over the village of Silverstone. With the warning delivered by the tiny spymaster, Koda redoubled his plans for how to fortify and protect his home from potential threats, while talking with the headwoman and other elders of the Ivory Spear tribe to get their opinions as well.

With the ground around the village frozen from winter’s chill, Koda couldn’t really begin construction as he knew it. But the frozen earth was no barrier to Sienna, and Koda’s first mate happily went to work setting foundations for walls to protect Silverstone, and defenses for the entrance to the valley. When she wasn’t working on those two, she was using her earth magic to slowly excavate larger storerooms under the village, or to check the mines over for potential hazards while the miners worked through the winter, insulated from the cold and the storms by many layers of rock.

Calandra continued to train the villagers to fight. Those who had acceptable skill levels were told to teach others. This helped by spreading the knowledge out and would work to cement the basics in their mind in the best way possible: by teaching another.

Samira met with the occasional envoy from the plains tribes who would brave the storms to visit. Most times it was a small party that would stay in the village for a week, either to trade or as pilgrims to confirm the stories circulating the hearth-fires of the plains about renewed hope. Mostly, though, Samira helped Calandra with her training.

Arthene and Finna alternated between escorting Sienna when she set to work on the defenses of the valley or going with Koda on his patrols. None of the wives spent much time alone, and each took every opportunity that they could to enjoy the time that they had with their husband and each other. When not with Koda, the two incarnate spirits worked to help Samira master her magic, as she was the least experienced with it.

Since she was the only one not fully inducted into the family, Finna spent most of the time that she could with Koda, both to learn more about him and to share her wealth of knowledge about the worlds. Much of her information about the workings of political structures or borders was out-of-date, but it was enough that she could fill in some of the holes to help with his plans.

For his part, Koda bounced between planning sessions and wandering the valley when the winter storms didn’t bind everyone in place. Even when the storms came in hard and fast, Koda rarely spent more than half-a-day inside, making the rounds to check on the people in the village.

When Koda went on his patrols, that was usually when he had either Finna or Arthene escorting him as the three of them were the most unaffected by the cold or the snow.

Koda often climbed to high places where he could look out over the village, the valley, or the plains beyond as he performed his patrols.

Sometimes, he would climb up the mountain to the Windwalker’s Retreat, where his only companion was the wendigo spirit that clung to the mountain to guard that site of power under Thera’s command, and whichever incarnate spirits that came with him on that given day.

Other times, Koda would head to the pass and take up a post scanning the plains, watching for the herds of bison that still moved across the snow-cloaked land. The distant curls of smoke told him that Amberpost was doing its best in the winter, but no word or traveling merchants had chosen to brave the mountains and the snow to come out to Silverstone.

There was something peaceful about just studying the surrounding land, surveying all that lay before him and confirming that no threats approached his home and his mates. Arthene learned quickly to let Koda take his time, enjoying the introspective moment and the chance to cuddle with her smaller but no less fierce mate. Finna would spend more of the time studying Koda than their surroundings, but the lapine woman had long ago mastered the skill of studying her surroundings at a glance.
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“Koda, why haven't you asked Sienna to raise walls around the town as defenses?” Finna asked one day, two months after Longnight and Pippin’s warning.

“Sienna is preparing the defenses,” Koda answered, shifting slightly against the large stone that he was leaning into, his eyes not leaving the horizon.

At peace as he was right now, focused on his surroundings, Koda could discern the faint sounds of Finna’s steps as the lapine woman trod closer to him. He didn’t move, even as she settled against the stone behind him and he felt the heat of her breath on his hair.

Finna had been spending more and more time with him as the weeks and months trickled by, slowly testing the waters as she got to know him better. It was interesting to see the lapine woman’s approach and compare it to Arthene’s. While the bear spirit had bowled her way into his life and all but demanded to hop into his bed as quickly as possible, Finna liked to tease and hint at things, make lewd jokes and play games, but never pushed him too hard. If it wasn’t for her open declaration of intent, Koda would have wondered if she was really interested in joining his rapidly growing family.

But now, as he felt Finna edging closer to him until the soft sensation of her breasts pressed into his shoulders, Koda was just comfortable. The rabbit-eared woman had remained respectful this entire time, always ensuring that Koda’s existing relationships had priority while she worked her way into his heart. He’d felt the affection growing for her just like it had for his other mates, and Koda had no intention of fighting it.

More love, happier life, Koda thought with a smile as he leaned back into Finna slightly. The lapine woman responded immediately, an arm snaking around his shoulders to drape over his chest and pull him closer to her, squishing her breasts into his back and neck now.

“Yes, she’s been preparing foundations and doing a lot of work to get ready for the spring. But with her power…” Finna let the question trail off, the heat of her breath tickling Koda’s ears as the two of them looked out over the plains.

Distantly, Koda saw the smear that he recognized as a herd of bison to the southeast turn suddenly. His eyes were strong enough at this point to spot the flash of furtive movement, but he wasn’t sure if it was a predator hunting, or maybe some members of the plains tribes doing the same.

Koda watched the herd adjust, drawing in and presenting a defensive front against whatever threat they had detected, before he answered Finna’s question.

“I haven’t asked Sienna to create walls for the village yet because, while she can do it, she doesn’t have the innate construction knowledge needed to make them permanent,” Koda answered, shifting slightly so that Finna pressing into his back was more comfortable.

The hand on his chest rubbed back and forth slowly while the lapine woman considered his words, and Koda felt her adjust so the folds of her thick cloak draped over his shoulders too. While both of them could ignore the cold, the cloaks made things more comfortable with their warmth.

“Can you elaborate?” Finna asked, and Koda felt the soft impact of one of her long ears bonking the side of his head.

“You know I worked in construction before I answered Thera’s call, right?” Koda asked, uncrossing his arms from over his chest to slip one behind him and let it rest on Finna’s thigh.

The contact made the lapine woman sigh happily and lean more into him, but she didn’t keep Koda waiting for a response.

“Yes, I remember hearing about it. Both that you have a surprising amount of skills from that time, and that your superiors, who did not pay you fairly, took advantage of you,” Finna said, continuing to rub his chest affectionately while they talked.

“There is more to building a wall than just piling stones on top of each other,” Koda said slowly, watching as the bison herd shifted again. At this distance, they moved almost like a school of fish swirling away from a predator in their midst. “If we want to ensure the walls are strong and will sustain a battering in the event we need them, then we need to make sure they have the proper support. That means strong foundations, proper core structure, mortar, and all of that.”

“And you know all of this?” Finna asked, a bit of awe slipping into her tone. Koda felt her breath stir his long black hair as she leaned in closer and smiled, not looking away but still enjoying the attention.

“I know enough,” Koda answered. “Enough that I understand how much I don’t know. And while Sienna could erect those walls in a pinch, they wouldn’t last as long as I would hope. So rather than rush and risk something collapsing or going wrong, she’s doing her part preparing for the future.”

“Which is?” Finna asked curiously, and the warmth on his ear from her breath increased as she leaned further into him.

“When the weather breaks, I’m hoping that the stonemasons we have in the village can set to work preparing the walls. Sienna’s earth magic can help with that, squaring up stones and the like, but bringing in professionals who know what they are doing is most important. If I had rebar and concrete, I could come up with stronger defenses, but the materials I know best aren’t as easily available here.”

“And Sienna’s magic couldn’t stand in for it?” Finna asked, but there was no judgment in her tone, just curiosity. “I’ve seen her shift earth like it was water, and she did wonderfully creating those temporary shelters for the refugees.”

“Sienna is a gem,” Koda said, the love he felt for his first mate overflowing in his words. “And I think that her knowledge and power with the earth is actually teaching her some of what she’s missing. She actually came to me a few months ago when we started talking about improving the village and valley’s defenses with her worries about not being able to measure up.”

“Then she is wiser than many in her situation,” Finna chuckled. “Though you already know that. Our Sienna is smart for someone so very young.”

“I’d argue, but I suppose compared to your gray-haired wisdom, all of us look young,” Koda teased back, finally tearing his eyes away from the distant herd and angling to smirk over his shoulder at the taller woman.

Finna was scowling playfully at him while the wind stirred her cloud-gray hair gently.

“I’ll have you know that this is a natural gray. I resent the implication that I am old,” Finna huffed, blowing several strands of Koda’s long, straight hair away from her face.

“Well yes, the process of going gray is natural,” Koda continued to tease, getting a slap on the chest from Finna in response. “But seriously, Finna. You and Arthene have seen so much of the passage of time that the others and I must look like toddlers playing in the dirt…”

“Not at all,” Finna answered without hesitation, the pretend annoyance fading from her face. “You and the girls are wise for your years, and part of that wisdom is recognizing your own limits. Sure, Arthene and I may have centuries of memories, but our minds work differently from yours. I’ve never had to build stone walls before, and would have likely settled for wooden palisades to get it done as quickly as possible, or just accepted that there were risks. You‌ are looking far into the future and planning how to make something that lasts.”

“Well, yeah,” Koda replied with a chuckle. “I would almost say that I have a divine mandate to ‘be fruitful and multiply’ from Thera, so with the thought of kids on the way, I will always look to the future.”

“That is a very responsible outlook to have,” Finna said, pride welling up in both her voice and her eyes.

The two of them continued to stare into each other’s eyes for several more minutes. Koda’s light blue gaze mixing with Finna’s brighter, almost sapphire eyes. In those drawn-out seconds, with only the rustle and whistle of the wind as a distraction, they took the measure of each other and were content with what they saw there.

It was Finna who finally broke their locked gaze, turning to look out over the plains thoughtfully. Koda followed her gaze and stared out over the rolling hills of white intermixed with the occasional glimmer of an unfrozen river or patch of dead prairie grass showing through.

“What do you think spring will bring?” Finna asked quietly, settling her chin on top of Koda’s head lightly. Their heights were such that she only had to shift a bit to do so comfortably.

“Trouble,” Koda answered offhandedly. “Pippin wouldn’t have made an appearance otherwise. The question is more whether that trouble will target us specifically, or if it’s something we can keep out of.”

“Do you honestly think that’ll happen?” Finna asked, amused.

“Oh gods no,” Koda replied with a resigned chuckle as he gave her thigh a gentle squeeze under Finna’s cloak. “But regardless of who, where, or how much trouble shows up, I know I’ll be fighting like the third monkey on the ramp to survive. My girls make that an easy choice to make.”

“Third monkey?” Finna asked curiously, but Koda just shook his head, being careful to do so slowly so he didn’t dislodge Finna’s affectionate embrace.

“Something from my old world, don’t worry about it. I intend to fight hard to make sure I can both protect my wives and people, and ensure that the future is a bright one for any kids I have. And ‌I want to ensure Thera can recover.”

“That is a goal worth having,” Finna said after a moment of silence, accepting his words for the reassurance they were.

The two of them stood there for several more hours, watching the horizon from that high place as the world turned and the land slept beneath its blanket of snow. The peace enforced by the chill of winter was something that they both wanted to savor, as neither denied that more trouble was on the horizon.

[image: ]


Winter continued to roll past in a slow procession. Calandra and Sienna, on a spur-of-the-moment check, located another vein of mithril in the current mine, ensuring Silverstone would have plenty of work for the future. But the true wealth came several days later when the two of them, escorted by Hans and Arthene, went to the old mine that was further away from town.

Sienna’s earth magic revealed several things about the old mine that even the well-trained eyes of the miners had missed.

The first thing that Sienna had discovered was that, while the mithril in the old mine was played out, there was something else of value that others had missed. Marble was not the best for defensive production, but the stone was still valuable for its decorative uses and could form another export for Silverstone to draw in money and more citizens if they started quarrying for the marble.

But the second thing that Sienna had found was far more important than the marble. Where the soft, dove gray marble met the granite, there were a few small hollow spots that drew her attention. When Sienna checked them, they contained a wealth of raw, blood-red rubies. When Sienna opened a small passage through the stone and revealed those glittering treasures, all those present had gone silent in awe at the masses of dark red gemstones clinging to the insides of the pockets or forming nodules in the cloud-gray marble.

Bringing that information back to Kris overjoyed the headwoman, as the precious stones would be another resource the village could put to good use. She gave orders for a select few of the most-trusted miners to extract the precious stones and set them aside. Making too much of a production about the rubies would draw even more ill intention to the village, so they would have to think hard about how best to sell them to bring in money without causing trouble.

There was another brief bout of cautious excitement amongst Koda’s wives when Calandra missed her monthly cycle. But when it reappeared two weeks later, Samira used her water magic to check on the dwarven woman and confirmed it was just the stress of exertion that had delayed her monthlies, not a hoped-for pregnancy.

Far from discouraging his mates, the mistake added fuel to the fire as all four of his lovers affectionately competed to see who might be the first to carry a child for Koda.

All while Koda meditated and considered the questions that had been posed to him before about his ancestry. He hoped that by drawing closer to whatever was the source of his bloodline, it might help him make the necessary connection that would allow the final ‘click’ to occur and grant what his mates wanted: children.


Chapter Five




At odds with how winter had come in quickly to make its presence known, spring crept in while no one was watching.

It started with the slightly warmer days allowing the snow to melt away and reveal the grasses. Then, there was an increase in the birds as their migratory patterns brought them home.

The change to the greenery of the mountain was the most sudden, though. Seemingly overnight, the trees that had shed their leaves, as well as the undergrowth and grasses, all sprouted new and green buds that rapidly developed into fresh foliage.

Koda had seen the clues, but they hadn’t really tied into the connections for him until one morning when he’d risen before his mates and gone to stir up the kitchen fires to find the windows open and the scent of spring blossoms washing over him in the morning breeze.

Snow still hid in the shadows of the trees and under bushes, but it was rapidly losing ground as the days warmed. Silverstone rapidly changed over its day-to-day actions as fields were prepared, crops sown, and the orchards tended. The miners continued their work, with a small group of trusted senior miners working in the old mine to extract the rubies that had been discovered there.

Those gemstones had been the subject of discussion several times between Koda and Kris, as the two poured over the time-yellowed parchment of the village charter. By rights, the land belonged to the baron, and they worked it for him. Their taxes covered the baron’s share of their work, which is why they could use and sell some of the mithril and other metals extracted.

However, the two of them could not find any mention of gemstone rights in the charter. In fact, the charter specifically stated that their taxes were to be paid in mithril ore or bars, ‌and any other ores discovered were to be used to further the growth of the village.

Kris had argued that this was clearly intended to push the village to keep looking for more mithril veins in the mountains, while allowing them the use of any iron, copper, tin, or the like to build tools. Koda couldn’t argue with her on it, but neither was sure whether the fact that gemstones weren’t mentioned explicitly meant that they could claim the gems for the betterment of the village.

Since the town didn’t really need the boost at the moment, it was decided to explore the pockets of precious stones that Sienna had found, and meticulously record the stones extracted. If they were only a small outcropping, then it would be simple enough to report that to the baron’s tax agents and get an appropriate tax rate. If the vein of ruby went deeper, then a new mine would be established.

The two of them agreed they weren’t sure if that would be a good thing. It would be a boon to the profits of the village, but also a curse in that it would bring further attention to their little valley from people in power.

For now, Kris collected the rough rubies together and stored them away in hiding. The most-secure place they could find was actually in Koda’s basement, as Sienna had created a hollow in one of the walls to conceal a chest to hold the records, as well as a small storeroom with jars to hold the precious stones. By the time spring made itself known, they had a good-sized chest full of individual linen sacks of the rough gems.

Despite the warmth of the spring thaw and the pleasure of the world waking from its slumber once more, there were negatives that came with the sudden increase in temperature. The roads, formerly hard-packed earth, became slick mud as the water rolled down the mountain. Several streams overflowed their banks, swollen with snowmelt from higher on the mountain, and washed the road out in two places between Silverstone and the pass.

It only took Sienna a day to repair the roads; her earth magic, combined with Koda’s construction knowledge, allowed them to repair and then reinforce the roads with ease between the two of them. The streams got similar treatment, but this time with Samira lending a hand with her water magic to help shape the streams along a more-secure path without affecting the wildlife too much.

The harsh winter had passed with no real concerns. A few damaged roofs and some seasonal illnesses were the only real prices to be paid.

Despite the muddy roads, or maybe because of them and what they heralded, traders also made their appearances as well. Not only those from Amberpost and deeper in the baron’s lands, but many of the plains tribes sent representatives to Silverstone to trade as well.
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“Where in the world did you get ivory like this?” Koda asked in wonder as he studied the shortsword-sized tusks that lay neatly bundled with leather cords on the table in front of him.

“Wild boar, Champion,” the hunter answered with a broad grin on his weather-beaten face. The fluffy wolf-tail behind him continued to wave in earnest. “There are entire sounders of them to the east that live in the forests along the edge of the plains. We don’t even have to hunt for them in earnest. Most of these are from kills made defending the few fields we plant.”

“They must have been absolutely massive boars to get tusks like this,” Koda murmured, comparing the thick ivory shafts to his forearm and finding them nearly the same length. “I’ll happily trade for these. What were you looking for in exchange?”

“Nothing, Champion,” the hunter replied humbly, bowing his head to Koda. “Word of your work has reached us, and there were some rumors that one of your mates knows the craft of bone-shaping. It would honor the Deep Gulch tribe if these gifts helped you in your work.”

Koda looked down at the bundle of six tusks, and then off to the side, where a dozen more bundles sat in a pile, before looking back at the man with a furrowed brow.

“I can’t take these from you for nothing,” Koda insisted. “You would have had next to no space to carry anything else when you traveled besides supplies. I can’t send you home empty-handed.”

“It truly is unnecessary, Champion,” the wolf beastfolk reassured him. “I did not come alone, and my companions brought ample trade goods to ensure we could acquire everything we needed.”

Koda wanted to argue more, but this was the fourth such representative that had come with gifts to him this week alone. The first three had brought other trophy-type items, such as hides, bones, and semi-precious stones. Sienna had tucked the bundle of lapis lazuli away into the secret storage that she had built into the basement as well, with his wolfish-mate intent on using her powers to shape it into jewelry for the family. Each of the representatives had insisted that Koda take their gifts, refusing any offer of repayment.

I should be happy, Koda thought as he bowed his head in acceptance to the hunter in front of him before the two traded forearm-grips. This means that they believe in me and my connection to Thera. Either the stories are enough, or these people are desperate for the chance of Thera’s return. This makes fourteen tribes that have sent representatives to make agreements with me. All of them border the lands of either the Silent Plains or their near-neighbors I met before winter.

He didn’t need to spend too much time thinking about it to know that most of his concerns stemmed from taking advantage of the trust being shown to him, which only solidified his desire to make his goals happen.

A hand gently mussing his straight black hair once the hunter had departed reminded Koda that he hadn’t been alone while talking to the hunter at Banno’s tavern.

“You are thinking far too hard right now,” Finna chastised him gently, the lapine spirit smoothing his mussed hair back down once she had his attention. “Let’s get these back to the house. I’m sure Arthene would love to work her magic on them, and I always loved watching the surprise on an enemy's face when one of her bone weapons foiled steel.”

“You are right,” Koda said with a sigh, pushing himself upright and scooping the bundle of tusks up. “And I agree; it is quite satisfying to see that.”

The two of them split the bundles between them, filling their arms with the polished ivory. Koda traded nods with Banno, the older man catching his eye through the window that led to the kitchen, before they stepped out into the afternoon light.

Silverstone was bustling with people moving back and forth. The tribe's traders hopped from storefront to storefront, happily bartering for goods with hides, nuggets of precious metal, and other unprocessed treasures they’d found out on the plains. Meanwhile, the villagers of Silverstone were happy to exchange such items for metal tool heads, treated lumber, weapons, and arrowheads by the basket. The long winter of constant work was paying off handsomely for the blacksmiths of the town, and there was a distinct feeling of community in the air.

“Koda!” The sharp calling of his name as he crossed the square with Finna in tow pulled Koda up short. Turning toward the speaker, he caught sight of Netta, the hawk beastfolk who’d gone on a few of their adventures. She was waving one hand over her head as she pushed through the crowd.

With a tilt of his head, Koda indicated the building ahead of him, a long window in one wall propped open so the baker who owned the shop could sell to passersby. Netta nodded and changed the angle of approach.

Since the corner they went to was opposite where the window was, the crowd was thinner there, and within moments, Netta was standing in front of him with her bow in one hand.

“What’s up, Netta? You look like you’ve been running across the valley,” Koda asked, shifting his bundle of tusks and hefting it up onto his shoulder. It wasn’t heavy, especially considering his strength, but the odd shape made it awkward to hold.

“I have been,” Netta said with a sigh, swiping sweat from her brow and shaking her head, sending the feathers that intermixed with her hair fluttering. “I was hunting with Hannah and a few of the others, and we spotted movement out on the plain around Amberpost. Either a herd has moseyed in to graze on the early shoots of one of the farms out that way, or there are a lot of people camped around or near Amberpost.”

Ignoring the chill that tried to race down his spine, Koda gave a grim nod of understanding.

This must be the campaign that Pippin believed the baron was preparing for, Koda thought silently. At least, I hope so. It might also be a force from those elves, or even another Crooked raiding party.

Unknowing of Koda’s deep thoughts, Netta continued to make her report.

“They are arrayed on the far side of Amberpost from us. If it weren’t for the sheer number of tents, we wouldn’t have noticed them. Hannah doesn’t think they are causing problems, because she saw a merchant caravan moving along the road towards town. If it were an army that was pillaging, the merchants would flee for their lives, not amble along the road.”

“Hmm,” Koda murmured, while Finna gave a thoughtful hum behind him.

“If that group is what I believe it to be,” Finna murmured a moment later, “then it is odd to have merchants coming this way. An army would be an ideal target for those merchants to sell their wares.”

“Not if they are bringing things like crop seeds, plain clothing, and the like. Sure, if they were bringing things like spices, flour, and sugar, then they might stop to sell to an army.”

“But that army might also just choose to seize their goods, depending on who's commanding them,” Netta suggested, a scowl on her face.

“Seriously?” Koda asked in surprise. From the grim looks on both women’s faces, it wasn’t as ridiculous of an idea as he’d initially thought it to be.

“Either way, we should know more once these merchants arrive. Traveling merchants deal in information as much as their goods,” Finna said firmly.

“Which is why Hannah sent me back to report to you. The merchants were spotted coming up the pass and should make it to the village before nightfall,” Netta said, shaking her head again to get her thoughts straight before locking eyes with Koda. “She wanted to make sure you had time to decide.”

“What sort of decision?” Koda asked in confusion. They’d had merchants visit the village before, and everyone knew to keep things quiet about anything that might attract the attention of the church of Golieas and its priests.

“If these merchants are to be treated as a threat,” Finna said firmly.

“Also, if you thought the tribesfolk from the plain needed to hide themselves,” Netta added grimly. “Word will get back that we are trading with those tribes when the merchants return.”

“Why would that matter?” Koda asked in confusion.

The two beastfolk women traded looks before Finna filled Koda in.

“There are those that would take exception to it on a moral level, and those who might take exception to it on a political level as well. Those tribes do not pay taxes to the baron, and pointedly remain out of his control and do not live on his land. But they are passing through it and trading with its occupants,” Finna explained slowly.

“Oh, Thera’s tits,” Koda swore, having adopted the particular phrasing from Arthene. “Seriously? No, neither of you would joke about something like this.”

Koda went silent for a moment as he thought it through before shaking his head.

“No, we won’t ask the tribesfolk to hide themselves. It would imply we are ashamed of them or do not want to associate with them. If someone pokes their nose in about it, we can say that we established trade with them during the hard winter in the wake of the Crooked attacks.” Koda’s words were drawing nods from both women, so he continued. “Necessity can be the excuse for now, and I’m hoping that the increased trade will keep people quiet or direct their ire elsewhere. For now, we just watch. If they cause problems, then they can vanish on the road back to Amberpost as easily as they can while heading up the pass.”

“Understood,” Netta said, glancing over her shoulder at the crowds moving about without a care. “I was hoping for something like that. If we are lucky, the merchants will see the additional folk as the blessing it should be.”

“Spread the word ‌ that we are going to have outsiders in the village for at least the next few days,” Koda said after a minute of thought. “If only so people aren’t caught by surprise and say something they shouldn’t.”

“Let’s get these back to the house,” Finna urged when Koda let the conversation trail off. “I know the others will want to hear.” Turning her attention back to Netta, the rabbit-eared woman directed the next question to her. “Have you informed the headwoman yet?”

“No, I was heading for her house to see if she could direct me your way when I saw you leaving Banno’s,” Netta said with a huff. “I’m off to talk to Kris next. Do you want me to check in with her about your orders?”

“Of course,” Koda said with a firm nod. “Kris is the headwoman; her word is absolute.”

From the surprised look on Netta and the amused chuckle out of Finna, ‌the two of them disagreed.

Not wanting to dig into that at the moment, Koda continued.

“If she wants to do something else, then go with that. But I have a feeling that she’ll agree. I was just thinking along the same lines as what I’d expect her to do, anyway.”

“Understood,” Netta said with a deep breath that she blew out in one long exhalation. “While I’m happy that the winter has passed, and it’s warming up again, I almost miss the peace that the snow brought.”

“This is the rhythm of life,” Finna said with a small smile. “Let us each be about our tasks. The world does not wait for us to be ready; it simply continues to turn.”

Not really having a way to refute that, Koda just nodded, and the trio broke up. Finna and he hurried silently through the backstreets to Koda’s home, not slowing as they came in through the front door and turned to stack the bundles of ivory out of the way for now.

Koda couldn’t help but think about Finna’s words the entire time. Life continued without a care, and it was now up to him to keep up and not allow it to sweep him away. The break that winter represented was now well and truly past.


Chapter Six




“You don’t all have to come with me,” Koda insisted for the third time as his group jogged over the road that led through the mountain pass and down into the plains once more.

The spring morning was warming, but there was still a crispness to the air that said winter wasn’t yet done with the world. Still, it was comfortable enough that none of his mates had brought their heavy bison-hide cloaks with them.

“And miss out on a chance to run across the plains freely once more?” Arthene teased him cheekily from her spot to his right and slightly behind. “Not on your tight little ass, my mate.”

“ ‘Thene is right,” Sienna added from further back, her words coming easily despite the rapid pace they were setting. “There is a lot to get done, but our place is at your side.”

“Especially with those rumors from the merchants,” grumbled Calandra at the back of their formation.

The dwarven woman was the loudest of their group, her combination chain-and-scale armor rattling as she bounded along. Amongst Koda’s wives, Calandra was the best-equipped of them all, wearing full armor and even carrying a rounded steel helmet on her pack. The dwarven woman also handled the magic that allowed Koda’s mortal mates to keep up with him and the incarnate spirits. This resulted in a steady wind pressing at their backs and helping to keep them cool.

“Cal is right,” Samira added from her spot next to the dwarven woman. “The merchants were happy to talk and brag about the strength of the baron’s forces, but I still doubt that there are that many fighters all camped together. Wouldn’t they require a ridiculous amount of food?”

“Armies march on their stomachs,” Finna replied with a laugh on the far left of their formation. “At least that is the saying. Without a strong supply line, ‌the baron is going to have issues. But that’s the point of the army, isn’t it?”

Koda only nodded as he remembered the handful of conversations that he’d had with the group of merchants over the previous days.

Their assumptions had been partially correct, at least based on what the merchants had observed, and happily spread as rumors over some ale at Banno’s.

The smudge that the hunters had spotted was indeed a massive army camp wrapping around the edge of Amberpost. According to one merchant, they were ‘making use of’ the fields the Crooked had ravaged the previous year for their camps.That the owners of those fields were trying to recover from the same ravaging still didn’t seem to matter.

Koda had made it a point to ask some of the village hunters to head down and check on those people while he was gone. There was still plenty of land in the Silverstone valley that could be developed for farming if they had more bodies, or the families might want to change careers.

Whether the council of Amberpost would complain about the loss of laborers and thus taxes to Silverstone, Koda wasn’t sure. But as far as he could tell, the people weren’t bound to their land like ancient serfs were on Earth. They could just up and move; it was just difficult if they were established in one place already.

Hannah, Netta, and a few of the regular hunters had promised to make a trip down to both scout Amberpost out as innocently as possible and confirm the army’s presence and its intent, as well as speak to those potentially dispossessed farmers and offer them a new home.

Honestly, everyone who came before and during winter has slotted in without an issue, Koda thought as they came up and over the last ridge of the pass and the path took them downwards. I would have thought that some non-believers in Thera might have raised a fuss, but except for a handful of the dwarves like Cal who follow Chandra, they’ve either remained silent or converted. At least that’s what Kris keeps telling me.

It made Koda infinitely more comfortable with his job that he wasn’t expected to proselytize or seek followers for Thera. As a champion, it was his duty to protect the faithful, and apparently that was enough to encourage many to join the members of the Ivory Spear tribe in the quiet and simple worship in which they participated. Those who followed Chandra were more than happy to hear that some still believed and hoped that Thera was alive.

The sighting of the smear that had been mentioned before interrupted his thoughts. It was now obviously a camp of some kind, nearly the same size as the town of Amberpost.

That means there have to be thousands of troops in there, Koda thought grimly. Trouble if they decide to sweep the border to ‘enforce discipline’ or something equally stupid, but the merchants made it sound like they were campaigning south. Did the attack of the Crooked last season make them decide to pacify that direction? That this is another front ‌they might have spent too long ignoring?

There were far too many questions that Koda had, and he desperately needed those answers, which was the reason he and his mates were heading out once more.

Everything that they’d heard from the merchants said that the baron’s forces were heading south into the plains. And with the threats of the elves—confirmed by Pippin’s earlier testimony—Koda could believe that the army would head south rather than come hound Silverstone. This was why he was heading out now.

With the smaller group, Koda was sure that they’d be able to get ahead of the baron’s forces and scout around to get more information. With all the envoys that visited Silverstone from the other tribes, he knew there were multiple beastfolk tribes that lived in that direction, and he planned to visit as many as possible to alert them of the oncoming army.

Just have to hope none of them have villages in the army’s path, Koda thought grimly as he listened to his wives converse around him without really paying attention to what they were saying. Plus, ‌it wouldn’t hurt to have an idea if there is actually a threat to the south. I would imagine there has to be something, otherwise the baron wouldn’t be acting. Putting together an expeditionary force like this can’t be cheap. Unless he’s still basing it on the fact that the Crooked came up from the south.

Koda continued to follow that thought back and forth in circles as his party rapidly raced down the mountain. The wind in his hair and the comforting presence of his mates made this day already a pleasant one for him. With the enhancements to his strength and endurance, both from the goddess and the feat of the troll-slayer, such exertions were made almost effortless, even more so with Calandra’s magic helping them. But there was something so freeing about racing over the prairie under the open sky.

Arthene mentioning his name brought Koda out of his reverie as the road leveled out.

“Koda has been doing his best, and his seed will catch one of these days. I just hope it’s in me; I hunger to bear cubs soon,” Arthene was saying wistfully, soft puffs of dirt rising from her steps as she raced in his wake, one hand stroking her muscled stomach.

“Soon enough, my sister,” Finna reassured the other woman with a smile that only grew wider when she noticed Koda’s stumble. “Your mate is so focused on ensuring that your world is safe enough for children that he sometimes forgets that nothing is truly safe.”

“That’s not it,” Koda protested, but that was as far as he got because the girls all erupted into laughter.

“We know, Koda,” Calandra chuckled from the back of the formation. “You certainly work your hardest to sow your seeds!”

“Thera mentioned it would take time, given how distant Koda’s bloodline is to our own and the power inherent in it,” Sienna reminded gently, her crystalline blue-green eyes twinkling in amusement as she watched Koda lovingly.

“Not that we don’t appreciate the ‘work’ he puts in though,” Calandra chuckled lewdly.

It was a mark of how far all of his mates had come that none of them blushed at the crude joke. The wicked grins on each woman’s face, coupled with a look of longing on a few of them, told Koda that they certainly were not about to object to his ‘work’—as Calandra had put it.

“And Thera herself has confirmed that he’s virile,” Finna added while Koda was still trying to get his head in order. The statement almost made Koda trip again.

After catching himself from the stumble, Koda turned to stare over his shoulder at the lapine spirit woman.

Finna’s eyes were shimmering with amusement as she looked back, a grin twisting her lips.

“You didn’t know that, did you, Koda?” Finna asked, her amusement growing with every second that passed. “That Thera checked to ensure her champion could spread the bloodline she needs out?”

“No, I certainly did not!” Koda said with a sharp huff, which got giggles from most of the girls with him. “When did she do this?”

“The first night,” Sienna replied immediately. “When you and I came together in the spring. She told me later in a vision, so I would not worry if it took time for your efforts to succeed.”

“Same, actually,” Calandra said, drawing Koda’s attention to the shorter woman.

Although Calandra was wearing her chain-and-scale tunic currently, she had left off her helmet at the moment, allowing her thick trio of braids to bounce along behind her with each stride, a bounce that was echoed in the dwarven woman’s curvy form.

“The night that you railed me into unconsciousness for the first time, I had a vision of Thera advising me to be patient, but that I would one day carry your child if I could keep you from doing something dumb and getting yourself killed.”

“Same,” Samira interjected with a grin and a bounce of her fluff-tipped ears.

Koda turned to Arthene, whom he had expected to be one of the first to chime in. The tall, thickly figured bear woman just shrugged with a broad smile.

“I didn’t need my Lady’s reassurance. I knew you were virile the second we met. There was no way my instincts would have screamed so loudly to take you and give you cubs if you weren’t,” Arthene said simply, her love glowing in her eyes as she gestured to the road in front of them. “But cub-making is for later, my mate. I wouldn’t mind at all if you were to take me right here by the roadside, but we’ve barely set out and I would hate for you to pull a muscle or something.”

“Pull a muscle,” Koda growled, immediately seeing Arthene’s teasing for what it was, but he was unable not to fire back then. “I’ll show you how to pull a muscle. I bet I could put a limp in your stride well before I pulled a muscle, Arthene.”

“And what a delicious limp it would be,” Arthene chuckled, a rosy glow surfacing on her cheeks to show just how much she wanted that.

“Ah ah, no!” Sienna interjected before it could go any further. “We have ground to cover today. The last thing we need is for the baron’s army to depart soon and find someone to cause trouble with. We also need to scout for more of the sites of power for Thera.”

“Thank you, Sienna,” Koda said, turning a loving smile to his wolfish mate. “You have no idea how much I appreciate you keeping us on track.”

“I hate myself for it sometimes,” Sienna grumbled, her nose wrinkling in irritation. “Because I would love to have you just chase me across the plains and throw me down in the grass.”

“We can make that happen,” Calandra teased, increasing her pace until she came up to Sienna and smacked her on the back encouragingly. “You put in enough work as the first-wife that you should get a treat occasionally. Or get treated, if you prefer.”

“What if she wants to be treated like a treat?” Samira added, her eyebrows wiggling suggestively.

All five women shared laughs at that statement, something that both warmed Koda’s heart to see them getting along so well, and worried him slightly as well because if the women in his life got along this well, then he would never win an argument.
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Moving quickly, the group traveled roughly halfway to Amberpost before diverging off the road. Koda had initially thought that it would be a good idea to swing by the town and look himself, but that idea had been shot down before he could do more than suggest it.

Calandra, who knew the baron's people best because she had lived in Amberpost for a long time, stated outright that a force that large would certainly include at least a few champions. That, combined with the fact that the military camp would be on edge, meant that it was too risky to just casually wander past and see what might be seen.

“It’s not that it’s a bad idea,” Calandra had insisted, trying to reassure Koda after she’d shot him down so firmly on the initial suggestion. “But if we were going to sneak someone into town to get information, it’d be better if I did it. I know who to talk to in town and might still have some favors I can call in.”

“No way,” Koda had insisted right back. “What if your former superiors back with the city guard try to pull something, since you basically told them to sit and spin when you left?”

Calandra had just shot him a loving smile and nodded, clearly having known there was no way that Koda would let her go into town alone.

Now they were grouped around a low fire near a familiar wellspring to camp for the night. It was the same natural spring Koda had sensed the elves watching him at, where he, Sienna, and Arthene had camped during their first‌ chase of the Crooked to track that threat back to its source.

The gully had tall walls, and greenery was already growing over the gap to hide their presence. The only things that would give them away were the thin tendril of smoke and the glow of the fire, though the undergrowth would muffle and disperse even that.

Given the overhead shelter and the enclosing walls to protect them from the wind, the group had opted not to bother with a tent. Instead, Arthene and Finna had gathered bundles of the fresh meadow grass to act as a cushion while they all used their lighter traveling cloaks as blankets instead.

Samira was crouched by the fire, frying sausages and chopped potatoes in a pan while she talked quietly with Sienna. Calandra was over by the spring, soaking her feet in the water trickling down along the bottom of the gully with a relaxed sigh. Finna was standing over Arthene, who had flopped down on the pile of cut grass to ‘test the mattress’ and make sure it was soft enough for them. From the exasperated look on the lapine woman’s face, she was trying to get Arthene up and moving again so that they could finish the work.

Koda watched all this from his position by the small stone bowl and its accompanying animal hide. He’d been meditating on the spring and its deep-seated node of power for the last few minutes, checking it over to make sure that nothing had come along to bother it, whether that be animals or something the elves might have done.

Finding nothing other than the thick cable of power flowing through the earth and connecting through him to his goddess, Koda gave one last firm nod and turned to head over to his mates.

“—further south,” Samira was saying over the quiet sizzle of the food cooking. The caracal woman used a trimmed stick to stir the pan, while she held the handle with a scrap of leather to protect her hand from the hot metal. “We don’t need to worry about finding springs, since I can conjure water out of the air. I know it sounds so spoiled of me, but I miss the hot bath back at the house already.”

“Don’t feel bad,” Sienna replied with a little laugh. “I miss it as well. Who knows, maybe Koda will attract a fourth mortal mate to give him the complete set of mages for the elements.”

“I feel bad enough for making Finna wait,” Samira replied, clearly not noticing Koda’s approach. The caracal woman’s tail twitched slowly as she worked. “I appreciate being able to take my time; I almost envy the surety with which she came into the relationship.”

“It was the same with Arthene,” Sienna replied, her crystalline eyes glittering in the fire as she tended the small kettle, shifting it about on a rock closer to the flames. “But neither of our spirits has pushed too hard. Though I remember Arthene being quite… needy for a while.”

“She described it as just wanting the reassurance of touch when I talked to her,” Samira said quietly, her ears flicking rapidly and sending the tasseled tips dancing. “Which I can’t fault her. The way Arthene has told the tale of you two coming to save her soul from the Crooked’s foul ritual was so romantic.”

“I was out of it for a good part,” Sienna said dismissively.

“You did your part and far more,” Koda interjected, making both women jump now that they were aware of him. “All of which you did without the troll-slayer effect, magic, or the blessing of a goddess. You fought and held your own as a mortal woman with grit and determination. And I couldn’t be prouder of my mate.”

Koda crouched down between the two women, leaning towards Sienna and tangling right hand in her hair so he could rub the base of her pointed wolf's ears. Sienna’s tail whipped back and forth happily as she leaned into his touch, while Samira watched them with a gentle smile.

“You are a good man, Koda,” Samira said while he doted on Sienna. “It renews my pride to be your mate every time I see you lavish affection on your family. I cannot wait to see you with children if you are this caring of your mates.”

“I’d die for any of you, same as I would for any kids we have,” Koda said with iron in his voice. Both women exchanged looks before leaning in to kiss Koda, one each to a cheek as the night continued to fall around them.


Chapter Seven




After spending the winter in relative isolation, it was good to get out and stretch their legs again. While Koda’s goals at the moment were rather dangerous ones, given that they needed and wanted to find out more about the baron’s forces and try to evacuate people, that didn’t prevent his group from having a bit of fun.

Arthene and Finna both were bouncing with energy after spending a night sleeping out under the stars. This resulted in a few pranks being played, which resulted in a game of chase across the plains while they headed south a fair way before curving west.

Samira stuck close to Koda, allowing Calandra and Sienna to chase and gambol about with the two incarnate spirits. The caracal woman was quieter than usual, her tuff-tipped ears twitching every so often while they ran. From the serious look on her face, Koda was sure that Samira was lost in thought about something.

“What’s on your mind?” he asked Samira as the day wound onwards.

With Calandra’s wind magic speeding their steps and the improved strength from their encounters with the trolls previously, they were covering vast distances without too much trouble. So, talking while running wasn’t nearly as much of a sin for Koda’s group as it might normally have been.

Samira’s ears gave a rapid twitch and flick before she blinked and looked up at him. Her tail lashed the air behind her for a moment before the lost expression she’d been sporting faded into a soft smile.

“Just considering all that is to come,” Samira said as they bounded through the long grass along the sloping side of a hill. “The legends my people have shared and collected over the centuries tell of heroes and their exploits, both large and small. I have been wondering where your goals will lead you, and what parts we all might play in them.”

“Safety and security are my primary goals,” Koda answered without hesitation. “You all are my family, and I will fight to protect that with my last dying breath if need be.”

Samira studied him for a long moment, her intelligent eyes sharp while her large feline ears wiggled like fuzzy radar dishes for a moment before she answered him.

“Yes, but safety and security can mean many things depending on who you ask. It might mean remaining in hiding, and a slow rebuilding of strength, or it might mean some kind of bloody rebellion to overthrow a corrupt chieftain.”

Samira’s words were straightforward, but Koda felt a thrill run down his spine.

He’d considered it when he sat alone watching the flames dance in the hearth while the winter storms raged outside. Thera would recover given time, but that would also mean that attempts to conceal her existence would only work for so long. Koda knew that eventually, someone was going to find out about her. The word was spreading fast through the tribes of the plains, traveling with those that did not follow Golieas on this world or one of the other gods.

We will not stay in hiding forever, but what sort of timescales are we working on? Koda asked himself, turning his attention inwards for a moment. Samira is right; there will be a boiling point where conflict erupts. But will it happen in my time? Or my children?

The near-physical thump against the inside of his chest made Koda stumble and nearly fall. A deep growl from within the shadows of his soul told him just what his bloodline and ancestors thought of this being a problem for his children.

“If trouble must come, let it come in my time, so that my children can live in peace,” Koda murmured aloud, and the growling presence within his chest relaxed. He felt the power, which had been rising in anger, settle once more, but closer to the surface this time.

“What was that?” Samira asked, her voice breaking through the shadows that hung over Koda’s mind, and he gave himself a firm shake, turning to smile at her.

“Oh, just a quote from my old world. A sentiment that I can agree with and understand wholeheartedly.”

“That you’d rather suffer through hard times to spare your children?” Samira asked, her eyes sparkling with a mixture of curiosity and pride, as if she already knew the answer to her question.

“Yeah, that about sums it up,” Koda replied.

Samira’s smile grew wider, and she gave a little hop-skip and then jumped at him.

Reacting on instinct, Koda snatched the smaller woman up mid-flight and pulled her to his side. Samira, clearly having planned this, wrapped both her arms and legs around Koda, with even her tail getting in on it by wrapping around his right forearm.

“I am so proud to call you my mate, Koda Aegisclaw. As are all of us,” Samira purred happily, rubbing her cheek against his as he held her, his pace not slowing beyond a brief stutter-step to ensure he didn’t fall over from having to catch her.

“Then I’m doing something right,” Koda replied, feeling his heart surge with love at the affectionate attention of the caracal woman.

Their lips met in a kiss a moment later, and Koda wasn’t sure if the contented growl that rippled through his body originated from Samira, himself, or the ancient bonds of his sleeping bloodline.
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“That… is a lot of bones,” Koda murmured thoughtfully as he stood on the rise overlooking the massive field of the dead in front of them.

“That’s what graveyards usually have,” Arthene replied smugly, crossing her arms under her full bust and tilting her head to one side. This sent her mane of messy brown curls bouncing over one shoulder and bumping into Koda.

“Yeah, but how is this okay?” Koda asked with concern as he studied the massive ravine before him, and the piles of skeletons it contained.

It was late on the second day since they had left Silverstone valley. They’d curved to the west in order to get ahead and stay ahead of the baron’s forces' potential path when Arthene had urged them along a different route.

The bear spirit had refused to explain, but within ten minutes of the course shift, Finna had made a quiet oh noise and then joined Arthene in urging them along.

Now they stood on a ridge overlooking a broad section of plain between two sharp ridges. The bone-strewn ground was thick with ancient remains scattered in piles. Many of the bones had the scars and marks of predation on them, with cracks showing where they’d been gnawed open to get at the marrow, but Koda couldn’t spot a den or burrow to indicate that this was the trash-heap of some predator.

“What am I looking at?” Koda asked finally, blowing air out through his nose.

“This is a graveyard of the woolly rhino,” Arthene said with a flourish and a grin. “They migrate through the area, and their elders that do not fall to predators come here to die.”

“Really?” Koda asked skeptically, turning his attention back to the mounds of bones.

The piles lay in a disorganized heap, but he spotted several large skulls that looked like they’d fit the bill for what Arthene was describing. He’d not seen a ‘woolly rhino’ before, but the plains were vast and he knew there had to be many animals that he’d never seen before here.

“They do,” Samira piped up, bounding forward with a grin. “The woolly rhinos travel a vast circuit over the course of a year. They graze heavily and are basically always on the move. My old tribe would hunt them once a year when the herds would pass by. Their hides are thick, and the dense fur makes it even harder to bring one down. Especially since they protect each other from predators.”

“So what, they just travel in this big circuit and then when they pass by this area they drop off any of their elders to let them die?” Koda asked in disbelief. “I know there are stories back in my old world of some animals that did that, but they were mostly myths.”

“There is a watering hole on the other side of that cliff,” Samira said with complete confidence, turning and pointing to the cliff on the right side. “I don’t know about greenery, but with easy access to fresh water here, I’d imagine that it became a habit for any of those who couldn’t keep up with the herd to remain in places like this. There are likely four or five of these graveyards along their normal path, places where their elders separate and are preyed upon by natural predators when they weaken, or just pass with age.”

“Huh,” Koda muttered, glancing back down over the scattering of bones and dry earth of the ravine’s bottom.

The sight should have disturbed him. That much death in one place should have felt awful, and the smell should have matched. But instead of making Koda’s skin crawl, he just felt peace in those ancient bones, even the ones that showed the marks of predators on them.

“Can you feel it?” Finna asked him a moment later and Koda twitched, fighting back the urge to scowl. He had felt something, but the sound of her voice had broken him out of it.

“Let him focus, Finna,” Sienna urged quietly, and Koda took another deep breath before closing his eyes.

Sinking into the echoing darkness that was his internal world, Koda reached out with his senses. Within a handful of seconds, he felt the thrum of energy through the land in this place and recognized it for what it was:

A place of power, a nexus of energy within the earth, and a source of energy that he could access.

But unlike the other locations that surged with elemental power or roared with life from ancient leylines, this area whispered with the quiet peace of a long journey’s end. That this ‘journey’ described life into death didn’t matter, as death was a part of life. It was necessary and not something to fear, after all.

In this place, thousands upon thousands of creatures had laid down to find the end of their journeys. That action, coupled with the calm acceptance of the cycle, had imbued this location with a deep well of calm power Koda could feel resonating just below the surface.

“How?” Koda asked, his eyes popping open and glancing towards Arthene and Finna curiously.

“How could we sense it when you didn’t? Or how does a place like this come to be?” Finna answered his question with one of her own when Arthene just bounced on her heels with a wicked grin.

“The first part,” Koda answered with a roll of his eyes at the excitable bear spirit. “I can tell how it formed and what sustains it. Also, would it be wrong to claim this place?”

“I think that the restful dead here would be pleased to offer their strength to the Beast Queen,” Arthene said before Finna could speak. “It won’t harm the place, as it has been happening long enough that the energy and its purpose have soaked into the land.”

“But will it harm Thera?” Koda asked pointedly, wary of channeling energy tinged with death to his goddess.

“No,” Finna said firmly, her long lapine ears standing straight up before one fell to the side and kinked halfway up. “Death is a part of life, and with how close Thera came to a final rest, this will help her build up to prevent such a thing happening again.”

“What Finna said,” Arthene chuckled, taking a half step forward and wrapping her arm around Koda’s shoulders to haul him headfirst into her tits. “Also! There are materials here that I can make use of! I want to teach your other mates more of my bone-crafting, and there are plenty of fine specimens below!”

“That isn’t disrespectful?” Calandra asked, the dwarven woman having come up behind them to peer over the edge and into the mess. “I know Koda got those boar tusks as an offering from the tribes. They make ‌good ivory for scrimshaw work. While they aren’t ivory, rhino horns can be used for some scrimshaw work too. If it's not disrespectful to take the bones to work with, then should we gather some horns too? Even if we don’t use them ourselves, we might trade or give them to any tribes we run into out here.”

“No,” Finna said firmly in response to Calandra’s question. “Though it is good of you to have asked. This place does not hold restless spirits that might take revenge. Even then, they would not harm you as Koda’s presence would pacify them, anyway.”

“What?” Koda asked in surprise, pulling his head back out of the trap that was Arthene’s bosom before blinking rapidly. “Wait, you mean like with the stonecrackers, right?”

They’d told Finna the entire tale of how they’d defeated the trolls and helped lay to rest a nest of the dead stonecracker leopards, so she understood the comparison immediately.

“Yes, much like that. You could make peace with and either send them on, or bind them to you to help in the future. The spirits that rest here would rather continue to sleep than be pressed into service, I’m sure.”

“Well then, we should see if any of their horns are still good,” Calandra said with a grin, bumping her hip into Koda’s and sending him face-first back into Arthene’s breasts. The dwarf and the incarnate spirit shared a grin and a wink while Koda pretended to struggle in his ‘prison’ for a moment longer before Arthene finally released him.

“So, are you going to claim this place like the others, Koda?” Sienna asked while Koda pretended to gasp for breath to recover after nearly being suffocated. This made Arthene grin and Finna roll her eyes.

“Yes,” Koda said, letting the act drop with a smile. “Just make sure you don’t pack too much. We just set out, and we’ll be gone for a while.”

“Oh, I plan to hand these out to the tribes we run across,” Arthene said with a grin. “No reason to hoard them. You all already have better weapons than can be made with these bones. Mine are infinitely superior to those of these herbivores. But they will be sturdy enough with the proper treatment to function well as gifts.”

“Same,” Calandra said with a nod. “If we come back through here on the way back to Silverstone, then maybe I’ll get more. But two or three of the larger horns would give me something to do when it’s not my turn while we are in camp.”

The bawdy grin and wiggling eyebrows that Calandra sported told Koda exactly what she was thinking at the moment, and he just rolled his eyes.

“Fine. Why don’t you go with Arthene and see if she can help you find some good ones?” Koda said with a wave of his hand.

“Can I come as well?” Samira asked immediately, turning to give Arthene a cute look.

Rather than answer the caracal woman, Arthene instead bent and scooped both her and Calandra off the ground, one in each arm. Samira let out a surprised squeal while Calandra cursed and nearly thumped Arthene over the head with her axe-handle. But before Calandra could decide to protest, Arthene stood with each woman on a shoulder.

“Come! Let us see what treasures lie within these old bones. I’m sure that their owners would be pleased to travel the plains a few more times, especially if someone else does the walking for them,” Arthene proclaimed with a laugh and began trotting down the steep side of the draw in front of them.

“I’ll stay with you, Koda,” Sienna murmured, sidling up to stand beside him. Finna didn’t respond aloud, but matched Sienna on his other side while smirking down at Koda.

“Suit yourselves. Let’s see if Samira was right about that pool. I’ll do the ceremony there if possible, to make the shrine more welcoming,” Koda said with a firm nod.

The three of them followed the ridge around while Arthene’s group dove into the piles of bones with a will. Koda noted as they circled the boneyard that, despite the enthusiasm that all three were showing for the work, Arthene, Calandra, and Samira all acted with respect as they worked through the bones and sought ones that would work for their needs.

Samira’s words were correct, and near the mouth at the far end of the ravine, Koda found a shallow cave that housed a broad pool of water burbling from a crack in the rocks. It pooled in a shallow dish of worn stone before trickling down into a thin stream that wound further south into the hills.

Just as they’d said, the grass on the far side of the ravine was lush and green, obviously well nurtured by the spring water. Several small stands of trees clung close to the stream’s waterway as well, providing cool shade and shelter for the animals too.

Koda approached the spring carefully at first, wanting to be cautious in case there were any ‌woolly rhinos lurking about. But a quick scan of the ground near the water confirmed no signs of tracks to indicate the presence of an animal.

“Right here?” Sienna suggested, gesturing towards the ground at the edge of the water.

“No,” Koda said almost immediately. The sensation of power running through the earth had guided him this far, and he felt it drawing him into the spring.

Finna watched silently from her position behind Sienna, her expression unreadable as Koda stepped into the spring.

The shallow water was icy, coming up from within the earth like it did. But Koda let his instincts guide him across the shallow pool to the far side.

There, he saw a shadow in the rocks shift, revealing a large, flat stone that rose several inches above the water. The ledge was out of sight from the shore, and he knew it was what drew him along.

Sloshing over to stand in front of the flat ledge, Koda bowed his head and reached into his spirit to draw out the totemic claws once more. The ceremony to claim a location for Thera was simple enough, and he completed it with only a few small gestures. A cut to his hand and sprinkling his blood over the location was all it took for the power in his bloodline to claim the strength within the spring and the graveyard.

Koda felt a brief surge in the ground under him, like a breeze stirring grass against his legs, and then the icy sensation of the water rolled up his calves and thighs before sinking into his torso as the blood droplets he’d scattered over the stone ledge vanished in bursts of ruby fire.

The hot sun beat down on him, while grass tickled his belly. The lowing calls of his herd surrounded Koda and brought peace as they all conversed. Pounding rain and driving snow hit him next, but the warmth of the herd kept him safe. Snarls of predators came from all directions, but the herd stood strong together.

But as time whirled past, Koda felt his limbs weaken, and his eyesight grew dim. The herd helped him, guiding him to fresh water and grass, but he knew it cost them.

So, for the betterment of the herd, he left them behind. The peace of this place, and the faint memories that hung about it in the scents of his ancestors, calmed his concerns at being alone. But it was only for a short time, because soon the great herd that held all who came before him welcomed Koda into their numbers.

As the cold soaked into his bones, Koda felt lighter for it, the chill numbing aches away as the bellowing cries of his ancestors called him to join them as the herd ambled off into the sky.

A flash of ruby fire before Koda shocked him back to awareness as a thickly furred hide flashed into existence on the ledge, followed by a simple stone bowl that settled on top of the hide.

A vision? Koda wondered.

The lowing calls of the horned ancestors echoed from his memories, but that was the only answer they gave. Koda felt the potential within his bloodline give a matching call, and slowly, the power of the land ambled in its steady pace through his soul into the place that connected him to Thera, following the connection of kin and ancestry to their source.


Chapter Eight




Blinking his eyes open, Koda started in surprise when all he could see was a swirling bank of white fog, lit faintly throughout like a full moon poured down its light from above.

The clinging tendrils of mist surrounded him like a cloak, their cool fingers running over his face and hair like curious children. After a long day of running under the hot spring sun, the misty tendrils felt nice on his skin.

A glance at his feet revealed he stood on thick grass, and that Koda was once again barefoot.

“Damn it, Thera,” Koda muttered under his breath, recognizing where he stood from the way his mind drifted for a moment and the fog seemed to speed up for no reason. “You could have just told me you wanted to talk, rather than dragging me off in my sleep.”

He knew this area, or at least ‌ its purpose. This was the misty forest and fields that surrounded Thera’s hiding place in the spiritual world. She’d retreated here after Koda established a hold over a few sites of power, able to actually dwell in the realm of the spirits with enough strength to conceal herself.

A sharp yip from behind him made Koda turn, and he saw a glowing light bobbing at about waist high approaching him.

“There you are, Pippin,” Koda called as the mist shredded around the light-bearer, revealing a familiar muzzle.

Pippin stood only a few feet tall, and looked vaguely like someone had taken an extremely fluffy arctic fox and taught it to walk on two legs before giving it a perm to make it even fluffier. A pointed muzzle and two bright eyes poked out of the puff that hid the fox-like creature's head. A small iron lamp balanced on his head, shedding the light that Koda had seen approaching through the fog.

“Any idea what our lady needs of me this time?” Koda asked, lowering his voice when Pippin shot him a cross look.

The idea of a fox being cross was so bizarre that it reminded Koda that they weren’t alone in this mist. Other creatures lived in the spiritual realm, Thera had told him. And she relied on their presence and reputations to help conceal her.

“Sorry, I’m ‌jumpy because of how suddenly I was pulled away,” Koda apologized further when Pippin continued to glare up at him.

The fox spirit huffed cutely through his nose before turning on his little foot-paws and trotting into the mist without a word.

“Guess it must not be important enough ‌ for you to want to talk about it,” Koda murmured as he started after the little creature at a trot.

“Or I respect my Lady enough that I will not spoil one of her few opportunities to speak to the outside world right now,” Pippin replied in his deep, respectable gentleman voice. The words rippled along the ground before rising to Koda’s ears. Something about the lack of echo to Pippin’s words told him that no one besides Koda would hear what the little creature said.

Taking the chastisement in stride, Koda went silent and instead focused his attention on traveling through the odd, dream-like realm he was in.

From his past trips to this place, Koda knew he needed to focus rather intently on one or two things to fully perceive them.Everything else would fade away from his perception and cares until they simply became blurs of time and color. A dangerous thing if one focused on their worries rather than where they were going.

So he focused on the lamp on Pippin’s head and keeping up with the small creature, trusting in Pippin and the fox-spirit’s loyalty to Thera to guide him.

The world flowed like colored honey over glass, Koda intentionally allowing his perception of time to fade away. But his instincts hummed inside his skull, telling him he was not alone here. That something else walked the mists on silent feet, something familiar. But with his focus on Pippin, he couldn’t really track the sensation to its source.

One moment, the dull white mist was all that surrounded him. And then the next, a massive wood and stone lodge loomed out of the fog, shedding light from several windows of leaded glass. The entire building had an oddly elegant design ‌, despite the somewhat rough materials used to construct it. Cut stones of granite nestled together with the precision one would normally reserve for marble. Pine and oak beams and trusses graced the walls where one might expect expensive hardwoods.

It was rich in design, but simple in materials, and it exuded a welcome to Koda just upon laying eyes on it.

Pippin didn’t slow down as he scampered to the large, iron-bound doors set into the front of the building. A deep porch with a roof protected the door from snow and rain, which Pippin hopped up to with a pair of nimble jumps before skidding to a stop by the doors.

The fluffy little spy-master—for that was Pippin’s actual role for Thera—turned an expectant look towards Koda then glanced towards the doors and back again.

“Need me to open them?” Koda asked with a small laugh, amused by the idea of the latches being out of reach for Pippin at the moment.

A vague memory of the spirit being able to get in anyway drifted through his mind, but the sleeping nature of the world prevented him from capturing it for more than a second.

“You must open the door, Aegisclaw,” Pippin ordered, and the seriousness in his tone surprised Koda.

A glance down at Pippin showed that the little spirit was observing him, and Koda thought he saw the faint glimmer of teeth along the creature’s muzzle. Just that tiny threat should have been cute and not at all intimidating, but Koda felt a chill run up his spine like Pippin had just drawn a gun but not pointed it at him.

“Pippin, is everything okay? You are tenser than I’m used to,” Koda asked, but Pippin didn’t respond. Instead, the little spirit continued to stare at him meaningfully, and his lip lifted another centimeter to reveal gleaming silver teeth.

Not wanting to push the clearly anxious little creature more, Koda reached forward and wrapped his hand around the handle on the door. A thrum of energy, halfway between an electrical charge and the rumble of a drum-skin, raced through Koda’s skin before the door clicked sharply and swung forward half an inch.

Pippin moved then, scampering forward and head-butting the door at about ankle-high to push it open. His plush tail flailed like a fuzzy little helicopter as he raced past, slapping into Koda’s shins like a plush pillow.

The sensation of being watched pressed down on Koda again, and before heading inside, he turned to look over his shoulder.

The mist swirled close to the building, leaving only a bare foot or two of the surrounding grass visible.

A sudden shift in the swirling of the mist revealed a familiar pair of glowing eyes set in a thick muzzle, and Koda felt the tension in his chest relax slightly at that.

The ghost of the massive stonecracker leopard that he’d helped before sniffed the air once, its glowing eyes drifting over him before the creature let out a rumbling purr and vanished back into the fog. A long, slender tail broke the fog like a shark’s fin, only emerging from the side rather than the surface, before it vanished once more.

“Good kitty,” Koda murmured with a slight chuckle. “I'm proud of you for looking after Thera for me.”

No response came from the fog, but Koda wasn’t expecting one. Instead, he turned and stepped through the doorway and into the entry-hall of Thera’s abode.

Just like outside, the interior was well designed and appointed, but made with humble materials. Carefully polished wooden floors of light blonde wood gleamed in the light of small lamps hanging from the walls, the gleaming silver of the lamps the only traditional signs of opulence that he could see.

Were they always like that? Koda wondered as he glanced about the room. Weren’t the floors a different wood before?

Before he could think too hard about the decor of the room, movement on the far side of the entry hall drew his attention and stole his breath away.

Thera was as beautiful as ever when she danced into view. Barefoot, she moved with the liquid grace of a prowling hunting cat, an appearance that was further enhanced by the pointed feline ears that protruded from the top of her mass of black curls.

Sun-kissed skin gleamed in the lamplight, while the fur on her top and skirt shimmered with life and vitality. The top was a wide band that compressed and contained her full bust, leaving a vast expanse of skin exposed to the air at the top. Her skirt hung from wide hips, the back dipping down to nearly her calves almost like a cape, while the front folded over and met several inches above her knees. Both were made of what looked like pitch-black fur, but the lamplight caught the fur just right to reveal a spotted pattern in the fur that shimmered faintly of gold.

Eyes like bright discs of polished silver gleamed intelligently under slender brows as she regarded him, while the ghostly image of a plush black fox’s tail ghosted back and forth behind her before fading and being replaced with the long rope of a feline tail.

“Koda, how are you?” Thera asked, her warm voice shaking him out of his distracted staring.

“I’m fine, Thera. How are you? What was that all about with the door?” Koda replied, giving her a smile that she returned without hesitation.

Koda’s instincts guided him to step forward, opening his arms to his goddess to offer her a hug. He knew it was reaching beyond what would be proper, but under Arthene and Finna’s tutelage, he was learning to bow to those instinctive urges.

Thera’s gentle smile grew wide and her silver eyes softened. Without a moment of hesitation, she stepped forward and laid her hands on his chest, allowing Koda to envelop her in his arms and pull her tight to him.

Taking a deep breath, Koda savored her scent. The smell of fresh green grass, sun-warmed apples, and the happy smell of a sun-warmed pet filled his lungs, all underlaid with a faint, wild musk that he knew was uniquely Thera’s smell.

Thera rubbed her face into his chest, rumbling quietly with a contented purr that reminded Koda of a mixture between Arthene and Samira when either was very happy with him. This continued for nearly a minute before Thera pulled herself back from him reluctantly.

“I apologize for the extra security, but there have been some strange things poking around the edges of the wood,” Thera said quickly, her contrition obvious in her voice.

“Nothing to apologize for, Thera,” Koda insisted, letting his arms fall from her shoulders to rest his hands on her hips, not wanting to release the goddess just yet. “You do what you need to in order to be safe. I’d happily jump through even more hoops if it would help with that. Is there anything I can do to help?”

“Thank you for understanding, Koda. And no, I have things handled. This dreaming realm is full of strange fragments…” Thera murmured happily, her nose scrunching cutely as her smile returned.

A moment later, Thera’s feline ears shifted and faded once more, changing into the rounded ears of a bear, though they remained ephemeral and ghostly. That shift apparently reminded Thera of something, because she gave her head a tiny shake and blinked rapidly for several moments.

“I’m sorry, I called you here for a reason, and I got distracted,” Thera murmured, shifting and pulling away slightly to separate from him.

Koda released his grip on her hips, but Thera didn’t go far. Instead, she shifted and wrapped herself around his right arm, for all the world mimicking a pose that Sienna favored when they went for walks in the village over the winter.

The warm sensation of the goddess pressed to his side was comforting as she led him deeper into her home.

“I wanted to thank you for everything you’ve done in the last six months, Koda,” Thera murmured as she guided him down a long hallway with a deep green carpet softening the wood floor. Doors pierced the walls occasionally, but in the dreamlike, drifting state that he was in, Koda couldn’t remember more than their outlines and the fact they were closed.

“I’m just fulfilling my promise to you, Thera,” Koda answered, turning to catch her silver eyes staring at his profile.

Thera blinked and looked away quickly, a faint blush darkening her tanned cheeks before she spoke again.

“You have been diligent in your work and you draw closer to understanding your ancestry.”

“I wanted to ask you about that, Thera,” Koda said, seizing on her words and forcing his mind to focus. “I wanted to ask… you seem to know more about my ancestors, like you might have recognized the branch family that was cast adrift to my old world…”

Koda trailed off as Thera shook her head in denial.

“I recognized the connection in your bloodline, Koda. But that was it,” Thera answered, frowning in obvious disappointment that she couldn’t answer his question. “There were more than a few of my champions and their people who went missing during the final days, and you could be tied to any of them.”

“But you might have ideas I don’t know about,” Koda pressed. “I can sense the ties, the connection to my ancestors inside me, but I can’t see what it is. I know it’s big, and that it is very protective of those it views as kindred. But it’s not picky either. It feels like anyone who is one of us falls under that umbrella.”

“Curious,” Thera murmured, stealing a glance at his face while they walked. “There are a number of creatures whose bloodline merged with the beastfolk in ages past that would qualify for that…”

“Which ones?” Koda asked as they drew near the end of the hallway where another large set of doors sat partially open, the dancing light of a fire glimmering through the crack. “I’d have thought a wolf like Sienna, given pack tendencies, but the drive is just as strong to protect friends as well as family, and it doesn’t seem to care about what animal they are aligned with.”

Thera shot him a small smile, her eyes twinkling like two polished coins in the firelight that made it through the door.

“You are thinking too small, my Aegisclaw,” Thera murmured while her eyes narrowed into happy slits from her smile. “Though their numbers are greatly reduced, there are many breeds of my beastfolk that once existed and may still exist in hidden pockets. Don’t limit your thoughts to those you have met; consider any animal that exists in this or the other worlds, and see which one resonates strongly with your bloodline. There may be more than one there.”

Before Koda could ask more questions to delve deeper, there came a deep thunk of something heavy striking the wooden floor on the other side of the door. Thera’s smile grew even wider and she shook her head with a look of amused exasperation on her regal features.

“There is something more pressing we must discuss, my Aegisclaw,” Thera said gently and towed him towards the door. “You chastised me before for sending one of my ‘wayward daughters’ to you without warning, so I wanted you to speak with this one first, and she wished to speak with you, too.”

“Another one already?” Koda asked, exasperated. “The way you talked about the primal spirits, I would have thought that it would take longer to wake them from slumber or bring their spirits back from wherever they were resting.”

“It would have,” Thera chuckled, a deep and luscious sound that sent a thrill of desire down Koda’s spine. “But my champion is a busy young man who embraces my ways with both arms. Did you not spend the last few days running beneath open skies surrounded by your mates?”

Koda felt his cheeks heat up at that question and he stammered out the only rebuttal he could as Thera pushed the doors open and led him into the familiar study with its velvet-covered chairs and wide fireplace.

“Finna isn’t one of my mates…”

“Oh, she must be either thumping mad to be kept waiting, or you’ve impressed her greatly,” said a new, feminine voice, far deeper than Thera’s was.

A shadow shifted by the fireplace as another deep thunk echoed through the floorboards. The light shifted and revealed a tall, muscled form of a woman who had been leaning against the mantle a moment before.

Deeply tanned skin showed her to be someone who spent a great deal of time outside. The lack of any obvious tan-lines also told another story that Koda filed away for later. Strong shoulders supported thickly muscled arms and full, luscious breasts held in a white linen shirt that strained to keep them in place. Koda thought he could see the faint outline of some kind of breast-band or bra underneath the linen, but the shadows were too erratic to tell. Wide hips tied into a full bottom and thickly muscled legs protruded from under the edge of a knee-length wool skirt that reminded Koda of a kilt in color, pattern, and pleating. A thick leather belt with a flat brass buckle carved in decorative knotwork held the two garments in place. What stood out the most about the woman was the horns that graced her head.

Thick bovine horns sprouted from the shaggy mane of dark brown hair that hung to her shoulders. They curved outwards from her skull and then forward, coming to gleaming dark-brown tips slightly ahead of her smiling face. A cute nose with an upturned tip and open features with rounded cheeks gave her an approachable air, but the sheer size of the woman made her intimidating.

The flicker of movement behind her pulled Koda out of his stunned staring, and the tufted cow-tail that flicked back and forth behind her was just so cute that it let him get his bearings.

“My Aegisclaw, may I introduce Sloane Sharphorn, primal spirit of the auroch,” Thera said, amusement dancing in her voice.

“My Lady, no need to be so official,” Sloane said, bouncing happily on her heels in a way that made her figure jiggle and sway distractingly.

“It is still good to be polite, Sloane,” Thera said with a small laugh before gesturing towards the chairs by the fire. “Especially since you wanted to take the time to meet with him before you incarnated yourself on Eassemund to join him.”

“I shan’t be like Arthene and throw myself at him,” Sloane said firmly, her tail switching annoyance as she settled onto a two-seater couch carefully. “Or like Finna, trying to stalk him to test him for no reason.”

“Thank you for that,” Koda said, walking Thera to the chair he knew she favored. Instead, the goddess gestured him towards another of the love-seats, and then pulled Koda down to sit next to her so she wouldn’t have to let him go. “While I like having Finna around, I didn’t enjoy having her show up out of nowhere and startle the hell out of me.”

“I gathered, Champion,” Sloane said, her liquid chocolate eyes twinkling in amusement. “Scared the fluff right off her when you spotted her, I’m sure.”

“I don’t know about that,” Koda hedged with a smile.

The friendly demeanor of the large, bovine woman was putting him at ease, even with the subtext that he knew flowed through a meeting like this.

“Finna may talk a big game and be good about hiding some things, but I know her,” Sloane said with a smile, leaning back and crossing one thick leg over the other. “She’d have been nervous as heck and startled badly when you spotted her as easily as my Lady has told me you did.”

“Just got lucky,” Koda said with a shrug, being careful to not jostle Thera.

“Few could have caught her—it was a point of pride,” insisted Sloane.

Koda didn’t argue further, just shrugging again and studying the large woman in front of him.

Sloane, unlike her sister-spirits, didn’t carry any obvious weapons on her person. But then again, this was the first time he’d run into one of them fully conscious in Thera’s hideaway.

“It has been good to see Arthene so happy over the winter,” Sloane said, shifting the subject away from Finna now with a quiet smile. “She was always so serious before, but seeing her smile so much is wonderful.”

“How much have you seen?” Koda asked, more curious than anything else. He knew he should be worried about someone spying on them, but given that it had to be Thera allowing it, he didn’t worry.

“Just bits and pieces, the ceremonies and high points. I’ve been fully awake for the last month or so, but I held myself back,” Sloane admitted with a faint blush darkening her sun-kissed cheeks.

“You don’t need to hold back if you don’t want to,” Koda said, immediately wanting to reassure this gentle giant in front of him. “It’s not like we don’t have the space for another houseguest. And I know Finna was happy to get the chance to bond with Arthene again after so long.”

Sloane didn’t respond, her eyes falling to the ground between them as she rubbed one bare foot against the other calf anxiously. But Thera wasn’t as resistant to speaking up, and the goddess piped up.

“Oh, she knows. I think she just wanted to build up her confidence a bit. Sloane has been studying your training and reviewing my visions of your battles with the Crooked.”

“Huh? Why? Did I do something wrong there?” Koda asked in concern, turning to look at Thera before snapping back to Sloane when the horned woman spoke.

“A lot of things, actually,” Sloane said firmly, her soft brown eyes firming up as she sat up straighter. “For someone with no formal training and only the instinctive knowledge that my Lady placed in your tools for you, though, you did well. But you brawled like a wild man. Even now, you barely use your strength right in a fight.”

“Sloane is an avowed master of bare-handed fighting,” Thera supplied, and Koda nodded in understanding. “She will help you refine your techniques so that you can make the most of the tools you have.”

“I’ll happily take any help you can give,” Koda said without hesitation, and the stern look on Sloane’s face melted into a cute and open smile that looked far more natural on her features.

“I’ve been planning it out for the last few weeks,” Sloane said in an excited rush. “With the strength you’ve gotten as a champion and from the trolls, you will be even more of a monstrous threat once I’m done with you—something you are going to need soon, too.”

“Is this about the report Pippin brought me?” Koda asked, turning to glance at a suddenly sober-looking Thera.

“That is part of it,” the goddess said with a sigh. “The Crooked are moving in force, and so are local forces representing Golieas and a few of his allies. You should avoid them if you can…”

“I will not let them just steamroll any of the tribes that might be in their path,” Koda said firmly. That brought a small smile to Thera’s lips, and she rubbed her cheek into his shoulder contentedly.

“I know, Koda. You want to protect all of my lost children if you can… Just be careful? I’ve been trying to forge your helmet, but every time I finish binding it together, the construct falls apart, like it’s refusing to accept you as its owner.”

“Is that bad?” Koda asked, his brow wrinkling at the sudden change of subject to his totemic gear.

“It might be,” Thera said with a sigh. “I have the power to craft it, but the totem refusing to bond with you means the spirits contained within don’t believe you worthy, or you have a bond forming already with others.”

“Which might mean that your bloodline is surfacing,” suggested Sloane in a bright tone. “My Lady is just upset that she can’t complete the set she gave you earlier.”

“I would have him properly protected!” Thera insisted, her ghostly ears—at the moment they were fox ears—lay flat against her head in irritation.

“That’s why I’m going to be joining them,” Sloane shot back with a firm nod. “I was sure before, but now there is no question. I will happily join my fellow primal spirits in binding ourselves to Koda to help him reinvigorate our people. And to further spread his bloodline once more…”

The last part was spoken in a far lower tone, and the blush returned to Sloane’s cheeks while she darted a furtive glance at Koda.

“You said you’ve been watching me?” Koda asked, doing his best to fight down his own blush when Sloane’s hand started toying with the low collar of her linen shirt.

Sloan nodded positively to his question.

“Then you know I will not rush you into my bed,” Koda continued in the wake of her nod.

“No, of course not. You love your mates and are intent on forging true bonds with them,” Sloane replied, sounding almost offended at the implication she would wish otherwise. “I am interested in you, and would do my duty if I must, but I would much prefer a bull that cares for me over one that is worried about sowing his seeds widely.”

Koda couldn’t suppress his chuckle at her choice of words, but Sloane continued despite her deepening blush.

“I know Finna is next. And I respect you more for wanting to take things slow and get to know your partner first. It also means I can work on correcting your techniques before worrying about winning your affections. You can’t give me the calves I want if you die young, Aegisclaw.”

“Understood, Sloane Sharphorn. I look forward to your training, as well as getting to know you,” Koda said with a brief nod of his head towards her.

The blushing auroch-spirit perked up at that, and her tentative smile felt like a flower opening after the rain.


Chapter Nine




When Koda woke the next day, his mind was as foggy as the vision that he’d seen of Thera’s sanctuary.

For once, he’d slept later than most of his girls, with only Arthene and Calandra still cuddled up with him. It was actually Calandra deciding to wake him in what had quickly become her ‘traditional’ fashion that had shaken Koda awake.

When Calandra emerged from underneath the blankets, a wicked grin on her lips as she wiped her mouth with one hand and smoothed her thick hair down with the other, she noticed the odd look on Koda’s face.

“Everything okay?” the dwarf asked, draping her naked form over his chest and crossing her arms under her chin. Because of her smaller size, this resulted in trapping him between her thighs as well, something that Koda wouldn’t complain about despite being very distracting.

“I had another one of those dreams,” Koda said, his voice rough from sleep. Clearing his throat a few times, he continued. “I talked to Thera; apparently she’s going to be sending through another primal spirit.”

“That’s surprising,” Calandra murmured. The dwarven woman’s nose wrinkled thoughtfully while she wiggled back and forth on his bare chest. “Well… actually, that’s not that surprising. It’s been months since Finna joined us, so if things are working on the same scale, then it’s about time for another to come through.”

“That was my thought as well,” Koda replied, leaning forward to bump his nose against Calandra’s.

Smiling, his dwarven chest-warmer rubbed her cute nose against his as the warm lump on Koda’s left shifted and he felt Arthene burrow her face into his hair more on that side.

“Dun wanna,” Arthene murmured, hugging the arm that she was using for a pillow tighter between her full breasts.

“If you are sure, Arthene,” Calandra replied with an evil grin on her lips and amusement dancing in her olive eyes. “I’ll happily take your turn.”

“Whuh?” Arthene murmured, one yellow eye popping open before blinking slowly as she stared at Calandra and her position atop Koda.

Slowly, awareness rose in that eye until Arthene lazily swiped her messy pile of brown hair out of the way and frowned up at Calandra.

“Don’t lie, Cal,” Arthene said thickly, her voice also still clouded by sleep. “I know you well enough to know you’d just hop right on and wake me up by riding him.”

“Maybe,” Cal hedged, her grin growing wider. “But maybe I’d also be considerate and let you get the chance to take him for a ride as well, if only to roll you out of bed a bit earlier.”

Arthene continued to frown petulantly, which was rather adorable for someone of her size and build.

Before Arthene could plan a reply, the scrape of footsteps came from above Koda’s head and he craned his neck to look.

Sienna was walking towards them, a small smile on her lips as she studied the naked tangle half-covered in their traveling cloaks.

“I see you three are awake now; time to get some breakfast and get moving again. Finna said she spotted what looks like a smoke-trail a few hills over that she wants to check out,” Sienna said, coming over to squat down at their heads.

The redheaded huntress started running her fingers through Arthene’s thick mane, finger-combing the dense tresses and scritching at her scalp. This calmed the bear spirit, and she gave a happy rumble while rolling her shoulders and leaning back into Sienna’s legs.

“All right, love,” Koda said, watching Sienna soothe Arthene with an easy, gentle touch. “I have some news from Thera, too.”

“Oh? Good news, I hope?” Sienna asked, her soft smile redirecting from Arthene to Koda.

“Yeah, I’ll tell you when we get dressed. Is breakfast almost ready?”

“That’s the other reason I was heading this way,” Sienna answered, leaning down to press a kiss to Koda’s lips. “Finna and Samira said the camp bread was almost done, so I should come wake you if Calandra hadn’t done so.”

“Beat you to it,” Calandra teased, sticking her tongue out at Sienna.

The dwarven woman immediately regretted that gesture, as Sienna struck like lightning. A quick snatching gesture and a pinch of her fingers had Calandra’s tongue captive and the dwarven woman making protesting noises around the trapped appendage.

“Don’t push it, Cal,” Sienna said smugly before releasing the captured tongue and giving Arthene another gentle head scratch behind one rounded bear's ear. “Come on, you three, the sun is up and the day is wasting.”
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Koda passed on his news to the others while they ate breakfast. It was a simple meal—a thick oat porridge with chunks of salted meat sliced up into it, along with a simple flatbread studded with dried fruit that had been toasted on the rocks of the firepit.

“Ohh, I miss Sloane,” Arthene murmured while munching sleepily on a thick hunk of flatbread.

The incarnate bear spirit had gotten dressed—barely—but her thick brown hair was still a mess. She leaned heavily into Koda’s side, clearly wanting cuddles, but her grumbling stomach demanding food distracted her from that.

“Yes, I miss Sloane too. She offered to teach you, Koda?” Finna asked from across the fire, the lapine spirit watching Arthene’s sleepy snuggling with a gentle smile.

“More like demanded to,” Koda chuckled. “She insisted on it several times while I was with Thera. I think she’s as excited as you two were to walk the world again.”

“Worlds,” Finna reminded him, her smiling eyes shifting from Arthene back to Koda. “Sloane liked to roam the worlds, as much as any of us. Auroch migrate constantly, and it is part of her nature. She and I would cross paths regularly on our wandering, though she moved slower across the land than I did; she didn’t really slow down for the winter.”

“She seemed like a nice gal,” Koda said with a shrug, which earned him a smirk from Finna and a sleepy laugh from Arthene.

It was the mortified look from Sienna that told Koda he’d said something weird or wrong.

“What?” he asked, confused.

“Koda…” Sienna said after a moment, her forehead scrunching in concern while she rubbed at the tip of her nose and arranged the words in her head.

“What?” Koda asked again, getting a little irritated as it felt like Sienna was simply refusing to answer his questions.

“Sienna, he doesn’t know,” Finna reminded the wolf-eared woman. “We’ve taught Koda a lot, but the identities of all the primal spirits that are kin to Arthene and me is not one subject we’ve covered.”

“It’s just… jarring. Thundering Sharphorn is one of the primal spirits that were part of the lessons that the headwoman’s family taught us…” Sienna sighed, her ears wilting to either side and shooting Koda an apologetic look.

“It’s not like Koda needs to be respectful,” Arthene mumbled. “Finna and I don’t care, and I’m sure most of my kin don’t either. Hell, my Lady wants to⁠—”

Arthene abruptly cut off and stiffened, her thick hair actually fluffing up suddenly like she’d received an electric charge before she shook herself and grimaced.

“What?” Koda asked, setting his bowl down and turning his attention fully onto Arthene, where she leaned into his side. Seeing her hair in its newly extra-frazzled state, he started using his hands to comb it down again.

“Nothing, I just let myself run off at the mouth when I was sleepy,” Arthene said stiffly before turning to nuzzle into Koda’s neck. “Regardless, you don’t have to worry about being overly familiar. Any of the incarnate spirits who recover or emerge in the coming years will have you to thank for the power to do that, and I guarantee my Lady will ensure they are aware of that.”

Koda studied Arthene for a moment, but she kept her face tucked into his neck where he couldn’t get a good read on her features. Glancing at the others, both Sienna and Samira looked confused, while Finna had a knowing look but shook her head when he locked eyes with her. Calandra was smirking, but Koda could tell from the twinkling in her olive eyes that she wouldn’t divulge her own suspicions either.

Whatever, Koda thought with a long, drawn-out sigh. It’s not like I don’t have my own guesses…

“Well, I didn’t get enough of a chance to talk with Sloane to get her whole life story or portfolio in the dream,” Koda said instead. “Care to enlighten me?”

Samira perked up before glancing towards Finna questioningly, as if asking if it was okay for her to speak.

“Go ahead, Samira,” Finna said with an indulgent smile. “I’ll just jump in to correct anything that you might have off.”

Samira gave a sharp nod before turning a bright grin to Koda. The amused dancing of her tail increased in speed as she straightened up more and entered her ‘teaching pose’ as Koda thought of it before launching into an explanation.

“So Sloan Sharphorn, or Thundering Sharphorn if you use one of her titles, was known for many things…”

Samira spent the rest of the morning regaling them with the handful of stories she had regarding Sloane’s old exploits. Everything from teaching the cow beastfolk the way of the land to farm and build wild gardens, to establishing several trade routes between worlds by shaping roads with her travel, to reminding Thera’s enemies of the implacable, devastating charge of a stampeding herd.

When Samira was done, and they had finished their breakfast, the others were all firmly more awake and set about packing away their campsite in the small grove of trees that they’d chosen to settle down in.

Finna pointed out the thin streamer of smoke that she’d spotted early that morning and they broke into a steady run in that direction, all agreeing that it was likely the sign of either a group of local hunters or maybe a patrol from the army that was hopefully weeks at their back currently.

The streamer of smoke continued to grow over the course of an hour as they got closer to it. The great distances of the plains and the vanishing horizon actually hid how far away it was.

Based on its size, Koda worried that they’d somehow had a portion of the baron’s army maneuver around them. But after topping the last rise and seeing dozens of stretched-hide yurts with their colorfully dyed sides, Finna and Arthene both declared they must have stumbled across one of the local plains tribes.

This was confirmed because within five minutes of cresting the rise, Koda spotted a group detach from the milling campsite and angle towards them at a rapid pace.

“Horses,” Finna relayed with a serious nod of the head that made her ears bounce up and down. “Not surprised, they would be right at home here.”

“Then it is likely the Hillstrider tribe,” Samira said from Koda’s other side. “This should be part of their range if I am remembering right. We should slow down and let them approach us.”

The caracal woman turned to Koda and gave him a soft smile.

“They are a fully nomadic tribe, and one of the ones that I’d hoped we would find out this way. They’ll know more about where the others are and any indications of trouble. But they’ll also be more defensive at first.”

“Let em,” Calandra grunted from the rear of their formation. “If they get too uppity, then we can deal with that.”

“Not likely to happen,” Samira replied with a shake of her head. “They’ll likely bluster a bit, but with Arthene and Finna with us, I doubt they will start anything. Especially if the other tribes have passed word along over the winter. While the Silent Plain and many others batten down in winter retreats, the Hillstrider tribe continues to migrate while pursuing the auroch herds.”

By this point, Koda could make out the individuals in the rapidly approaching group. Nearly two dozen warriors armed with spears and bows were bearing down on them at a rapid sprint. Long manes of straight hair in shades of black and brown streamed behind them, decorated with flashing white and black feathers.

Something about how the light caught the feathers as they danced in the breeze made Koda’s heart surge as the group approached and he could make out more of them.

Just as the others had suggested, the approaching group appeared to be made up entirely of horse beastfolk. The upright ears and flowing tails were harder to make out at this distance, but Koda had learned what to look for.

Much like Samira, they wore buckskin pants, but unlike the caracal woman, these new folk wore dyed linen shirts that shimmered in the bright light of the morning as they ran.

“Slow up then,” Koda ordered as the other group closed to within a few hundred feet of them, and his group decelerated as Calandra cut out the wind spell she’d been using to speed them along.

Koda felt the full weight of his body return as the buoying wind that had been at his back raced past him and up into the sky once more. It stirred up a brief cloud of dust and sent loose grass scattering a moment later.

The approaching group, led by a trio of black-haired men who appeared to be brothers, slowed abruptly at the surge of wind that kicked up between them. The spears that carried cross-body were shifted, and the shining iron tips gleamed as they were directed towards Koda’s group.

The approaching beastfolk slowed to match their speed to Koda’s group, who continued to slow until both sides were walking rather than running. The horse beastfolk were wary, their ears upright and focused on the group ahead of them while a few on either side of the group scanned the hillside for threats.

“Who are you to enter the Hillstrider lands uninvited?” asked the foremost of the trio that appeared to be in charge.

The man was big, easily nearly six-and-a-half feet tall before you included his ears. His spear was several fingers thick and quite sturdy, with several leather cords strung with feathers and bone charms decorating it. The man’s thick features were set in a frown as he studied the eclectic group in front of him, but his eyes lingered on Samira the longest.

“Representatives from the north,” Finna said, stepping forward to stand beside Koda on his left, while Sienna fell in on his right without comment. “We come from the Ivory Spear tribe to speak with those who roam these lands and pass on grave news.”

“Longears,” sneered another of the trio, his nose wrinkling as if he smelled something while staring up at the larger Finna derisively. “We don’t need the warnings of those who bow before the human god.”

The sneering man turned a derisive look towards Koda, but Koda ignored it. He had more than enough to deal with trying to keep Sienna calm with a hand on her wrist.

When the man had spoken derisively of the Ivory Spear, Sienna had stiffened, and Koda had caught her tail beginning to fluff up in anger. When he caught her wrist, she turned to glare at him, a glare that softened almost immediately when she met Koda’s gaze and he gave her a small shake of the head.

Arthene’s low growl from behind him told Koda that he might need to step up his efforts to keep his girls calm if this spiraled further. Thankfully Finna continued to talk, though he was immediately unsure if her words were helping or making it worse.

“It shows how the Hillstriders have lost their way if they are so quick to dismiss ancient kin beneath the open sky,” Finna drawled, tilting her head to one side and letting her long ears, which had stood upright initially, flop over to one side.

“Don’t talk to me of kin!” snapped the younger man, glaring at Finna. But before he could dig himself deeper, the leader of the trio held up a hand to stop him.

“Calmly, brother. Your anger burns far too hot. I have warned you of this in the past.”

“The Ivory Spear turned their backs on the ways of our people centuries ago!” protested the younger hunter, his glare turning to companion now instead.

“And you’ve heard the stories just the same as I have,” snapped the older warrior, his neutral expression turning thunderous. “You heard the word passed from the Whistling Grass when we traded with them weeks ago.”

It took Koda a moment to place that tribe, but after a moment he remembered the boisterous Jordan, a deer beastfolk, whom he’d met early in the previous winter. The Whistling Grass was one of the tribes that had sent representatives to the Silent Plains during their early winter meetings, and they were allies as far as he was concerned.

“I don’t care. The Whistling Grass were fools to believe stories woven by the Silent Plains and the Ivory Spear. If the Goddess were still alive, there is no way she would dishonor us by choosing a human champion!”

“I’d consider my next words carefully,” Koda said, his voice like stone as he turned to regard the lippy young man.

“Why? Are you upset to finally come across one of the Free Beasts that refuse to kneel before you, human?” snarled the younger hunter.

“No,” Koda snapped back, his own anger rising at the disrespect the young man was showing right now. Koda knew, instinctively, it wasn’t the disrespect being shown to him that bothered him so much. It was the derisive air the young man had while panning his eyes over the girls with him.

“Why not?” growled the young warrior. “It seems you’ve been collecting bedwarmers of the other tribes. I see that the Ivory Spear and Silent Plains have made their offerings, as well as one of the dirt-diggers. Are you here to demand a filly as tribute?”

The third of the trio had been watching the byplay back and forth carefully, while the leader of the trio just shook his head. It was when the silent third’s eyes landed on Koda’s darkening expression that his mask cracked and concern raced over his ‌. A concern that was rapidly ratcheting up to panic when Koda spoke.

“As it is ordered by my Lady, Thera Ivorycrown, Queen of Beasts,” Koda said, his voice deepening into a snarl. “All beasts should run free beneath the open sky. I would never bind someone to me unwillingly, and to imply such is an insult to my family and my blood.”

The leader was looking back and forth between the lippy young warrior and Koda now, his brows knitting in concern, but a look of resignation crossed his face.

“Why should I fear your family, human? Are you a son of the human lords who seek to steal more of our land? I don’t see your people’s armies here to back your claim—just you and your slaves,” spat the idiot.

Koda’s instincts roared at the repeated insults to his mates. It didn’t matter that Finna was with him and they had not sealed their bond yet as mates, the inner beast already recognized her as family and kin, just as it claimed the tribes that he’d met thus far as kin through Thera.

He’d known his instincts sang the loudest in defense of others. It was why Thera had given him the title of Aegisclaw and what he’d learned over the months meditating on what tribe dwelt within his ancient bloodline. That instinct to ward those of Thera’s people extended even to these long-distant children that he saw bore the ancient bonds to the Beast Queen.

But here stood an upstart, hot of blood and insulting Koda’s bonds of love and protection with his mates, as well as the tribes they came from that he called family as well.

He felt Arthene shift behind him and the thump of her bone club coming to land headfirst in the dirt. He knew that if he did not act, his mate, the Den Mother, would put this cub in his place.

A shift on his right and the creak of wood under Sienna's grip told him that his wolf was reaching the end of her patience as well.

So Koda acted, and the beast in his soul surged upwards from the shadows once more. He caught a burst of ‌white so brilliant that it gleamed like polished silver. Flashing yellow eyes and sharp curving claws held high.

When the conversation had started, the two groups had stopped roughly twenty feet apart. Koda cleared that in a single breath.

Ruby fire, this time shot through with threads of brilliant silver, erupted from Koda’s skin as he stepped forward. In between heartbeats, the fire fell into the familiar form of his totemic gauntlet before racing to cover the rest of his body in the leather, bone, and stone armor, leaving only his head bare.

The bounding stride brought Koda’s long black hair into the air like a fanning sail as his right hand closed around the upstart’s face.

The claws on the end of his right gauntlet, the one formed of Thera’s last consecrated totem when he arrived in this world, closed around the young warrior’s head like a snapping bear trap.

Initially, the bone claws had barely been the tips of his fingers sharpened. Over time, they had grown with the power he’d recovered for Thera into inches-long blades.

Curved blades almost a foot long and wickedly sharp snapped closed over the head of the insulting warrior. The palm of Koda’s hand engulfed the young man’s face as he bore the cocky warrior to the ground with one hand, slamming him off-balance and into the grass in a single motion.

Koda could see one wide, terrified eye peeking between two of his fingers as the startled brave tried to figure out how he’d ended up on his back even as his kin turned to react to Koda’s sudden invasion of their space.

“I am Koda Aegisclaw, champion of the Beast Queen Thera Ivorycrown,” Koda snarled. “By my blood, I consecrate the land and claim the powers of the earth and sky in her name. I am of the lost bloodline of her faithful, returned to aid her rise once more. I will not allow you to insult my mates like this further, whelp.”

The young hunter, formerly so cocksure and confident to spit at Koda’s feet and insult them, fainted dead away.


Chapter Ten




After Koda’s assertion with the young brave, things changed rather quickly. The expression of power, his claims, and the fact that both Arthene and Finna had radiated their own intense power was enough to back their claims until cooler heads prevailed.

It turned out that the Hillstrider tribe had been fending off small bands of Crooked filtering in from the south for the last month, which Koda accepted as a reasonable explanation why they had been tense.

Jonas, the larger of the trio that had confronted them, was apologetic for how his brother had acted. And while Koda was accepting of the apology, Sienna and Samira were most certainly not.

“The insults leveled by your brother are unacceptable. Even in a time of war, to treat those who approach peacefully in such a way is nearly the most vile actions you can take,” Samira growled, a faint rumble underlying her words while her tail lashed the air behind her as they sat inside one of the large, hide yurts towards the center of the camp.

Jonas and his brother sat at an angle from Koda’s group, while a quartet of elders took up the other third of space.

A low fire burned in a cleared spot on the ground between them, mostly unnecessary, but the light was needed to see in the dark tent.

“I can only offer an apology for my brother’s actions. He lost several people who were close to him in skirmishes with Crooked raiding bands only weeks ago,” Jonas replied, bowing his head first towards Samira and then towards Koda.

“You should have restrained him sooner if you knew what the problem’s source was. It is quite obvious that none of us are Crooked,” Sienna huffed, her ears still pinned back.

“I should have, and again I apologize,” Jonas said again, this time directing a bow to Sienna. “I was taken by surprise by the encounter and worried over Tanner’s statements. I spent too long trying to analyze the situation to see if he’d spotted something that I’d missed, and now regret giving him the opportunity to run off like that.”

“Enough,” Koda said gently, reaching out to pat his wife on the thigh gently. “We didn’t come here to harass, hound, or gripe at honest people. And the Hillstriders made an honest mistake.”

As soon as Jonas had apologized for his brother’s actions out in the fields, Koda’s blood had cooled and his bloodline ties had retreated once more into his soul.

He’d been too upset at the time to notice it, but he remembered the flecks of silver in the normally ruby-colored fire that had manifested his totemic weapons in the past. And that thought, along with the larger hooked claws, lingered in his mind as potential clues that might help him answer the question.

“If that is our husband’s wish, we should respect it,” Arthene rumbled from her spot at Koda’s back.

The massive bear-spirit hadn’t been as vocal as the others, but she’d spent her fair share of time glaring intimidatingly at the Hillstriders. She sat right behind Koda, and her larger height was in full effect as she glared over the top of his head, alternating between the two groups in front of them.

“You mentioned you were bringing word of a larger threat? Are the Crooked making problems in the north?” asked an elder, a weather-beaten mare, her long gray mane elaborately braided.

“They were,” Koda answered before the others could speak. “But they were dealt with in short order. No, the issue is the forces of the human baron that are massing along the frontier. I would expect that they are preparing to move south and hunt for any remaining signs of the Crooked from last year, or are seeking to expand the frontier and using the threat of the Crooked as an excuse.”

That news didn’t sit well with the Hillstrider elders, and they shared more than a few glances among their number before one spoke up.

“How sure are you of their intentions?”

“I’m not,” Koda answered bluntly, his arms crossing over his chest. “But I have a distinct feeling that waiting to find out their intentions would be just as bad of an idea as approaching them directly to question their presence.”

“Especially for you,” Finna murmured in an amused tone. “It isn’t safe for Aegisclaw to approach them directly. The slim chance of his being recognized by another champion is too much of a risk at this point.”

“Frankly, I am astonished that you still live on the lands held by human kings,” said another of the elders, this one a man with black hair like Koda’s, though shot through with bolts of gray. “Wouldn’t it be better to secret yourself amongst the wild tribes, away from the influence of those who would wish you harm?”

Koda took ‌a long breath and let it out slowly, allowing his gaze to fall to the small fire that sat between them. He didn’t respond immediately, taking time to consider the elder’s words, as it was something that had passed through his mind over the winter.

The others around him were silent, allowing the man to think things through and decide how he was going to answer the question. At his back, his companions waited silently, the only movement the occasional stirring of a tail or flick of an ear.

“Partially, it is a connection to my past and the legacy that the Ivory Spear has upheld,” Koda answered slowly. “There is a security in our location, distant from the edge of their lands but close enough to get news from the nearby town. It would also raise suspicion if an entire village vanished without warning.”

“Why would the village vanish?” asked the older mare, her horse-ears flicking rapidly as she leaned forward. “You and your mates would be the only ones that need to go into hiding.”

“And you think that the rest of the tribe would let him get away after they’ve spent centuries as the guardians of the secret?” Calandra huffed in amusement, drawing the attention of everyone around them.

The dwarven woman had shed her armor for now, but sat with her Dane-axe across her lap, the enchanted bone weapon gleaming in the dim light of the fire. Even though Calandra didn’t need to sharpen it, she’d developed a habit of smoothing the edge with a stone when she needed something to do with her hands. Right now, that stone made quiet rasping noises as she worked.

When no one spoke up, Calandra snorted and shook her head, making her trio of thick braids dance behind her. The dwarven woman gave them another few seconds to answer her before she spoke again.

“Seriously, think about it. The folk of the Ivory Spear tribe had a hero delivered into their midst in their moment of need. A hero who has worked hard to protect, uplift, and enrich them. The village sits on top of not only a rich deposit of mithril, but also iron and other smaller deposits. They are secure in their little valley and surrounded with resources. They can also act as go-betweens for the plains tribes for trading while this all happens, so why not make the most of it?”

“I can guarantee that if Koda were to suggest we leave the village behind, at least two-thirds would go with him and not hesitate,” Sienna added, dragging attention off the dwarven woman to herself. “Those who would hesitate would mostly be those who needed to transport their equipment, like the blacksmiths, carpenters, and other trades.”

Koda blinked at his first mate, surprised by her blunt statement. He’d known all of what Calandra had mentioned, as it had come up before as part of their talks during the winter months of what had happened since he’d come to this world. But Sienna’s blunt statement of numbers and the confidence in her tone when she said it threw the whole thing into a different focus for him.

“There is merit on both sides,” Koda admitted when he noticed the elders beginning to stir uncomfortably at his long silence. “My home here is with the Ivory Spear, and it gives us a secure base to operate from. But it would be good to have plans to retreat into the vastness of the plains and the unclaimed land beyond if things get tense.”

“Having an exit strategy is good,” Finna confirmed, glancing towards the Hillstriders meaningfully. “Which is one reason why we are here, if you had not forgotten. There is a potential threat coming your way, and we wanted to spread word to anyone who might be in danger while gathering information to confirm other reports.”

“About the Crooked to the south?” asked Jonas, the senior hunter’s expression turning grave when Koda nodded firmly.

“We have skirmished with several groups over the spring and have heard from other tribes that they have encountered them as well. We worry that this is a precursor to a larger force showing up…”

“An accurate fear.”

Koda twitched at the deep voice that spoke then, searching the room with his eyes and trying to find the source. No one else reacted, though several of the Hillstriders were giving him odd looks as he flinched.

“Peace, Aegisclaw. They can’t hear me; I am speaking only to you,” said the voice. Hearing it a second time, Koda blew out a sigh as he finally recognized the aged and wise voice.

“What is it?” Koda said aloud, searching the room with his eyes and finally spotting the familiar puff of white fur in the corner.

“Koda, what are you looking at?” Samira asked, and he felt her hand on the back of his arm. But he was focused on the figure of Pippin as the fox spirit locked eyes with him.

“The elven army has done what they threatened through their emissaries. The Crooked forces are flowing out onto the plains and are moving north. A small force of the elven army is running ahead of them to lure them out, to cause problems and lead them away from the elven holdings.The baron’s forces ready themselves to march, and I believe they will head south into the plains soon.”

Koda felt the bottom drop out of his stomach. He’d been hoping that the elves wouldn’t go through with the threat, but it appeared those hopes were in vain.

It’s not like they were required to fight, and turning an enemy onto someone else is an entirely valid tactic. Especially if the theory that the elves snuck onto this world as well is true, Koda thought, trying to parse the information quickly. He’d discussed this subject at length over the winter, given what the elven envoy had said to him.

Samira’s hand on his arm squeezing pulled Koda back out of his thoughts, and he realized that during his distraction, Pippin had vanished once more, which wasn’t surprising. The elusive white-furred creature wasn’t prone to hanging around, and he’d already delivered the message that he’d come with.

Koda blew out a long breath, glancing back to check on his girls before looking at the assembled Hillstriders.

“Our mission became even more urgent just now,” Koda said grimly. “A messenger from the goddess just spoke to me. The Crooked are pushing a large force up from the south. If we are lucky, they’ll clash with the forces from the baron that I mentioned, which are preparing to move south even now, but I don’t like to count on luck. We need to warn the other tribes.”


Chapter Eleven




There were arguments—Koda would have been surprised if there weren’t. Most of the elders of the Hillstrider tribe were belligerent enough that they insisted on confronting the Crooked. But Koda was at least able to talk them into dispatching scouts to confirm the sighting of the Crooked, as well as messengers to the other neighboring clans to bring the news and warning to them.

Talking it over with his wives, Koda decided they would stay with the Hillstrider tribe for the moment to find out what sort of news came back from the scouts. This would give them an opportunity to talk with the tribesfolk and get to know them. Koda knew that Sienna had suggested it specifically, hoping to learn how she could convince these people to be safe and not risk themselves foolishly.

They had covered quite a bit of ground getting this far into the plains. After discussing it with Finna and the local hunters, they determined they were just about two-thirds of the way into the vast plains. He’d been worried that it would be difficult to spot where the Crooked were coming from, since Pippin hadn’t bothered to tell him where they were, simply that they were coming.

It lasted for three days before the anxiety got to be too much.

“I can’t keep sitting around like this,” Koda grumbled as he flopped down next to Finna in the shade of one of the short, scrubby trees that grew along the stream they were camping beside.

“You weren’t sitting; in fact, you haven’t been sitting for the last four hours,” Finna said with an amused grin. “You’ve been going at it in turns with Calandra, Arthene, and Sienna since we finished breakfast.”

“And not even the fun way,” Arthene grumbled from her spot by the water where she lay submerged to the waist in the cool liquid. “I’d much rather be going at it in the hot and sticky fashion.”

“I don’t know if I could relax enough to really enjoy that,” Calandra huffed as she strode over to where Koda lay sprawled. “Here, hold this for me.”

Koda wasn’t even given the chance to speak before Calandra dropped her axe on his chest, making him grunt in surprise and protest at the sudden weight. His next protest was muffled as the stout dwarven woman yanked her sweat-stained shirt over her head and tossed it at his face.

“Sweating like a pig staring at the midsummer fires here,” Calandra grumbled, and Koda heard the thump of her boots coming off, followed a moment later by the jingle of her belt hitting the ground.

“Come and join me then, Cal,” Arthene called. “Maybe with the two of us, we can tempt Koda into stripping down and christening this stream as well.”

“Already was part of the plan. You’d think Koda was nervous, given the stories you all have told him about Sloane,” Calandra chuckled and Koda pulled the sweaty linen shirt out of his face fast enough to spot his lover’s bouncing behind as she trotted over before wading into the stream wearing nothing but the smile he could hear in her words.

“I’m not nervous about meeting Sloane,” Koda protested, sitting up and tossing Calandra’s shirt onto the pile with her other clothes. He was gentler with the bone axe, despite it being more sturdy than anything else the dwarven woman owned.

“Yes, you are, Koda,” Samira broke in from her spot up in the tree above them. “It’s okay for you to be nervous. Thundering Sharphorn has a reputation that has endured ages as a grappler and a master of the fist.”

“Okay,” Koda replied with a sigh. “Maybe I am nervous, but that is more because I don’t feel like I’ve trained enough.”

“And you think you can make up for years in a matter of hours?” Finna teased him, the lapine woman giving him a wry grin while she worked beeswax into spare bowstrings from her pack.

“It’s better than sitting around waiting and stressing about the Crooked. At least with the baron’s forces I expect them to take longer…” Koda said grimly, and the smile dropped off of Finna’s face at that, to be replaced by a frown of understanding.

“Sienna should get back from spending more time talking with the Hillstrider elders,” Samira suggested from above them. “She wandered that way after she finished her turn sparring with you. Said it would only be a bit, and it’s been a few hours.”

Koda would have been worried about his first mate being alone amongst what amounted to strangers, but he also knew the havoc that Sienna was capable of if threatened. There was absolutely no way that she’d not be able to raise so much ruckus that they’d hear her from their spot on the other side of the ridge from the camp.

They were downstream from where the tribe collected its water currently, actually further down than where they would bathe in this area too. Koda had wanted some privacy to train and talk with his girls.

“What do you all think we should do?” Koda asked for the third time in as many days.

“I don’t know what else there is to do, lover,” Calandra called from where she stood waist deep in the water. The stout dwarven woman turned, her thick braids floating on top of the water in her wake, and began scooping up handfuls of the chill liquid and splashing it over her large breasts. “Chandra’s tight ass, that feels good!”

“We could confront the Crooked,” Koda suggested. “Scout them out for the tribes. Carry word to the other tribes. Or check the baron’s forces. All of those sound infinitely better than just hanging around and waiting.”

“There are already scouts going to check on them,” Finna soothed him, repeating the same line she’d used when Koda had brought up his irritation at sitting still the previous day.

“And we can move far faster than they can,” Koda insisted with a growl. “I don’t like sitting around like this. I want to be moving. Helping. Doing something—anything honestly.”

Finna didn’t answer him; instead, the lapine woman traded glances with Arthene while Calandra dunked her head into the stream and then emerged blowing water from her nose and mouth in a spray.

“The answer is simple then,” Calandra said, shaking her head to dislodge more droplets while swiping the water from her eyes.

“Oh?” Arthene asked pointedly, turning her attention back to the much smaller woman.

“Yeah,” Calandra said with a shrug, wading back to the shore with an easy stride that sent both distracting jiggles through her full form and a shimmering wave of sparkles from the droplets of water on her skin.

“Our man wants to be doing something, needs to be moving. It serves no purpose for us to remain here and continue arguing with the Hillstrider Tribe. If they will not listen and will not budge, then we need to find those who will.”

Calandra’s confident statement brought a smile to Koda’s lips, and the other three all shared looks before shrugging.

“She has a point,” Finna said after a long moment of silence.

“I had been wondering the same thing,” Samira said quietly, her tail lashing the air behind her. The caracal woman made a pulling gesture at Calandra, and the water clinging to her bare skin and soaking her braids leaped free to fall to the ground in a pattering rain.

“Thanks, Samira,” Calandra told the cat woman with a grin, getting a shy smile in return.

Calandra could have summoned a wind to dry herself just as easily, but Samira had been jumping at any chance to practice the magic she’d been gifted when she joined Koda’s family. They had taken to letting the excitable caracal woman have first shot at such things to let her build up her confidence.

“But yes,” Calandra said a moment later, turning her attention back to the group while she strode, naked and uncaring, back to her clothes, something Koda was happy to appreciate. “If Koda is feeling restless, then we should do something. We can’t make plans without information, so we might as well go get some.”

“And if the Hillstrider Tribe was going to act without their own scouts’ word, then they would have agreed by now,” Finna added, getting a nod and a wink from the dwarven woman. “That is a fair assumption. Shall we locate Sienna to see what she thinks of the plan?”

“Sienna is going to be getting just as antsy as Koda is,” Arthene said, standing up from where she lounged on the shore as well, slapping the water off of her muscled thighs and buttocks.

Unlike Calandra, Arthene had only partially stripped down, shedding her hide skirt to sit in the water while leaving her top on for the moment. It had surprised Koda at first, since Arthene normally took any opportunity she could get naked, but she’d also bundled her thick hair up so it wouldn’t dip down and get soaked by the water.

Samira made another tugging gesture, and the remaining water on Arthene’s skin leaped free to spatter on the rocks by the shore of the stream. The gesture earned her a grin and a wink from the large bear woman, while Arthene strode to where her skirt lay discarded and she dressed as well.

“I should probably wash too,” Koda said after a moment of thought. “If we are going to be traveling, it would be better to take the time now.”

Glancing up, he realized that all four of the women were staring at him with equal looks of amusement and desire. The two that hadn’t just gotten out of the stream shifted to get comfortable, while Arthene’s smile turned into a broad, toothy grin.

“Well,” Calandra said in a businesslike tone while she stepped back into her pants. “Don’t let us stop you, lover. Start stripping!”
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Sienna returned to them in a grumpy mood just as Koda was wrapping up his quick bath. He wasn’t sure if it was the news that they’d be heading out to scout themselves, or seeing him standing naked up to his thighs in the stream that turned her frown into a smile, but Koda wouldn’t complain either way. Letting his wolfish lover have a peek at him was, almost literally, the least he could do.

The wolf beastfolk had no further luck persuading the Hillstrider tribe to make for their borders to avoid the conflict or to commit to dealing with the Crooked. The tribe was oddly resistant to the idea of rallying together with their neighbors, despite knowing that a large force of Crooked would need the help of as many fighters as possible.

This left Koda with the decision that he’d been pondering for a while of what he would need to do in order to motivate the tribe. After all, if this one tribe was resistant to believing the threat, then others would also likely be just as resistant.

It had surprised Koda at first, given how quickly the different tribes had accepted him as Thera’s champion when exposed to his power or witnessing what he could do. Though it also made sense, since as a champion it wasn’t as if he could command their obedience.

So instead, Koda and his girls bade farewell to the Hillstrider Tribe, promising that they would send word back of what they had found, and also warning them not to impede the larger group of forces of the baron if they continued to the south.

The anxiety that had been building in Koda at sitting on his hands for so long—at least that was what he felt like he had been doing—abated within hours of their departing from the semi-permanent camp of the Hillstrider Tribe.

Sienna, despite not being able to convince the tribe to move either to safety or to confront the oncoming threat, had gotten directions to the other tribes’ territories. With that information and Samira’s knowledge of the plains, they could prepare a rough map with landmarks to help them navigate the sprawling distances of the plains.

It does kind of skew thought processes to realize that there is so much open land here and we can traverse it so easily thanks to Calandra’s wind magic, Koda thought with a wry smile as they bounded over the landscape. If the distances are anything to go on, we have weeks before we have to deal with the Crooked forces, unless they have some way of moving quicker than this. Same with the baron’s people.

Koda grimaced as he remembered that distant smudge of people and forces. The information that they’d gathered had been sketchy at best, but he was fairly certain that they’d have to factor the baron’s forces in. The initial rumors they were planning to head south were all that he could operate on, so Koda had to keep with that until news came otherwise.

The territory that the different tribes held was fairly large, according to what the Hillstriders had told them. They’d only missed one tribe on the way in, somehow passing unmolested and unnoticed through the range held by the Rockmoss tribe. They would need to pass into another tribe’s territory to get to the southern edge of the plains, which would take another week of travel at a relaxed pace for Koda’s group, which would be an outright sprint for those without wind magic.

But rather than pursuing another of the tribes, Koda had a different goal in mind. While they’d stayed with the Hillstrider tribe, they’d heard stories of a section of cliffs and ravines on the southern border of the tribe’s lands. The land both surged upwards and dove deep into the earth at the same time. Apparently, many of the streams in the plains all ended in this winding canyon that meandered southeast for a ways as the land sloped more gently towards the sea.

The cliffs were an outcropping of dark basalt and gave a decent view of the surrounding land, though they weren’t the easiest to climb given their wind-sculpted surfaces. With Sienna’s help though, Koda was confident that they’d be able to make it up high enough to get a good view of the southern plains.

Koda also guessed that those same cliffs were partially at fault for the lax attitude of the Hillstrider tribe. It wasn’t hard to deduce that they were used to those barriers being rather absolute boundaries of their territory.

And when Koda saw the black stone cliffs, he understood why.

They started as a smudge in the distance, rising like the fin on the back of a fish as it surfaced from underwater. If it hadn’t been for the slowly flattening terrain, Koda might have missed the looming shadow in the distance.

He couldn’t help but wish for some means to travel even faster, though. Koda cast fond memories towards one of the books he’d been reading in his small amounts of free time before coming here, of a world where people traveled on flying ships or on the backs of magical animals. Having something like those methods of transport would have allowed them to cover these distances even quicker, but Koda refused to complain. Having Calandra’s magic to speed them along, Sienna’s to make their camps comfortable, and Samira to ensure they had clean water to drink saved a lot of effort on a day-to-day basis.

But just being out and traveling once more, rather than sitting around waiting on reports, made everything better for Koda. The miles melted away beneath his boots and every night he spent surrounded by the women he loved.

The only thing that Koda regretted was not being able to bring their friends along. Hans, Netta, Hannah, and Todd had accompanied him into some very dangerous situations, and they’d learned to watch each other’s backs. Even without magic or the power of a primal spirit, those four had proved themselves to be staunch allies and good friends.

Though it is reassuring to know they are watching over the village back home. It makes it easier to not worry about what might happen, Koda reminded himself when he realized his mind had wandered back to Silverstone.

“Something bothering you, Aegisclaw?” Finna asked, the lapine-eared woman falling in next to him.

Koda took a moment to glance over the incarnate spirit, taking in her easy stride and even breathing matched with utterly soundless steps.

She looks more like she’s dancing over the field than running, Koda thought, though he kept the amused smile off of his face.

“Just lost in my own thoughts,” he said instead, bringing his eyes back up to meet her bright blue eyes. “Been worrying about things out of my control.”

“Like?” Finna asked gently.

“Silverstone, Thera, the Crooked—the list just continues to grow, and I can’t seem to check anything off, just push it further down in priority.”

Finna smirked at that, reaching over and flicking Koda’s ear before he could get away.

“Silly man,” Finna chastised him gently. “You don’t need to answer all of those problems. You don’t bear the weight of the world on your shoulders, though it must feel like it sometimes.”

Koda rubbed at his stinging ear while shooting her a cross look for a moment while he considered the primal spirit’s words.

She’s not wrong.

The thought floated through Koda’s mind, but it didn’t feel like it came from his own mind. It felt like his thought, but he didn’t know where it came from.

Our job is to protect what is ours. You keep claiming more and more, and that will stretch us thin.

“It might not be my responsibility,” Koda said, shaking his head to dislodge the errant thoughts. “But someone has to look to the future and think about those things.”

“Don’t let it weigh on you too much,” Finna counseled sagely. “There are more Crooked than any one man or god could slay by themselves, and beyond them more threats than any could truly battle. Your arms may be strong, but you can’t reach far enough to solve every problem. Just keep doing your best, Koda.”

Finna’s words resonated in his chest, and Koda felt something shift there. He recognized it as the same power that roared defiance in battle and urged him to claim all that his eyes could see as his own and keep it close to ensure it remained safe. But rather than boiling in anger and wrath like it normally did when roused, the power shifted and rumbled thoughtfully.

“Maybe my arms just need to grow longer, then,” Koda murmured to himself. His tone made it clear that it wasn’t directed at Finna, but the primal spirit’s eyebrow went up curiously as she studied the young man out of the corner of her eye.


Chapter Twelve




Arriving at those dark and distant cliffs, Koda breathed a sigh of relief as their group moved up and into the foothills surrounding the base of the low bluffs that extended out over the canyons. Those canyons ran for dozens of miles in either direction before either softening out into the plains or opening out into the sea.

Even with the description from the tribesfolk, it had been hard for Koda to wrap his head around the layout of the area.

Sometime in the distant past, a geological event had caused large formations of gray-black basalt to form side-by-side but not touching. Millennia of wind, rain, and time wore away at the softer mixture, carving out a canyon between two soaring outcroppings of rock after softer soil or stone had filled the divide between the two.

The whole thing looked somewhat like someone had taken a low mountain range, chopped it off at the knees and then hollowed out the center to allow dozens of streams to flow into it.

Koda’s group had actually been following one of those streams for the last half-day until they split off to ascend the base of one of the fragments of basalt.

“This would be an ideal place for a fortress,” huffed Calandra as she scampered up and over a large boulder before turning and looking back over her shoulder at the plains stretching away behind them.

“Agreed,” Koda grunted, vaulting up and over the boulder to land beside his dwarven lover.

Rather than surveying the plains behind them, though, Koda turned his attention to his mates as they followed up along the rough path. Since there weren’t any game trails leading up this way, they were forging their way over the boulders to avoid the scrubby growth and small, prickly plants that grew between the stones.

Arthene was walking at the back of the group, the large bear-spirit ensuring that no one fell behind with a gentle smile on her face. Right in front of her was Samira, the bouncing caracal woman happily chattering away with Arthene and Sienna, who was giving the younger girl an affectionate smile as she led the trio and used her spear as a walking stick.

“Koda?”

Finna’s words broke him out of his thoughts, and he glanced down at the rabbit-eared beastfolk, who stood at the base of the boulder he and Calandra were standing on.

Seeing that she had his attention now, Finna leaped nimbly upwards with a hand outstretched towards Koda. Without hesitation, he grabbed her wrist and tugged her the rest of the way up to the top of the rock like she weighed nothing.

“Thank you,” Finna said with a smile, stepping past him to join Calandra at a flat spot behind the rock. “In the past, Calandra, there were a few tribes who made encampments atop these cliffs. But that was over a thousand years ago, so it is unlikely there are even any ruins left behind.”

“Sienna?” Koda asked as the other three drew closer. The wolf-eared woman gave him a shy smile before mirroring Finna’s earlier move and leaping upwards.

Koda caught her with a smile, guiding his mate onto the boulder next to him with steady hands and getting a kiss on the cheek as thanks.

Samira didn’t even wait for Koda to offer; she bounded up the rock without hesitation and pounced into Koda’s arms to steal a kiss. A purr rumbled happily through the caracal woman while her tail made merry shapes behind her before she skipped by to hook her arm through Sienna’s as the two proceeded after the others.

Koda was turning back to offer a hand to Arthene when the large woman landed in front of him and scooped him off his feet with a grin.

“Why, hello there, lover,” Arthene chuckled as Koda flailed in surprise, but her strength was more than enough to keep him steady until he relaxed.

“You are supposed to be letting me help you up, not helping yourself to me,” Koda grumbled at her, but he didn’t bother concealing his amusement at the predicament.

“Is that an option?” Arthene teased, her rounded bear ears twitching happily before she bent to claim her kiss and then set him back on the ground.

“Not right now,” Koda replied with a laugh, swatting Arthene on one muscled ass cheek as she went past. “Maybe later, though.”

Arthene yelped in surprise at the sudden smack, but shot him a smoldering look over her shoulder as she rejoined the others, who had watched the whole thing with amusement.

Taking up the spot at the back of the group now, Koda watched as they began climbing upwards. Sienna moved up to form stone steps and handholds with her magic to assist the others, while the two incarnate primal spirits stood guard in case one of the mortal girls slipped.

This feels so much better, Koda thought as he watched Arthene squat down and knit her fingers together to give Calandra a boost up a rock face. The dwarven woman could have scrambled up it herself, but with the bear’s aid, she landed easily beside Sienna at the top. Being out in the elements was nice, but there is something comforting about being in the hills.

Turning and looking over his shoulder, Koda studied the skyline, taking in the rolling plains and the low forests that covered this section of the land. The streams that criss-crossed the land drew gleaming threads over the soil as they wound towards him.

Far in the distance, Koda could see the very peaks of the mountain range that housed his home, the distance making those intimidating towers of stone only a shadow of their true height.

Maybe it’s being able to get a good view of my surroundings, Koda thought with a sigh, turning back to the hill. The sight is glorious up here, seeing the tapestry of the earth rolled out all around us. I can’t help but revel in it, just like over the winter when I’d sit in the pass and look out over the plains with Finna or one of the other girls.

Other sights, far closer and just as glorious, distracted Koda then as he followed his mates—firm bottoms in tight pants, the swishing of hide skirts that revealed tanned and muscled thighs. Laughing and smiling faces turned to each other, and happy voices carried on a breeze that was soaked in their scents.

Mine, Koda thought with a smile. My mates, my loves, and my life. I’d burn this world to the ground for you all. Easy to say, since I’m already hard at work raising up a goddess for the same reason.

The ghost of a throaty chuckle graced his ears, and Koda could feel Thera’s amusement as she caught that thought, coupled with her approval of his vows.
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While the basalt monoliths loomed high over the rushing waters of an immense river below them, the forces that had shaped the large canyon didn't completely cut through them.

It reminded Koda vaguely of the Grand Canyon, the one time his father had taken him there as a child. The trip had been interesting, though he had more memories of his father’s sniping comments aimed at his mother than he did of hiking or fishing in the natural monument.

The basalt formations rose high over the rushing river, with sections where the walls were only a few hundred feet from each other and others where they yawned thousands of feet apart as the river spread out into far shallower spaces. The canyon wound back and forth, pierced in multiple spots as fresh streams pushed through to join the swift-moving mass far below.

“There,” Finna said after studying the skyline for a moment.

Koda looked in the indicated direction, squinting before his eyes made out the shape of an arching stone bridge that spanned the gap. It looked wide enough to cross on foot easily as long as they remained single file, but he couldn’t help but question if the strand of stone would be thick enough to support them.

A few similar formations actually bridged the entire way across the canyon, the last few stitches that held the ancient scar from splitting wider. But this one was the only formation that connected the ridge they’d climbed up to the other side.

It’d cost Koda’s group most of the day, winding back and forth up the rocky slope, but they’d made it to the top. Looking back, Koda could see the shadow of the mountains that he had rapidly come to think of as his mountains, as well as several milling herds of the great aurochs and bison as they ambled over the rolling hills.

“Sienna?” Koda asked as their group broke into an easy trot over the windswept rocky top of the butte. “Can you check that to make sure it’ll support us?”

“Don’t trust my word on it?” Finna teased, one ear flopping to the side as she bounded ahead of him.

“Not that I don’t trust you, Finna,” Koda said, his eyes dropping unconsciously to her firm butt in those tight pants, and the curly puffball of a tail that wiggled above her tight ass. “But Sienna can check and reinforce things before we take a chance.”

“Of course I can,” Sienna said with a snort from behind them. “You didn’t even have to ask, Koda. I planned to check it before we tried to cross, anyway. I won’t risk my family out of laziness.”

“You are getting just as protective of us as Koda is,” Arthene chuckled, the bear-spirit having dropped all the way to the back of the group again. “I’d dare say you might outpace him in some aspects, sweet Sienna.”

“Only Thera knows when he’s going to get one of us with child, and I won’t risk my children or my sister-wives for anything I can prevent,” Sienna countered firmly.

The tone that the younger beastfolk used surprised both the incarnate spirits, but Koda could tell from the proud gleam in Finna’s eyes and smirk that Arthene sported they were quite happy with both the idea and Sienna’s words.

“ ‘My children?’ ” Koda questioned curiously when no one else spoke up.

“We talked it over last night, when Arthene dragged you off for a toss in the bushes by the stream,” Sienna answered without hesitation. “Given how close our family is, and the different beings included in it, we would raise any children as if they belonged to all of us. I don’t want any of them to feel any more or less loved than the others simply because your seed caught with Samira before me. I’m your first mate, but I intend to treat any children the others have like my own, to love and spoil as much as I can.”

“Huh,” was all Koda could muster in response.

It had been a subject that he’d mulled over a few times in the past months. He knew that all of his mates wanted children, and despite the issues that were swirling about them all, they didn’t want to wait any longer than necessary. It made sense in a bittersweet way, too. If he were to bite off more than he could chew and die in a fight, it would mean that Thera would still have a representative of the critical bloodline to further her return, and that would also work to protect his mates as well.

The idea of having half-a-dozen mothers all at once could either be a blessing or a nightmare for a kid, Koda thought with a wry grin. No way they’d ever get away with anything, but I can virtually guarantee they’ll always have someone to look after them.

Since his mates had decided this themselves and none of them seemed upset by the statement—not even Arthene who hadn’t been part of the initial conversation since he’d been busy trying to make her into a mother at the time—Koda left it at that.

Crossing the windswept plateau was easy enough; the only impediment was the wind that pushed and jostled them as they traveled. Calandra put up with it for the first few minutes before one breeze picked up enough that it tossed one of her braids around so hard it slapped her in the tit.

“Chandra damn it!” Calandra swore, massaging her injured breast with one hand while the other made a yanking gesture. A moment later, the buffeting wind slowed and stopped as she guided the airstream up and over them.

“That’ll come in handy,” Finna said with a nod. “I was thinking we might have to wait for the wind to fade before we could cross. The last thing I want is for one of us to get blown off the edge of the land-bridge. How far can you anchor that out, Cal?”

“Far enough,” Calandra grumbled, still massaging her bruised flesh. “Worst case, I can anchor it around a person to shield them from the worst of the wind while they cross, and then cancel the spell. It would just mean that I have to make a few trips to bring people over, though.”

“Better to just cross as a group if Sienna thinks she can reinforce the stone,” Samira suggested, her tuft-tipped ears flicking until she reached up to smooth the hair now that the wind wasn’t buffeting them around. “No need to overtax your reserves of power.”

“I can’t help but feel a little jealous of you ladies,” Koda teased. “You get to manipulate the raw elemental power of the world; all I get is some fancy leather pants.”

“That makes your ass look good—don’t forget that,” Calandra reminded him, grinning up at her mate while her olive eyes sparkled lustily.

“Oh? Do you want me to walk in front of you so you can get a good view?” Koda suggested half-jokingly.

“Yes!” came the response from two-thirds of his companions. Only Finna and Sienna didn’t respond immediately, just giving him smirks instead.

“Guess I’d better take the lead then,” Koda chuckled with a shake of his head.

Slipping past the others, Koda broke into a trot that quickly had the girls in hot pursuit of him, laughing and whistling appreciatively.

I suppose it’s only fair; I did spend the last few hours admiring their butts, Koda thought as he approached the edge rapidly.

Once he was within a hundred feet of the edge, Koda slowed to a trot, then a walk as they approached the base of the wide land-bridge that stretched over the river below. While the ground underfoot was scoured stone, he could see where the weight of time and the elements had taken their toll along the cliffside, eroding it in spots and leaving small pebbles or broken shards of stone scattered about.

Testing each of the last few steps, Koda got close enough to peer over the edge curiously.

The cliff on this side was nearly sheer, dropping away for over a hundred feet before a small ledge surged out for a foot or two, where it dropped away once more to vanish in swirling, turbulent water far below.

Letting out a low whistle, Koda glanced to his side when Samira stepped up to join him. The caracal woman's ears wiggled thoughtfully as she studied the water before glancing his way with a serious expression.

“Don’t fall in,” she said seriously. "That water moves fast, is almost a hundred feet deep, and has broken boulders in it. You might survive it, but it’s likely you’d drown or be bashed to pieces in the tumult. I can sense a few underground streams as well that bleed off some of the water before it reaches the fords, so your body might vanish and never be found as well.”

“Good to know,” Koda said, his eyebrows rising. “You can sense all of that from here?”

Samira nodded rapidly, her tall ears flapping energetically in response to the gesture.

“I’ve been working on expanding my awareness through water when we camp. I want to trace the natural waterways to find hidden springs, as it’s easier than summoning water from the air,” Samira explained shyly. “Plus, it would be nice to find ‌the best locations to dig wells.”

“Very useful ideas,” Sienna encouraged as the wolf-eared huntress stepped up as well for a quick look before backing away with a shiver. “I can handle heights, but crossing that bridge will not be fun.”

“We are in your and Calandra’s hands, love,” Koda reminded her, a loving smile crossing his lips.

“Aye, and we’ll get a good hold while you are in those hands,” Calandra teased, giving a bawdy chuckle a moment later. “Test that land bridge out, Sienna. I want to get to the far side and see if we can spot those troublemaking shitstains or the nearest tribes from up here. What were they called again?”

“The Waterrock tribe,” Samira supplied without having to check her notes. “They took their name from the number of natural springs that rise in the southern section of the plains. While it’s far drier on our side of the ravines to the north, we have the streams and springs. But to the south there are far more lakes.”

Samira gave a thoughtful hum, her ears wiggling as she considered something.

“I wonder if that is because of the underground waterways?” She murmured after a few moments of thought. “The passages I sensed earlier wind to the south. I wonder if they connect to an underground lake, or maybe funnel through the earth into those lakes and ponds that most of the southern plains rely on for their water?”

“Something to look into later, maybe,” Koda said with a smile, slinging an arm around Samira’s waist and pulling her to his side.

The thoughtful caracal melted into his side with a happy sigh, her priority immediately shifting from her little mystery onto snuggling into Koda’s side. Her tail wound around his waist like a third arm, doing its best to cling closer to him.

“We should have no problems getting a good view from the cliffs on the other side,” Finna supplied, stepping up next to Koda on the side opposite of Samira. “It’s partially why I recommended we scale this half and proceed across one of the land-bridges, rather than go through one of the fords.”

“And it has nothing to do with the fact that you didn’t want to spend an hour wading through the ford?” Arthene teased from behind the group.

“Not at all,” Finna insisted haughtily. “Besides, one of us would have to carry Calandra. The water would have been up to her chest.”

“Hey!” Calandra barked. “I thought you were above short jokes.”

“Of course I am above them,” Finna said, wiggling her eyebrows down at the much shorter woman. “But in all honesty, the practical part is that it would have been uncomfortable and also put us at a disadvantage to anyone on the other side watching the fords. This way, we are far more likely to spot watchers first.”

Calandra continued to grumble playfully under her breath while the two incarnate spirits chuckled. Koda took the opportunity with Samira snuggled into his side to survey the cliffs and the water rushing along below him.

Despite being so high up, Koda had no feelings of vertigo. He’d always been good with heights, but after the winter spent high in the mountains and surveying the landscape, this was just another vista for him to enjoy.

The wind that made it past Calandra’s barrier gently ruffled his hair, sending a few charcoal-black strands dancing along with it, bringing a smile to his lips. Something about this place, the view, and the company just felt so right to him.

“It’s good,” Sienna called a few minutes later, drawing their attention to her. “The stone is surprisingly sturdy, and it feels like I’m not the only mage to have empowered it, though it’s been a long time since someone touched this stone with magic.”

“That would likely be the tribal shamans of old,” Finna answered with a serious nod. “It doesn’t happen often, but every few generations, a handful are born with the ability to touch the elements. There were far more back during my Lady’s days of power, but her blessing still flows over the beastfolk.”

“Good to know. Shall we?” Koda said, glancing down at Samira and getting a dazzling smile from the caracal woman before she wiggled free and scampered over to join Sienna at the base of the bridge.

“So much energy in that one,” Finna said quietly as she fell in beside Koda to walk towards the others.

“Yes,” Koda answered. “Samira must feel like she’s living her dream. The girl is obsessed with the ancient legends and stories of our people, as you know. She must feel like she’s living in one of them right now.”

“She is living one of them right now,” Finna reminded him, shooting Koda a glance out of the corner of her eye. “The primal spirits are rousing again and incarnating to move amongst mortals, Thera rises from what our people believed was her grave, and a champion walks the world in her name to aid those in need.”

Her words struck a chord in Koda’s being and he couldn’t help but puff up a little in pride. He knew it should be intimidating to know that others would look up to him like that, but he had already promised to do his best; he just had to deliver on that promise now.

Finna watched him with a small smile of her own, clearly both amused and happy at his response.

Crossing the land bridge was actually far easier than they had expected. Between Sienna smoothing any ridges they might trip on and reinforcing the natural outcropping and Calandra directing the wind around them, it was as simple as sticking in a single-file line and walking carefully.

Within ten minutes, they stood on the far side.

Koda kept to the back of the group, electing to send Arthene over first to secure the other side. When they had reached the midpoint of the crossing, he’d paused for a moment to look down. He savored the feeling of the faint wind pressing on him as he stood at the edge of Calandra’s shield for a moment before hurrying to catch up.

Given the barren top of the cliffs, none of them actually wanted to camp up here, given how cold it would be once the sun went down. They hurried to the far end of the cliffs and took a moment to survey the southern plains.

Koda could immediately confirm Samira’s earlier statement about the number of lakes and ponds on this side of the plains. There were also far more trees on this side, though they remained clumped around the sources of water. Each of the glittering pools had a halo of green trees around them that stretched out a fair way.

Rather than mountains in the distance, like they could see to the north, Koda picked out a sprawling expanse of green trees many miles distant, the flank of a large forest coming right up to a sparkling expanse of water in the distance that was a sea or the shore of an immense lake.

He spotted the tail of smoke only seconds before Finna did, though the lapine woman was the first to speak.

“There!” Finna said, pointing to the southeast towards a thin curl of white smoke rising near one of the larger lakes.

“And there,” Koda said a moment later, pointing beyond it to another, thinner curl rising from further to the south than the first.

“I missed that one. Do you think it’s a hunting party or another tribe?” Finna asked, stepping up beside Koda to follow his gesture to the second curl of smoke.

“No,” Koda answered grimly. The dark stain that clumped around the base of that second curl of smoke was all he could make out at this distance, but the instinctive growl from within his soul told him what it was.

They’d finally caught sight of the Crooked forces that had come to the plains.


Chapter Thirteen




With the Crooked heading for a camp of what Koda guessed were the plains tribes, they wasted no time and picked up their travel speed even further.

Rather than camping in the lee of the mountains like Koda had hoped, their group slid down the far side of the ridge as quickly as they could and sprinted hard into the plains towards that curl of smoke beside the lake.

Spurred on by the wind magic wielded by Calandra, they made good time before camping after night fell. Sienna worked her magic to create a safe earthen hollow to rest in, and they didn’t bother to light a fire. None of them had wanted to camp, but they all accepted that they wouldn’t be able to travel nearly as fast after dark and it would be better to get what rest they could to arrive fresher.

Huddling in close for warmth, Koda and his mates slept fitfully, having expected to have far more time before having to fend off a Crooked raid. The thought that dominated Koda’s mind was whether the Waterrock tribe knew what was coming for them.

The next morning, before the sun had even crested the horizon, they broke camp and ate on the move. Even Calandra forewent her normal lascivious rituals of waking Koda with her mouth, instead opting for a deep kiss and a promise to celebrate vigorously once they had more information.

Aided by the magic and their enhanced strength, Koda’s group reached the lake that held the settlement before midday.

The lake itself was beautiful and serene, with tall trees ringing it to the shoreline on two of the four sides of the lake.

One shore held the village, a simple wooden and adobe construction that had extensive docks for small fishing boats, while the other was open to the plains and actually had a large herd of bison at it when they approached.

With the girls’ help, they made it within a mile of the village, close enough they could hear shouts and talking of the occupants, before a group of hunters spotted them.

What followed was a confrontation much like what had happened with the Hillstriders, minus the aggressive posturing of the idiot hunter.

Koda explained their reason for coming, and the leader of the hunters, a bear-beastfolk named George, greeted them with relief and thanks, urging them to go with him to the village.

What had initially sounded like day-to-day living and work quickly resolved into panic and shouting the closer they got.

“They hit us two days ago,” George explained, his voice raspy from the exertion of the fast march Koda had set to get to the village. “We’ve been fending off small raiding parties ever since the spring thaw, but there have always been drips of them. The hunters spotted the large group coming up from the south. We thought we had time, but the group of raiders that hit us at twilight came without warning.”

“How did they evade your hunters?” Sienna asked sharply. “A different group attacked our village, but we missed them coming through a pass, and they kept under the trees in our valley until it was too late.”

“They were fast-moving,” Gregor explained. “A mounted group attacked our village, riding on those cursed beasts of theirs. They hit hard, burned a few buildings, and carried off anyone they could. We drove them off in the end, but it left many injured.”

“And the captives?” Koda asked, doing his best not to snap at the big man, though his anger roiled under the surface.

Gregor’s expression turned pained, and he shook his head. Koda didn’t need to know more. The Crooked usually subjected anyone they captured to foul rituals that twisted them into facsimiles of themselves. It was a fate that he’d been lucky to avoid witnessing, and something for which he was thankful.

“Why haven’t they come back?” Sienna asked next, taking over once more from Koda as they approached the edge of the village with the group of twenty hunters, most of them injured, ‌spread around them.

“They appear to be carving out some kind of ritual circle at their camp,” Gregor answered. “The hunters we sent to pursue them were the ones who returned with the ill news. Those they captured were sacrificed to power a ritual at a stone outcropping, though they didn’t hang about to find out what it was.”

“And now?”

“We are going to have to abandon the village,” George said, his frown deepening. “We could fight off the small bands, but there is an army moving north, and more of the raiding bands will fragment off of it as they come.”

“Numbers?” Koda asked next, and the grizzled man grunted and shook his head.

“One of our longer-ranging hunting groups spotted them leaving the forest a week ago, but after they realized how big the force was, they didn’t hesitate in coming back. The elders sent more out to keep watch on them, but with the trajectory they are taking, they’ll pass within a dozen miles of the village. I’d rather be alive and living out of my pack than dead in my home.”

“Remarkably wise,” Arthene commented from her spot at the back of the group.

The grizzled man shot her an unreadable look. The two primal spirits hadn’t divulged who they were yet, since George had flipped from concerned to thankful when Koda identified them as a group coming south to help in response to reports of the Crooked presence increasing.

“It is,” Arthene continued when George didn’t speak. “You can always rebuild a den, and it is far wiser to move your elders and children out of the line of fire, rather than endanger them out of foolish pride.”

“That’s what was argued,” Gregor admitted with a sigh. “More than a few of our braves wanted to stand and fight, and I’m sure a good number will push to harry the Crooked and hopefully lead them away from the village, if we can get away before that raiding group comes for more sacrifices for whatever ritual they are performing.”

“It’s likely a gateway,” Finna said, the statement backed by an affirmative grunt from Arthene. “A way for them to bring more Crooked through from their holes. They are an infestation, and spread like a sickness.”

“Like the one that we destroyed last year,” Arthene supplied with a meaningful look at Sienna and Koda. “While their gates cannot spew an endless number of their kind through at one time, it is better to eliminate one before they can bolster it. If they established it a day ago, then it is likely still drawing energy in to stabilize.”

“How soon?” Koda asked as they crossed over the line and into the village.

All around them, bear beastfolk trotted back and forth with supplies, packs, and young children in their arms. Grim-faced hunters stood guard at the entrance to the village, while others helped load simple hand-pulled wagons or sharpened weapons.

“It depends on how strong their ritualist is,” Arthene answered with a growl. “If they were powerful and meticulous, it’s possible the first batch of reinforcements has already come through. If not, then we might have another day, or even two.”

The mention of enemy reinforcements arriving caught the attention of a black-haired woman clad in buckskins, carrying a large bow in one hand. Her head whipping around and the flow of her black hair behind her was impossible to miss, nor was her hard expression when she spotted their group.

“George! Who are these people?” the woman demanded, storming over from where she’d been directing people to help load the wagon.

“Emissaries from the north,” George answered, though his expression twisted in a look of irritation. “Elder Sarah, they said they came because of raiding parties of Crooked that had made it further north, beyond the canyons. They want to help.”

“Then they can start loading wagons,” Sarah snapped, gesturing towards the simple things. “I can only curse the ancestors that these beasts came to us in the spring, when we could have used the blessing of the winters to help slow them down.”

“Do not curse your ancestors,” Koda barked, feeling the anger welling up from within himself.

“What do you know of our ancestors, human?” snapped the elder, glaring at Koda. “Do not preach to me. If the ghosts of our past cared, they—” she cut off abruptly, her eyes going suddenly wide.

Koda caught the scent of berries a moment before the warm presence of Arthene pressed into his back.

“Child, choose your next words carefully,” Arthene rumbled, her voice deepening into a bestial growl.

“Ancestors preserve me!” gasped George, his eyes widening as he took a step back from Koda’s group.

The bear man had noticed the large woman, but Koda had stepped forward and commanded his attention earlier. Her comments leading up to now had each struck a chord with him, but it was clear that he guessed who and what stood before him, as the scent of sun-warmed berries slowly shifted into the scent of fresh blood.

Elder Sarah just gaped at Arthene, entirely ignoring Koda now as she stared into the blazing yellow eyes of the primal spirit. She appeared to be frozen, cowering like a rabbit caught before a snake. All around them, silence had descended as more and more people noticed the newcomers and were staring in surprise.

“Arthene, enough,” Koda said sternly, and the moment fractured as suddenly as it had come on.

“As you wish, my mate,” Arthene replied, though she did not budge from her spot at his side and set a hand on his shoulder instead.

If the silence had been bad before, it was deafening now, as everyone stared at their little group.

Koda ignored it, turning his attention to Sarah, who looked like she’d seen a ghost.

“As my mate said, Sarah of the Waterrock tribe,” Koda spoke in an even tone. “Be careful of cursing your ancestors. It is through them you achieved life, and you are the culmination of your bloodline. You should work to make them proud of everything they gave along the road that led to your birth.”

And despite how much I hated Mom and Dad, I can’t help but be grateful that they had me, Koda thought. Because that led me to be here, and to the wonderful women I love.

“A-a-a-Arthene?” Sarah asked, stuttering wildly as she glanced between the towering incarnate spirit and Koda.

Koda didn’t bother to hide the smirk that her astonishment brought to his face. He saw the fear, anger, and anxiety in her eyes, but he also saw the desperate hope glimmering there, too.

“Yes,” Koda said firmly; the words flowing from deep within him as his own bloodline rose to guide him. “Your ancestor, first of her kind. Arthene Deepclaw, known as Den Mother, has come with her mates to offer help in your time of need. Are you going to accept it?”

“Yes!” barked Sarah, finally breaking free of her surprise. “Yes! By our lost queen, please—save my people, I beg you. We are abandoning the village, but the raiders and their foul mounts will harry us the entire way.”

Arthene snorted at that, and Koda felt her squeeze his shoulder once to let him know she would answer.

“The Beast Queen is not lost,” Arthene said, the words sparking a gasp from those caught up in the moment. “And you will save yourselves. My kind knows fury and strength; it is our birthright.”

Arthene shifted then, and Koda glanced up to meet her glittering yellow eyes and loving smile.

“But my mates have taught me cunning. Let me show it to you now,” Arthene said, her lips spreading in a wicked grin as she turned her gaze towards the lake.

As one, the observers’ eyes followed Arthene’s out over the water to the herd of bison that drank at the water's far edge.
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“At first, I didn’t think this was a good idea,” Koda called, as he ran along beside Arthene at the rear of the formation. The surrounding air was thick with the musk of the animals they were pursuing, but under it all, Koda could smell the scent of sun-warmed berries that told him Arthene was happy.

“And now?” his mate asked, her voice filled with wicked amusement.

“Oh, I know it’s not a good idea, but it’s going to cause some utter havoc!” Koda replied with a laugh that Arthene quickly joined.

Ahead of them, the herd of bison made the ground shake as Koda’s group guided them forward. It’d taken a bit of doing to get the herd of animals moving, but they were now ambling away from the hunters making a racket at their rear, moving ‌towards the other distant curl of smoke that marked the Crooked camp George had mentioned to them.

“If it wipes them out, I’ll be content. Hell, I’ll be happy if it distracts them enough that we can eliminate the source of that ritual,” Arthene chuckled before slamming her hands together, releasing a sharp crack sound.

The noise made the bison in front of her grunt in surprise and shuffle faster away from her. Koda had to rapid-step to steer around a pile of dung left behind by one of the upset bison ahead of them.

“Careful now—you don’t want to set the stampede off early,” Koda urged, though he mirrored his mate’s actions and the clap brought the animals that had slowed down up to a full trot again.

“I think we are close enough!” called George from where he ran off to Koda’s right.

While the champion and his incarnate spirit could easily keep up with the herd, the other hunters had been laboring for the morning already, and the night was setting in. Koda didn’t want them to exhaust themselves, since he planned to lead them as well as his mates in to finish what the stampede started and destroy the ritual site in case it was a portal.

“What do you think, ‘Thene?” Koda asked his mate. “This was your plan; are we close enough?”

“I think we are,” Arthene said with a savage smile. “It’ll be a straight shot forward based on that smoke. George, you said they were up against an outcropping on one side?”

“Aye, and a forest on the other. It’ll channel them right through that camp,” the bear beastfolk agreed, slowing his stride as he turned to watch the two who had dropped so many startling revelations on them hours ago.

“Well then,” Koda said, glancing back to check on his mates, who were only a short distance behind him.

Sienna and Calandra had grim expressions, clearly remembering the last time they’d dealt with large numbers of the Crooked. Samira was excited, however; every step the caracal woman took was an energetic bounce. Finna trailed the group with an unreadable expression and her bow strung, scanning the horizon with a watchful eye and clearly wary of potential ambushes.

“Want to get the party started then, Arthene?” Koda asked, shifting the strap that held Arthene’s club across his back. He’d offered to carry it because of the second part of their plan.

The primal bear spirit didn’t hesitate. Mid-stride, her body flowed and swelled in size. Within a heartbeat of time, in place of the sleek warrior-woman in furs stood a predator from the dawn of time, which let out a bellowing roar of challenge and hunger that sent the bison into headlong flight.

In her animal form, Koda could only think of Arthene as a dire bear. She stood nearly eight feet tall at the shoulder and was almost twenty feet long. The shaggy, stiff fur that covered her body was as hard as iron, and massive claws protruded from her paws. A head large enough to engulf his torso whole spread to reveal teeth as thick as his wrist when she roared.

“And lo, the Den Mother stood, a mountain in opposition to their tide. A mountain upon which the enemy crashed, a mountain upon which they bled and died,” Koda heard George saying reverently under the ringing left behind by Arthene’s bellow. It had an air of a prayer, almost a hymn in his mind, and Koda felt pride rise in his chest as Arthene lunged after the herd, roaring again and urging them to greater speed. The bison began pulling away from the string of hunters that had been slowly urging them along.

“That’s our girl,” Sienna said with a laugh, falling into step beside Koda. “Come on, Cal. Give us all a boost so we don’t get left behind.”

“Everyone, group up!” Calandra barked, using the parade-ground voice she’d developed over the winter as the distance increased between the charging dire bear and the bison that she pursued.

“Remember the plan! Kill any Crooked you find, even if they look familiar. Spare your loved ones’ torment; if they are twisted, they are beyond saving now. Do it for those who survive, for the families even now fleeing their homes!”

The hunters from the Waterrock tribe let out roars of their own. They were thin, thready things compared to the thunderous exultation of their ancestor as she led the charge, but Koda could feel the spirit in them.

Now for the bloody business, Koda thought darkly as ruby fire raced over his limbs to leave his totemic equipment behind.

Once more into the fray, and the first blow against the Crooked. We don’t have the numbers to oppose them directly. But maybe we can herd them towards the baron’s forces, just like we herded these bison. They have the numbers to deal with this, and maybe it’ll get them to fuck off from the tribes’ lands.


Chapter Fourteen




Koda and his mates had to slow their pace so as not to outrun the hunters from the Waterrock tribe. While Calandra could have spread her magic out to urge them on with the winds, Koda had decided—with his mates’ agreement—that it was better not to exhaust the dwarven woman doing that.

An additional advantage to arriving after the bison had already thundered through the enemy camp was that the Crooked were very scattered. The trampling onslaught injured or killed many.

As the camp came into sight, Koda whistled in surprise at what he saw.

Similar to the other Crooked camps he had seen the previous year, it displayed an arrangement of irregular and often disturbing angles rather than straight lines that created a disjointed and disconcerting mess. The grungy fabric of the tents had strange patterns to the dyes that gave it the look as if mildew had infested the cloth. Koda could see at a glance that the ramshackle nature of the tents wasn’t entirely because of the animal’s passage, even though a stampede of hundreds of bison had thundered through here only minutes ago, at least where the bison hadn't trampled them.

Arthene led their charge into the destroyed remnants of the camp, bowling directly into a group of Crooked that looked the worse for wear, although they wore actual armor and wielded weapons that had more than a passing acquaintance with the word ‘straight.’

The massive dire bear slammed into the group like a runaway train, sending armored Crooked squealing into the air or pressing them flat into the earth. Koda wasn’t sure how the knot of armed and armored Crooked missed the massive beast until it was on top of them, but Arthene made them pay for it.

Koda’s group was the core of the thrust into the enemy camp, driving deep into the ruined and shredded mass of tents, campfires, and bodies.

The sheer number of charging bison had effectively eliminated the enemy force; that much was obvious. Any lingering injured were put down quickly; no one held any false illusions about somehow convincing the Crooked to retreat peacefully.

Koda threw himself through the air, the foot-long talons on the ends of his clawed gauntlets slamming into the pitted iron chestplate of the Crooked warrior in front of him. The razor-sharp bone blades drove through the warped metal and the twisted flesh beyond with equal ease when powered by the magic of the totemic weapon and Koda’s own monstrous strength. A strength he put to good use as his momentum carried him over the dying creature in a roll. He hooked his claws into the backside of the armor to drag it into the air in the wake of his roll, using the Crooked soldier as a bludgeon to smash a weaker-looking minion.

On his right, Koda heard Calandra and Sienna’s weapons clashing with the enemy accompanied by the rumble of moving earth and roar of tearing wind. On his left, Koda heard the thrumming of Finna’s bow, accompanied by Samira’s sharp cries while her twin-blades clashed with her opponents in time with the crack of a water-whip cleaving through limbs.

We all got some good practice over the winter, Koda thought with a savage grin as he kicked out with one booted foot, sending another Crooked sprawling that had been hiding behind the spear-impaled corpse of a dead bison.

Calandra had spent most of her winter training the people of Silverstone—and specifically those who were part of the Ivory Spear tribe—how to fight like soldiers. It’d been natural that each of Koda’s mates and close friends would also take part in those training sessions, as none of the girls held any illusions that they’d be able to escape more trouble. The world was a violent place, even when monsters like the Crooked didn’t wander its surface.

Ahead of him, Arthene gave another ringing bellow of challenge, and Koda bounded over the dying Crooked whose chest he’d just stove in. The massive bear was only about twenty yards ahead of him, but Koda recognized what his mate had found as soon as he laid eyes on her opponent.

The Crooked, one and all, were creatures of twisted forms and minds. This was especially clear in the champions within their forces, even though the Crooked's war-leaders went in the opposite direction. With the war-leaders, their bodies became more and more ‘natural’ in form, but still harbored some sort of sick change. One Koda had encountered had sported an extra set of joints in her arms, while another had a second mouth built into his throat. In between those were the sorcerers of the Crooked, usually quite human-looking but with several of the odd mutations that marked them as the monsters they were.

The one that Arthene was currently skirmishing with was one of the war-leaders. The man was tall, broad-shouldered, and almost perfect in form, save for the fact he bore only a single glaring eye high on his forehead. He wore a steel breastplate and metal-reinforced kilt, looking to Koda like someone had dressed a miniature cyclops in the outfit of a Roman legionnaire.

That the twisted man was holding Arthene off using a steel tower-shield and a short spear told Koda all that he needed to know, and he broke into a bounding sprint for the man.

Covering the distance in a series of almost-leonine leaps, Koda launched himself through the air with the last bound, aimed directly at the man’s shield.

The cyclops turned just in time to catch sight of the snarling champion. Koda saw his large eye widen in surprise before it vanished behind the shield, and he hammered into the curved steel surface with his shoulder.

As the enemy war-leader had been set to block a downward blow from Arthene, he hadn’t had time to shift his stance to catch the blow from the side. Koda hooked his claws on the edge of the shield, digging furrows in the thinner metal there with the sharp tips. With his grip secured, Koda let the man’s shield deflect him away without losing his grip on the edge of the rounded metal.

The resulting tumble that the deflection sent Koda flying into yanked the shield wide from the war-leader’s body before the leather straps holding it on his arm tore free, exposing him to Arthene’s full fury.

There was time for a single scream of surprise before Arthene’s maw descended, crushing her opponent’s upper body with a wet crunch.

Growling in disgust, Arthene spat out the remains of the Crooked war-leader while Koda released the shield and yanked his claws out of the bent metal.

I didn’t need the help! Arthene protested in his mind, the primal spirit communicating with him through their shared bond grumpily.

“I know you didn’t, love,” Koda replied, turning to throw the mangled shield into the back of another Crooked that was giving one of the Waterrock hunters trouble. “But we need to hurry to finish this and get back to the others. We don’t have time to stomp on every annoying bug.”

Arthene’s grumbling was decidedly playful in response to his gentle chastisement, but the massive bear spirit lifted her blood-soaked muzzle to the wind and gave a deep huffing inhale before sneezing ferociously, as the stench that always hung over the Crooked encampments invaded her nostrils.

West, the large rock formation near the middle of the camp, Arthene urged and trundled forward, kicking and clawing at any Crooked she spotted that still moved in the wrecked camp.

“West! Push deeper and finish this!” Koda called, hearing the cry taken up by his mates and then the hunters nearby as his fighters clawed their way deeper into the mortally wounded camp.

Bodies lay piled all around, and the sight of so many trampled, dead, and dying Crooked brought a savage satisfaction to Koda as he bounded in the wake of his mate. These twisted beings were a threat to his people, and he would end them.
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Arthene’s directions were right, and they made short work of the remaining Crooked between them and the formation. Koda and Arthene took it upon themselves to end any of the still-moving Crooked that had bear-like features on their bodies. They both knew that the captured tribesfolk were beyond saving; it was far better to end their twisted existence than to leave them to suffer as one of the Crooked.

They had a brief scuffle at the edge of the ritual space, where two of the sorcerous Crooked had been working their foul magic on a strange stone archway. One had gone down to Finna’s arrows before they knew the threat, while Calandra’s winds encircled the other in a screaming gale that prevented him from casting any of his foul magic until Arthene smashed him flat with one large paw.

Sienna spent only a minute studying the bizarre archway and the rippling veil of magic that hung like diseased cobwebs inside of it, before she slammed her earth magic into the structure.

Two large upthrust fingers of stone meeting made the stone arch above another boulder, forming a roughly triangular hole. All three were carved with sickening runes and painted over with blood, bile, and other foul substances that made it pulse with gross power.

It was a testament of Sienna’s growing magical strength that the archway groaned only once before a massive crack split the floor of the triangular shape. That caused the entire construct to give out a surprisingly human scream of pain before a rumble shook the archway. Several layers of gray stone tumbled free, taking large sections of the runic drawings with them.

Within the archway, Koda could catch faint images of an industrious army camp that had groups of soldiers forming up a short way away. But the image wavered and then popped like a filthy bubble as more stone rumbled free of the archway.

“Enough, Sienna!” Koda called, waving a hand to stop his mate where she stood a short way off, her bone-spear planted in the earth while she concentrated. “The gate is closed.”

“I won’t leave it behind for them to repair,” Sienna retorted, her fluffy red-black tail thrashing while her pointed wolf's ears lay back on her head in anger.

Not wanting to argue with her, Koda focused instead on guarding his love’s back while she worked. In the course of the next minute, Sienna rent the stone formation into nothing more than fist-sized fragments of stone that were rapidly swallowed into the muddy earth around them.

Gasping for breath, Sienna slumped, and Koda jumped to catch her while the others in his small family stood watch. The wolfish woman trembled slightly in Koda’s arms but gave him a tired smile when he worriedly checked on her with a hand to her forehead.

“I’m fine, just tired,” Sienna murmured, nuzzling into his hand. Her tail was not so easily exhausted and beat an affectionate rhythm against Koda’s thigh at his loving caress.

“Sweet moment and all, you two,” drawled Calandra, the dwarven woman swiping the blood from her axe on a hunk of tent canvas. “But we should get moving again, yes?”

“Yes,” Finna confirmed, bouncing on her heels for a moment before drawing her bow tight and sending an arrow zipping over the top of the tents. A distant screech of pain seconds made Koda blink and wonder how far off her target had been for the shot to take that long. “The more time we waste here, the more issues we accumulate. We aren’t here to stamp these beasts out; we’re here to do as much damage as possible and shut down this ritual site. When the noncombatants are safe, we can worry about hunting these monsters down.”

“True. Come here, Arthene,” Koda said, turning with Sienna still in his arms l.

“Koda, I don’t need—” Sienna protested, but he silenced her with a quick kiss before slinging her up and onto Arthene’s broad back.

I’ll make sure our sweet Sienna is safe on our trip back, Arthene promised Koda mentally, which he relayed to the others and got laughs from most of them, and a blushing smile from Sienna.

They headed back through the ruined campsite, this time with Koda taking the time to admire just how much damage ‌the stampede had done to the encampment. It hadn’t come without a price, as dozens of the bison had been killed by planted spears or blades. But the charging animals had wreaked a savage toll on the Crooked and obliterated much of the camp.

Should I feel bad that we used animals like this? Koda asked himself as the hunters from the Waterrock tribe gathered around them, some limping or cradling injuries but apparently having escaped any losses.

The animals would have been hunted anyway, Koda thought grimly as he looked over the fallen plains giants. The Crooked delight in the torture of animals as well, so I am sure that they would have been brutal in their methods of hunting these too, just because they had the opportunity. No, it is better that the beasts of the land strike back at their tormentors… though I mourn the waste and loss of life. I just hope that Sloane is not upset…

The thought of the auroch-spirit who had spoken with him during his most recent vision of Thera made Koda smile faintly. The bovine woman had been interesting to talk to, and he honestly looked forward to her being able to teach him better how to use his weapons. The instincts Thera had imprinted into the gear to help him initially had been a saving grace, but Koda now knew enough to realize that he was only tapping into a small amount of the potential of his weapons and strength.

Turning his attention away from the dead animals, Koda studied the pleased but serious expressions of the different hunters in the group as they formed up. The fear that he’d seen in these men and women before was gone now, replaced with a grim purpose and a savage joy at striking back against their enemies.

This isn’t the end of the fighting, Koda thought as they hurried back towards the village in the wake of their lightning raid. It is a step in the right direction, though. Blooding them like this, and avenging their lost loved ones will help harden the others to keep fighting when things get rough. Damn the elves for letting these monsters through…


Chapter Fifteen




Traveling through the night would normally have been something that Koda and his girls could easily handle, but with the sheer number of people they were having to evacuate from the village, it was unfeasible, especially with the able-bodied of the tribe’s hunters being tired from the rapid march out to attack the Crooked base before returning to the small village.

So rather than push people and risk injury through exhaustion, they put off leaving Waterrock for one more day. The scouts from the village reported that there was still time before the main force of the Crooked army would reach them. The worst that they might have to deal with was more small bands of raiders.

Koda’s family slept in shifts, with three of them down at one time while the other three joined in standing watch over the village. From the many lights that glimmered in windows throughout the night, ‌ many were nervous—despite the elimination of the nearby threat and protection of the primal spirit that the bear beastfolk believed to be their progenitor.

Koda couldn’t fault them for the anxiety, given what he knew the Crooked were capable of and the fates that awaited anyone who fell into their clutches. More than once, Koda remembered the gross ritual circle and the cages full of weeping captives he’d run across months previously when helping Calandra liberate captives from near Amberpost. Those memories only stoked his anger at the mysterious elven force that had retreated and allowed the Crooked to ravage the plains.

Dawn brought fresh hope, as well as its own problems to the village.

Koda and his mates had politely declined a room at the inn or one of the open huts, instead bunking down in an earthen shelter that Sienna crafted once she’d had some time to recover her strength. Given that Koda had stood the first watch to let his tired mage-wives get some sleep, he had been asleep when the sun rose. When Koda emerged from the dugout shelter to hear arguing voices in the village square, it had not been a good sign.

“—don’t see why we need to leave!” growled a familiar female voice he recognized as the elder, Sarah. “If Matriarch Deepclaw has returned to our side, then we should stand and fight for our ancestral lands. Clearly, it’s a sign.”

“You don’t understand what is coming,” came Calandra’s exasperated voice next. “The Crooked who raided your village were a mere drop of what is making its way north. A veritable herd rumbles this way, and you would be stomped flat, even with Arthene’s help.”

“What do you know of our lands and our people, dwarf?” Came the snapped reply from Sarah, the disdain in her voice enough that Koda felt the hair on the back of his neck stand on end.

Unbidden, his strides abruptly lengthened, and his walk became a jog. His upper lip curled back from his teeth in a bestial snarl. The wind caught his long black hair, making it fan out like wings behind his head as he came around the corner to see the argument going on in the middle of the village.

Calandra stood with the butt of her bone Dane-axe planted in the dirt in front of her. Her hands were folded neatly on top of the blade, gripping the upper edge of the head calmly as she glared up at the larger woman in front of her. The morning sun glimmered off of her scale-mail armor, while her dense hair flowed down her back, the chunky trio of braids tightly wound to stay out of the way while her helmet rode high on her belt.

Standing opposed to her was the grumpy elder from the other day, Sarah, backed by a handful of other elders and two scarred hunters.

The work on loading the wagons and handcarts that would carry goods out of the village had stopped to watch the confrontation.

“I know that you all were ready to run and hide before the rest of us and Arthene showed up, which is the smart thing to do when outnumbered,” Calandra drawled, clearly not impressed by the people in front of her. “I know that the Crooked will probably roll past this area and maybe send a few raiding parties over to see if anyone is left in the village. If they find no one, they will likely leave it alone since they will want captives. But if they find people here, active resistance, they will turn and crush it.”

“But with the Matriarch—” Sarah protested, only for Calandra to cut her off with a wave of her hand.

“Listen to yourself,” Calandra snapped, hefting her axe up and slinging it over one shoulder with the ease of someone swinging around a fishing pole. “Arthene would help you, yes. But you would throw away your lives and hers, something irreplaceable, over something that is replaceable.”

Calandra’s reprimand made Sarah’s expression darken, but several of the elders behind her looked sheepish while the two hunters that were present shared a look that told Koda at a glance they agreed with Calandra, and had likely already tried to argue sense with Sarah, but failed.

“What you want from your ancestor is moot,” Calandra said coolly, her eyes catching Koda’s rapidly approaching form over Sarah’s shoulder. “The only person ‌Arthene listens to just showed up. And from the look on his face, he’s not happy.”

Calandra said this with such simple conviction that there was not a shred of smugness about the words. She was speaking the simple truth.

“Finish preparations!” Koda barked, skidding to a stop ten feet from the group of elders. From the way they jumped in surprise, ‌his approach had gone unnoticed up to that point, even with Calandra’s words of warning. “Stop standing around; we need to get moving soon, otherwise we won’t make enough distance to break the trail. It’s going to be hard enough to hide where this many people are going from the Crooked’s trackers.”

Koda also learned over the winter, with Arthene and Finna's help, how to give orders confidently, expecting them to be followed. He had already been good at inspiring people just through his actions, but the two primal spirits clearly saw the need for him to get people to act without having to prove himself over and over.

Such was the success of their lessons and the stories that had made their way through the village after the counter-raid on the Crooked last night that all the observing villagers immediately snapped to work again at preparing the wagons and carts.

“We cannot just abandon our village now,” Sarah protested again, though with the bustle of movement behind her it was a weak protest. “The ancestor⁠—”

“Enough,” Koda snapped, interrupting her. He had only slowed, but not stopped, his approach and continued forward. “You cursed your ancestors only yesterday for your situation; now you expect them to sacrifice for your pride? Your very existence is the culmination of countless generations of sacrifice from your ancestors, and you would squander it for what? Pride? Buildings that can be rebuilt?”

Koda’s scowl was fierce enough that those backing the elder had all retreated several steps as he approached, but either through her own iron will, pride, or simply being too afraid to retreat, Sarah had stayed planted where she was.

“Listen to me closely, Elder,” Koda hissed from less than a foot away from the older bear beastfolk. “My duty is to Thera Ivorycrown herself, and all of her children. If you wish to stay and waste your lives, then you are welcome to it. But I will see those of your tribe that are wise enough to know when not to stand in front of a stampede make it to safety. When your children and elders are safely tucked away, I will lead those warriors willing to fight in harassing the Crooked and leading them away from the village. But I will not risk children falling into the hands of the Crooked out of pride.”

When Koda’s tirade ended, the elder was cowering like a chastised child. A hand on Koda’s back brought him back, and he turned to find Calandra smiling up at him.

“Easy there, love,” Calandra said gently. “She’s not the enemy, remember. She just doesn’t understand the stakes.”

“Then she can join us in the fight to keep her sacred lands safe from the Crooked, if she needs to remember what the wages of combat are,” Koda said firmly as he stared deeply into the olive-brown eyes of his dwarven lover.

While Calandra’s gaze couldn’t capture him as deeply as Sienna’s crystalline orbs, the warmth that he saw dwelling in those soft orbs still calmed Koda as the shorter woman smiled up at him.

“You’ve said your part, Koda, and made your promise as a champion. It’s up to them to listen now and decide their path,” Calandra said gently, and Koda smiled while echoing her words as she spoke the next part.

“All beasts should run free beneath the open sky.”
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It was unsurprising that there were no dissenters after first Calandra and then Koda made their points to the elder and her supporters. The grim way that Koda and his mates pitched in to help people pack up their lives to be ready for their flight was a testament to the villagers of just how seriously the young man was taking things.

Within two hours of the dawn sun rising, the village had packed everything they wanted to save, as well as whatever supplies they could carry.

It was very gratifying to Koda to see that many of the tribesfolk focused on packing tools, weapons, food, and clothing rather than mementos and other things that would not allow them to survive. He was aware of the fact that many who had keepsakes they wanted to preserve had chosen instead to hide them in their homes or even bury them somewhere to ensure the Crooked did not take them when they came through. While Koda didn’t hope that the Crooked wouldn’t burn or ravage the village, he agreed with Calandra that the more people remaining behind, the more likely it would be the Crooked would descend en masse and cause even greater damage.

It was a good thing that they were ready to move out, because one of the handful of the tribe's hunters that had been keeping watch on the larger force of the Crooked found them shortly after they left town, with word of a force of mounted raiders that were moving ahead of the main force.

The group was moving quickly and with purpose, heading directly for the canyons that were the northern border of the Waterrock lands, but smaller groups were apparently fragmenting off to each of the larger springs.

“They are looking for settlements,” Koda said without hesitation as the hunter finished his report.

“They might be looking for this village,” Finna said grimly from his side. They’d been walking together and conversing quietly at the rear of the small wagon train, providing a rearguard and support for Sienna, who was using her earth magic to smooth the ground behind the large group to conceal the direction of travel.

“Possible,” Koda said, his brow furrowing in concern. “It all depends on how much information passed through the gateway before we closed it. There weren't many alive after the stampede we sent through, and we all know how futile it is to question the Crooked…”

“Yes, but we could see through the veil,” Finna reminded him. “And that means that they could also see back, at least based on my knowledge of such dimensional gateways. We should operate on the idea that they know there is at least one group of organized resistance in the area.”

“I’m more concerned about that force of elves that you said Pippin mentioned,” Arthene grumbled from her spot on Koda’s other side.

The large bear woman had been surly since waking up, clearly having wanted to sleep for longer but understanding the urgency of their mission. So while she was grumpy, it was also clear that Arthene was trying her best not to take that grump out on anyone.

“Yeah,” Finna said with a thoughtful hum, her long, lapine ears wiggling as she considered. “He said they were leading the Crooked north into the plains, but it makes me wonder both why they would do that and where they have gone.”

“We have seen no sign of the elves after our clan declined their missionaries last fall,” supplied George, the tribesman having brought the scout to report to them when they’d arrived. “Right?”

The hunter, an awestruck younger woman who was staring up at Arthene even while walking, blinked a few times before she realized they were waiting on her to respond. Blushing furiously, she shook herself and answered.

“No. There were no signs of the elves, and none of our watchers had seen them. If there was a force trying to lead off the main Crooked army, then either they’ve successfully broken contact and retreated to the forests, or the Crooked captured them.”

The idea of that alone made the young woman shiver in disgust, and Koda couldn’t blame her. It was definitely a fate worse than death, in his opinion.

“Well, if the elves are out of sight and not causing further problems, then we should disregard them for now,” Koda said after a moment of consideration. “No reason to waste our energy on them when the Crooked deserve all of our focus.”

“Still glad that it’s just the Crooked,” Finna murmured, and Koda nodded in agreement with her. She’d been filling him in more on the different factions and monsters that were allied with the twisted creatures, and he had no desire to deal with those monsters just yet.

“How long will it take to get the noncombatants to safety?” Koda asked George, even though it was something that they’d already discussed several times that morning.

“Days—maybe two or three,” George answered with a frown. “No matter how much we push it, there are only so many miles we can cover with the wagons and carts over the rough ground. The vehicles are only for moving supplies and hauling trees to the water for building and processing. Our trading with the other tribes is all done on foot.”

“And you don’t roam as much as the northern plains tribes,” Koda finished, remembering the rest that the large man had often told him. George gave him a firm nod, and Koda sighed.

“How long do you think it will take for the mounted Crooked to get close enough they might spot us?” Koda asked, turning his attention to the huntress that had reported the sighting.

“A day, maybe two if they don’t keep pushing their mounts,” the woman replied somberly.

“Which I doubt,” Finna chimed in. “I would expect they are being sent ahead to scout for potential prizes, maybe to search for the elves that eluded them.”

“The canyons,” Samira added when Finna trailed off, drawing attention back to her.

The spunky caracal girl paused when everyone’s eyes fell on her, but she only hesitated a moment before elaborating further.

“The canyons along the northern border form a hard line against passage,” Samira continued. “I’m sure that unless they have heavily scouted them or have a local contact, they won’t know about the thin land-bridges that cross over the deeper water portions. I bet they'll send that mounted force ahead of their main troops to seize the fords before they get there. It’ll allow them to move further north without a problem and also act as a bottleneck to catch anyone fleeing.”

“Smart… and boy, do I not like it when those monsters act smart,” Koda grumbled but nodded in agreement with Samira’s summary of the situation.

Turning his attention to George, Koda asked the man a pointed question.

“Based on what you told me this morning, we have at most a day before your people are going to be forced to make their decision on where they are going.” The bear-beastfolk nodded again at Koda’s question, his severe expression unchanging as he answered it.

“I know the elders are discussing it now, as are the braves of the tribe. It is not a simple choice to make, even after we’ve already fled the village.”

During the planning sessions when they’d returned to the village the night before and again that morning, Koda had found out that the Waterrock tribe had two choices between shelters they could take. Either the tribe could vanish into the canyons and caves along the border using their centuries of living in the area to find shelter there, or they could push through the canyon ahead of the oncoming horde and seek shelter in the plains to the north with their allies.

There were benefits and downsides to either choice.

If they stayed in the canyons, then it would be a far shorter trip to get their families and noncombatants to safety, but it would also likely end up with them behind enemy lines when the Crooked horde came through. They could then strike at the enemy’s rear and supply lines, but also stood at greater risk of discovery.

Pushing past the borders would mean abandoning their lands entirely to the Crooked and a longer trip to possible safety on the plains. It would also mean that the braves would be closer to the noncombatants, protecting them better and also running a higher chance of discovery by drawing attention back to them.

“I’m sure that a decision will be reached by the time we bed down tonight,” George continued, though the frown that creased his lips told Koda that the other man would have preferred it if the decision were reached sooner rather than later.

“Yes, especially with the enemy forces that will close within range to spot and harass your people,” Koda said grimly, his mind whirling as he turned his attention toward the distant cliffs. “I wonder…” Koda murmured thoughtfully as he studied the large buttes in the distance for a moment before he shook himself.

Turning to George and the young hunter with him, Koda made a decision. He couldn’t and wouldn’t abandon these people, although their hedging and hesitation was further endangering themselves. But there were some things that he could do to protect them.

“Let your elders know that they have until mid-afternoon to decide,” Koda said firmly, glancing up at the sky and mentally measuring the hours left in the day with the position of the sun. “I have an idea of how to deal with their advanced force, but depending on what your people decide they are going to do, my plans will adjust. But we need at least that much notice to get into position.”

“Understood, Champion,” George said with a nod and a salute of his fist to his chest towards Koda.

Not hesitating after that, the large man turned and hurried off with the scout in tow to speak to the elders, who were dispersed amongst the refugees.

“What’s the plan, Koda?” Sienna asked quietly once the two had left.

Koda turned to his left, catching Sienna’s brilliant blue-green eyes with his. For a moment, he drowned within those bright orbs full of love before Sienna blinked slowly and released him from her gaze.

“I have an idea of how to deal with cavalry in pursuit. We just need the tribe to decide so we can get the refugees into hiding while we are away enacting it. If we are lucky, then it’ll eliminate their advance force or at least trash it to the point it won’t be able to hold the ford at all.”

“Why do we need the tribesfolk to decide before we go in?” Samira asked, her tuft-tipped ears wiggling curiously as she bounced along.

“Because the deciding factor of whether my plan only injures the advance force or wipes it out depends on their choice, and you are going to need time to get into place for the surprise,” Koda answered with a grin.

Samira’s tufty ears rose even higher in curiosity while she blinked at Koda in confusion.

“Me?” Samira asked after a long moment.

“Yup,” Koda said with a grin as more ideas fell into place with each passing second. “All you, dear Samira.”

Samira continued to blink in confusion, but a small, proud smile formed on her lips at Koda’s confident statement.


Chapter Sixteen




“Not that I doubt you, Champion,” George began as they lay on their stomachs and peeked over the edge of the cliff to look down into the ford. “But a lot hinges on your companions' abilities…”

“Trust me,” Koda asserted, fighting the urge to fidget and drum the tips of his clawed gauntlets on the stone. “Samira can handle it, and there is no one alive that I would believe could outrun Finna if she puts her mind to it, especially with Calandra spelling her so the winds help her.”

George looked doubtful, but didn’t voice his concerns again, instead settling in to watch and wait.

The Waterrock tribe had decided to flee their lands, racing ahead of the mounted Crooked to get past the ford and into their neighbors’ lands as refugees. Since there was no way of knowing how long the larger Crooked army was going to be in the plains, they did not want to run the risk of getting cut off from the other tribes.

Koda had endorsed that choice and had Calandra and Sienna work together to speed the travel of the wagons and the refugees. With the magic helping them and knowing that they had to hurry, the villagers had left behind attempts at subtlety and instead raced to get to safety.

In order to be ready for the trap that Koda was laying, Finna and Samira had gone ahead to the ford. Finna would escort and protect Samira while the caracal woman worked her magic on the ford.

Watching from above like this, Koda could see the last of the villagers urging their carts through the shallow water of the ford even as the first handful of the mounted Crooked force topped the rise on the southern side.

The Crooked, by their nature, were disturbing-looking. The disjointed bodies and strange, eldritch proportions made them disconcerting at the best of times. But it seemed like everything that the Crooked touched became twisted in some way, and that was a state further reinforced by the sight of their mounts.

Rather than riding horses like most cavalry, the Crooked rode a twisted amalgamation of animals. The creatures looked roughly like horses, but rather than the normal furred hides of equines, these were covered with a slimy, almost waterlogged skin. Their long legs were irregular in length and ended in everything from bare bone nubs that bled with each step, to monstrous claws, to hands like a human’s or an ape’s. Their heads were even more bizarre, lacking lips and often skin on their faces like half-skinned skulls.

“Is she going to move?” George asked, nudging Koda with an elbow and gesturing down towards the pair that stood knee-deep in the middle of the ford.

Koda dragged his eyes away from the rapidly increasing numbers of Crooked riders that were pouring down the ridge, swelling from dozens to over a hundred in seconds and filling the air with their distant shouts and squeals.

“They will, just wait,” Koda said, his hands kneading at the stony ground in front of him and the claws from his gauntlets drawing deep scores in the stone with a quiet rasping noise.

“It’ll be fine, Koda,” Calandra murmured from his other side, and he felt the dwarven woman’s hand on the small of his back. “You know Finna will get her out of there.”

“I know that here,” Koda said, doing his best not to growl as he tapped the side of his head with the heel of one hand. “But down here, that’s a different story.” He finished by tapping his chest over his heart.

“Which is why you entrusted her safety to Finna,” Arthene rumbled from her spot further back from the edge where she cradled an exhausted Sienna in her arms. The wolf beastfolk had been pushing hard to both shape a road for them to travel along, and then undo it behind the refugees. It had been a massive undertaking but was likely the sole reason they’d made it out.

Koda couldn’t argue that statement, just nodding a few times while he watched the last of the villagers as they exited the water and continued up the ridge on the other side of the ford.

“Any time now,” Koda murmured, eyeing the approaching swarm of Crooked riders warily. He darted a glance down at his two companions.

Finna had her bow stowed in its case and was standing right behind Samira in the river. Samira was squatting down, her hands in the rushing water as she concentrated.

A rustling noise drew Koda’s attention over his shoulder, and he looked back to see the exhausted Sienna wriggling in Arthene’s arms weakly.

“Do you feel that?” Sienna demanded, shaking her head like she was trying to clear her thoughts.

Koda was about to ask what she meant when he felt the faint rumble in the stone beneath his palms, and a grin spread across his lips.

“That’s what I was waiting for,” Koda said grimly before turning back to the pair far below.

Samira shifted and slumped forward in the water, and that was the sign that Finna had apparently been waiting for. The muscular lapine woman scooped the smaller caracal beastfolk up in her arms before darting for the near shore of the ford.

The Crooked’s squealing picked up in volume, and the distorted bleating of their signal horns echoed through the canyon as Finna lurched into a run. Her first three steps sent up massive splashes of water as she built up speed, but Koda felt his heart surge as the lapine woman’s legs became a blur.

Within five more strides, Finna was no longer sinking into the water. And within another seven she was running on top of the water like it was packed soil, with Samira cradled in her arms.

The Crooked had closed within a hundred yards of the two at that point, and bent arrows were peppering the water in Finna’s wake. The nimble primal spirit had startled the archers with her acceleration, though, and none came close.

And that was when the distant rumbling reached a pitch that it was finally audible over the screeches of the Crooked.

With his higher vantage point, Koda spotted the churning wall of muddy water racing down the river, rising higher and higher as it approached and the river’s bottom grew shallower.

The Crooked cavalry were so focused on Finna and the escaping villagers that they did not notice their doom before it was too late to turn their mounts.

A wall of water almost thirty feet tall crashed out into the ford. It spread out and lessened as it washed over the shallow water, but it was moving with so much force that it crossed a good twenty feet of open ground before it even slowed.

The miniature tsunami of river water crashed over the Crooked cavalry with a roar that Koda imagined could have belonged to a dragon. The rushing water consumed the bizarre horses and their twisted riders, who vanished beneath the muddy waves within seconds. Those at the front and at the rear of the formation had enough time to scream in fear before the massive flash-flood caught them too.

Finna had hit the shore by the time the gush of water emerged. The nimble lapine woman did not slow down, racing upwards for safety from the rapidly rising water. Samira hung limply in Finna’s arms, allowing the larger woman to carry her without complaint.

“Thera save me,” George gasped, and Koda stole a glance at the bear beastfolk out of the corner of his eye.

The other man was white as a sheet and shaking faintly at the sheer expression of power that he’d just witnessed. The raging water had wiped out several hundred cavalry, and those not killed by the impact of the wall of liquid were now tumbling through the deep and rocky water on the far side of the ford. Such was the volume of water going by that the ford itself was awash in several feet of water still, even a minute or more later after the first blast.

“That’s my girl,” Koda murmured proudly as he turned his attention back to the ford, looking for any survivors.

“Our girl,” Calandra chuckled, patting him on the shoulder before using the hand on Koda’s back to push herself upright with a grunt. “Come on, let’s get moving. The more ground we can cover before nightfall, the better. I’m curious if the locals know of any hidden caves they can shelter in on this side of the canyons.”

“Only one way to find out,” Koda said, waiting for Calandra to finish getting to her feet before he pressed himself upright. “Too bad we can’t raid the main force while their scouts are gone. I’m just hoping that they’ll be slowed in trying to figure out what happened here.”

“Our girls need to rest,” Arthene reminded Koda firmly and he couldn’t argue that fact. They’d struck a strong blow already; now it was time to rest and recover.
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The next several weeks were both a major struggle and rewarding for Koda and his mates.

The Waterrock tribe was aware of several hidden draws along the northern edge of the massive set of canyons, and it took them only days, with the help of Koda and his mates, to get their people to safety. There was some grumbling about abandoning their lands, but the villagers who complained kept such words to themselves, mostly.

Koda still heard about it from listening to conversations among the elders, but he left it to them to handle. The elders had decided to race ahead to not get caught on the wrong side of the canyon, and now it was up to their people to stay safe.

As soon as they’d gotten the tribes settled, Koda had asked the fastest of the Waterrock braves to travel to the other tribes, warning them of the large force of Crooked and asking for help. He also had them carry word of the army from the Stalwart that they’d spotted in the north.

Koda knew that none of the tribes would like the fact that their plains were about to be the site of a large-scale battle, but they were too scattered and few in number to really contest it. It was one of the many problems that he knew he’d face in the future, and a major reason they had to keep Thera’s existence hidden from the rest of the world and the other gods. For now, obscurity protected their goddess, but there would come a time when the beastfolk would unite again.

While the messengers traveled, Koda and his mates—accompanied by roughly fifty of the Waterrock braves that wanted to fight the Crooked—set about preparing a campaign of harassment for the Crooked army coming north.

Just as Koda had hoped, losing their advanced scouts and cavalry slowed the Crooked, and they spent almost a week camped on the other side of the canyon before they chanced crossing. In that time, Sienna booby-trapped several of the fords as well, triggering rock-slides to bury a good number of the enemy troops, while Samira coordinated another flash-flood to wipe out the supply train following behind the Crooked.

This spying also allowed Koda to get a feel for the sheer number of the enemy, and he did not like what he saw.

Numbering in the thousands, the Crooked army scuttled across the land like sickening insects. Just seeing their twisted forms and the disturbing shapes that their camps made on the land sent disgust through Koda’s guts. But there wasn’t anything he could do directly to get rid of them. The sheer number of troops meant that, despite his vast personal strength, they would bury him just by sheer weight of numbers. And that wasn’t even counting the fact that this force had the weight of actual Crooked soldiers behind it.

Unlike the raiders that he’d dealt with mostly in the past, the soldiers of the Crooked wore armor and wielded weapons of reasonable make. The spears and swords might be bent and chipped, but they were miles ahead of the wooden clubs and gnarled bows of the conscript-level Crooked.

Thankfully, most of the mounted Crooked were wiped out in their little river-ambush. The remaining few served as outriders for the main army, instead of being sent to find targets to raid.

Since they weren’t trying to clash with the Crooked directly because of the difference in numbers, Koda worked with the braves to harass the Crooked army. Attacking in brief raids at twilight, setting fire to tents while they slept, ambushing caravans with supplies—everything and anything he could do to slow the Crooked down, demoralize them, or impede their ability to fight without clashing directly with them.

Sienna, Calandra, and Samira did their parts as well. Springs would magically dry up before the Crooked arrived at them. Sudden gales of wind would blow embers into tents while the army slept. Fields of gopher holes continued to thin or kill off the few mounted Crooked that remained.

The Crooked did their best to fight back, sending out ranging patrols to track the small group of braves hounding them. They increased the number of sentries and set traps of their own, but between Koda’s three mage lovers and the support offered by Arthene and Finna’s instinctual powers, his people avoided being caught unaware.

All the while, the Crooked continued to march roughly north. Koda wasn’t sure what continued to draw them in that direction. He’d expected that he’d need to lure them in some way, but ‌the Crooked were moving in the direction that he’d wanted, and that actually made Koda more nervous.

“It just doesn’t make sense,” Koda murmured as he sat in the limbs of one of the scraggly trees that crested the hill, watching the army of the Crooked as they set camp again with an industriousness that would have been respectable if not for their disturbing nature.

“The Crooked rarely make sense,” Finna answered from her perch on a nearby branch, keeping watch on the distant enemy. “Usually when they are making sense, then something is very, very wrong.”

“Which is what worries me,” Koda countered as he watched a small group of Crooked return, dragging a dead animal behind them. They were too far away to tell what kind of animal it was, though. “They are going the way I want, towards the baron’s forces in the north.”

“Maybe they are looking for the previous raiding group? Or even the gateway that you, Sienna, and Arthene destroyed last year?” Finna suggested after a moment of silence.

Koda gave a little huh of surprise at that, as it wasn’t something that he’d considered. He turned it over in his head before shrugging once.

“I’ll be honest, it feels like it’s been years since that whole encounter. I hadn’t even thought it would be related,” he murmured, shifting to get more comfortable against the trunk of the tree he was leaning into.

“Yes, you’ve achieved quite a bit in the last half-year,” Finna said with a quiet chuckle. “Though I am sure that your mates would prefer it if you succeeded in another type of field that you are vigorously tilling.”

The salacious tone and wink that she sent Koda were entirely unnecessary, and he rolled his eyes at the rabbit-eared woman.

“I’m doing my best,” Koda grumbled, getting another laugh from his companion. “I’d honestly be worried about impotence if not for Thera’s assurances that I’m fine.”

“Crossbreeds are rare,” Finna said reassuringly, her amusement dropping away as she saw the honest worry on Koda’s face. “And you are more human than anything else. But give it time, and your nature will rise. My Lady has promised you a family, and your bloodline will flourish; it just needs time to wake from the long slumber it’s been in.”

Koda reached into his spirit and tried to prod the sleeping beast, but got no response from the strange bond that he had found tied him to his ancestors. It rang true, like rapping metal on metal, but nothing emerged from the shadows or even made a noise in the odd space he felt within himself.

Finna’s next question broke Koda out of his contemplation and startled him enough that he almost tumbled backwards out of the tree.

“You know, I could give you pointers. No one breeds like a rabbit does,” Finna said cheekily, her eyes twinkling in amusement as she watched Koda sputter.

“Just you wait,” Koda grumbled, catching himself on the branch in time to prevent himself from falling.

“Oh, I am,” Finna countered with a smirk and a wiggle of her eyebrows.

Koda just sighed and shook his head.

“Give me time, Finna…”

“As much as you need, Champion,” the lapine woman replied without hesitation, the teasing dropping away from her tone immediately. “I’m not in a rush, but teasing you broke you out of your worries.”

“That it did,” Koda said with another slow sigh before silence fell between them. They sat in ‌comfortable silence for several more minutes as dusk settled over the land.

“Come on, dinner should be ready soon. The Crooked will not budge at this point,” Finna said after almost fifteen minutes, and Koda nodded without speaking.

There would be enough time to worry tomorrow. Finna’s words had reminded Koda of all the things he needed to protect, and what waited for him when the fighting was done. That was enough to bring a small smile to Koda’s face as he descended.


Chapter Seventeen




Despite Koda’s best efforts to not obsess over what he didn’t know, the lack of information on why the Crooked were moving so single-mindedly across the plains was grating on him.

“It just doesn’t make sense,” Koda muttered as he watched the vast stain that was the Crooked army marching north. “Why? I would have thought they’d have spread out more to raid…”

“Perhaps they aren’t willing to risk it due to lack of supplies?” Finna suggested from her spot directly behind Koda on the same branch of their latest scrubby tree. They were both sitting astride the branch, with Finna having her back to the trunk.

The lithe lapine woman had made it a point to stick close to Koda whenever they were doing these watch rotations. Given her knowledge of the land, travel, and weather, Finna had been indispensable in finding ways to plague the army ahead of them. And the height difference between herself and Koda meant she could easily see over him while standing right against his back.

“That would make some sense, but wouldn’t they be doing anything that they could in order to get more supplies? Especially since we’ve taken three of the last five supply caravans they’ve had in their wake?” Koda grumbled as he thought back to the skirmish that had occurred the previous day.

His mates were proving themselves indispensable on a regular basis. Sienna had been able to fashion a dozen hidden shelters for the Waterrock braves to wait inside, before bursting through thin dirt walls to attack the guarded wagons of foodstuffs traveling to catch up with the army. The element of surprise, coupled with the savagery of a champion and two primal spirits, had overwhelmed the guards in the caravan in short order.

Afterward, Sienna had simply ordered the earth to open up and swallow the supply wagons alongside the bodies, while Koda consecrated the ground to prevent the Crooked’s tainted existence from harming the land.

I just hope the number that we killed with the river doesn’t somehow taint the water supply, Koda thought. He leaned back slightly into Finna out of habit, used to doing it with Arthene all the time. The lapine woman twitched once, but when Koda went to lean away, she caught him by the shoulder and pulled him back against her.

“They hunt what they can,” Finna said, resuming their previous conversation. “And while Samira has limited their water supplies, she cannot dry up every pool or creek in the plains. I am positive that the morale of the Crooked forces is suffering, but not spent yet.”

“Something is driving them north, though,” Koda grumbled. “And I want to know what it is. They haven’t even stopped to construct one of their sick portals or ritual circles, something I was sure that they’d do by now.”

“No fuel,” Arthene rumbled from her spot at the base of the tree.

The large bear woman was leaning back against the trunk, her arms crossed under her large bosom and glaring out towards the distant smear of enemies.

“She’s right,” Finna elaborated when Koda made a questioning sound. “They need captives to make one. They can’t use their own kind as fuel to create the portals.”

“Then how did they get here in the first place?” Koda asked, his thoughts triggering a memory of a question he’d never gotten a full answer on. “From the sounds of it, they have to create these gates here that reach back to their lands.”

“You remember how the raiders just showed up without warning last year?” Arthene answered, shifting to look up at Koda through the branches. He nodded in understanding, and his mate continued. “The Crooked can create short-term bridges between the worlds. It’s not easy or cheap, but it can be done. It’s far more efficient to have gateways built on both sides that you then unite with sorcery to create the longer-term bridges. The downside is that it only works between worlds; you can’t use the same power to rapidly travel between locations in the same world.”

“And those short-term portals are notoriously difficult to aim and relatively easy to block,” Finna elaborated, one arm snaking around Koda’s waist to pull him back into her curves.

“Is there some way we can set up defenses around Silverstone?” Koda asked sharply, and Arthene gave a throaty chuckle.

“Your presence, coupled with land being devoted to Thera there, means that the land is protected from such casual intrusion for miles in all directions without need for active monitoring.”

Koda hummed quietly as he considered that before asking another question.

“Is that restricting to just the… sort of temple I made for the Ivory Spear?”

“There are no ‘sort of’ temples, Koda,” Finna chuckled, her breath tickling the back of his ear and sending a ripple of goosebumps down his spine. “You have claimed and sanctified ground in Thera’s name, and her claim there precludes dimensional intrusion. It doesn’t tell others who is preventing it; instead it just acts to shunt such attempts aside.”

“And the sites of power we’ve claimed for her?” Koda asked, remembering how each one had become the equivalent of a shrine to the wild goddess that he served.

“Also count as sanctified ground,” Arthene answered with another amused rumble. “Since they form naturally, there is no way to make a complete shield with them. However, the power that fuels the protection comes from the land itself, so unlike for Golieas, who relies on churches, or the Crooked, who create their foul shrines with corpses, it doesn’t cost Thera anything.”

“That is a relief,” Koda said with a small sigh.

As soon as he realized the potential of these ‘raiding’ portals, he’d immediately worried about the damage they might do. It was a relief to know that it shouldn’t be possible for one to pop up in the little valley he called home.

But that doesn’t mean that they can’t find a spot outside the valley and march on it. The grim thought crossed Koda’s mind like a storm cloud and he frowned again.

“Finna and I can create the simpler short-term portals,” Arthene asked without prompting, and Koda’s brain screeched to a stop at the statement.

“It would cost an almost disastrous amount of mana to do so,” Finna cautioned, having felt him stiffen against her. “But Arthene is right. In Thera’s name, both she and I could create one each—maybe two—right now. They would be near-impossible to aim, though, and we would have no way of guaranteeing a return trip with any sort of accuracy.”

“And they can only target other worlds,” Koda said thoughtfully. “Potentially a good method of escape if things went bad…” He let the sentence trail off when he felt Finna shaking her head in denial.

“The process to create one would require a day or more, and that was if we burned ourselves out to fuel them,” Finna said quietly. “It would kill our mortal shell, something we would do if it meant saving you, but it would be a heavy price to pay. Especially as it would leave the body behind and at the mercy of the Crooked pursuing.”

“How long would you need to forge one of these portals without burning yourselves out?” Koda asked, fighting the urge to snarl at the thought of either of the women sacrificing their lives to see him escape a life-threatening situation.

“It would take a week to form one slowly,” Arthene answered without hesitation. “The power and our natures prevent us from helping each other with it, so it would be a feat we would perform alone.”

“Good to know,” Koda said with a sigh, his shoulders slumping. “It explains why we didn’t use one while we were fleeing from the Crooked last summer.”

“Yes,” Arthene sighed, shifting against the tree below him. “I could have done it if I’d had a few more hours to focus, but the risks, combined with the possible presence of one or more interfering Crooked sorcerers, made it extremely risky. By the time they had us cornered, it was too late.”

Koda could hear a measure of self-recrimination in Arthene’s words, and he was quick to dismiss them.

“You did what you thought was best,” Koda said firmly, shifting to look down and catch Arthene’s eye. “I would never have consented to your sacrificing yourself like that for me anyway, especially not after you had just joined my family.”

Arthene didn’t answer aloud. Instead, she gave him a loving smile and a nod of understanding.

Accepting this, Koda shifted again to look towards the distant army with another sigh.

“It’s too bad that there isn’t another herd of bison nearby to stampede into the army,” Koda grumbled as the slow-moving blur continued north.

“It wouldn’t be nearly as effective out here on the open plains,” Finna said, giving him another squeeze with the arm around his waist. “The bison wouldn’t charge blindly into their ranks if they had another way to go. If anything, it would be a boon for the Crooked, since they’d likely pick off dozens of the animals as the herd tried to veer around them. That would bolster their supplies further and cost them a minimal amount of fighting strength.”

“No easy answers, right?” Koda said with a sigh, and Finna nodded. The tips of her long, furred ears lightly brushed the top of Koda’s head with the gesture.

He was staring morosely out at the distant enemy army when a sudden shift in the blob of twisted bodies made him stiffen. Finna felt the shift in his demeanor and stiffened as well, the arm around Koda’s waist tightening to hold him to her.

Neither spoke as they studied the enemy force, and Koda felt the bottom drop out of his stomach when he saw a chunk separate from the main army and angle away to the east. It was an appreciable blob of troops but nothing compared to the entire mass.

“Shit,” Koda swore and shifted to throw his leg over the branch so he could drop down.

“What is it?” Arthene asked, her easy posture now tight with concern.

“They just split off a large force and sent it east at a sharp angle,” Finna answered, moving her grip to Koda’s waist to steady him so the young man could maneuver easier. “They’d only do that if they finally spotted prey.”

“Shit,” Arthene swore as Koda slid free of the branch to drop the fifteen feet to the ground with a quiet grunt.

Koda absorbed most of the fall with bent legs and a forward roll, popping up without an issue a moment later. Finna followed him nimbly, landing with silent precision beside Arthene.

“Finna,” Koda began as he turned to look at the paired primal spirits.

“I’ll scout it out,” Finna promised, rolling her head on her neck while spinning shoulders to loosen up the joints there. “If they have caught sight of a village, then we need to interrupt them and evacuate the village. I would have thought that the hunters the Waterrock tribe sent out earlier would have carried word to everyone they could.”

“It’s possible they missed someone, or a tribe refused to move to get out of the enemy’s way,” Arthene suggested, one hand tightly gripping the rune-carved bone club she wielded and swinging it onto her shoulder.

“Possibly,” Finna said, bouncing from leg to leg to limber up.

“We’ll angle that way,” Koda promised, stepping over to put himself directly in front of Finna, staring up at the rabbit-eared woman. “You are to scout and return to me, Finna Longstrides. Do not take chances of being caught.”

“Worry not, Champion Aegisclaw,” Finna said with a sunny smile as her ears bobbed up and down like two little arms making a point. “I am ever the ‘hop-timist’ that I won’t need to intercede.” Her nose wiggled in amusement at her pun.

Koda shook his head and, with a speed that surprised Finna, he reached up to grip the front of her vest firmly and pull her down so her face was only inches from his.

Over the last several months, Koda’s previous shyness and hesitation about having so many mates had faded quite a bit. He knew that, should he live long enough to see it, he was going to have an extensive family with lots of children. It would be necessary in the long run to ensure Thera’s return. He refused to race into that future, though.

All of my mates will know love, as will all children we have, Koda had promised himself back when Arthene had wiggled her way into his heart. And that mindset hadn’t changed for him in the slightest. Finna had been respectful over the winter while he built his connection to Samira, and now he was forging a similar bond with the lapine primal spirit. That bond demanded that he do everything he could to ensure the safety of the already-capable woman in front of him.

“Do not risk yourself unnecessarily,” Koda ordered again. “You promised me to give me pointers, and I intend for you to make good on that promise.”

Finna blinked in surprise at his suddenly assertive attitude. Before she could find something to say, Koda lightly kissed the tip of her nose. The affectionate gesture made Finna’s bright blue eyes widen in surprise. Koda released her vest before she could formulate a response.

“You heard our mate, sister,” Arthene chuckled, elbowing Finna in the shoulder. “Do what you need to and then hurry back. Quick like a bunny now!”

Finna gave herself a single, full-body shake as if shedding water after a swim, and then shot Koda a lusty smile before she bounded off.

Three long strides carried the lapine primal spirit away, and within seconds, Finna was off down the hill and racing to see what had drawn off the chunk of the Crooked forces.

Koda noted the happy wiggling of the fluffy white puffball tail that protruded from the back of Finna’s trousers as she ran.

“Took you long enough,” Arthene said after Finna vanished over another rise.

“I wanted to make sure she knew where we stood,” Koda said gruffly. He’d improved a lot in confidence, but the faint blush that graced his cheeks at being called out by one of his oldest lovers was something he doubted he’d get rid of anytime soon.

“Good,” Arthene said with confidence, gently ruffling his long black hair. “We should get the others up and moving. Finna will race to return once she has information, given your earlier words.”

“If it helps keep her safe, then I’d do far more,” Koda said with complete confidence.

Arthene’s smile brightened further, and the busty bear woman slung an arm around Koda’s shoulders to tow him away to where their warriors waited. From the wicked tilt to her smile, Koda had a feeling that his mischievous lover was already plotting how to get him time alone with Finna, although they were engaged in guerrilla warfare at the moment.
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The braves from the Waterrock tribe were eager to engage with the enemy in a more earnest battle when they heard Koda’s news.

While the raids that they’d been performing the last few weeks and the general harassment of the army had been satisfying, Koda knew that the displaced warriors of the Waterrock tribe were unhappy to not clash with the Crooked more before now. He just hoped that whatever came of this, it didn’t cost too many lives.

Koda’s mates were just as eager to eliminate a large chunk of the enemy forces. In a few cases, ‘eager’ might have been a bit of an understatement.

“We need to crush them without remorse,” Calandra growled, her grip tightening on the haft of her axe as she jogged next to him.

“We will, Cal,” Koda reassured his dwarven lover.

“No, you don’t understand. This is an opportunity,” Calandra said firmly, her braids bobbing against her back in a rhythmic dance. “If we crush this raiding force almost entirely, it’ll paralyze the army. Their troops will be too afraid to separate from the main force, and they’ll think that we outnumber them even more.”

“Not a bad idea,” Sienna murmured from the dwarven woman’s other side. “But we aren’t going to outnumber them. How do you propose to take on a force ten times our size?”

“Terrain and tactics can win out. We’ve trained for this,” Calandra said with confidence.

“That they can,” Samira cautioned from Koda’s other side. “But Cal… You are forgetting something: you haven’t spent the last winter training these braves to fight as a unit. They are good at hit-and-run tactics, but they aren’t used to line fighting.”

Out of the corner of his eye, Koda caught the grimace that raced over Calandra’s features at the caracal woman’s statement.

Samira was right, Koda thought grimly. Cal had forgotten about that part. It is too bad we haven’t had time to really train these braves up.

“Cal has done what she can,” Koda interjected, reaching over to slap Calandra on one armored shoulder reassuringly. “But she’s fighting a bit of an uphill battle since we’ve had so much luck with the hit-and-run fighting the braves favor.”

“ ‘Why change what works,’ right?” Sienna said knowingly, and Koda nodded her way.

“Exactly,” Koda continued. “Now, that is not to say I don’t agree with Calandra’s idea, though. If we can crush this raiding group like we have the others, then all the better. At the very least, we cannot let them capture anyone. Captives mean more Crooked to fight, either after they twist people or through one of their portals.”

“They’d need a decent number to establish a portal of any real size,” Arthene said, speaking up from the rear of their running formation. “But I agree that any increase in the Crooked’s numbers is not good. However, our numbers are small enough that losing any of our fighters is nearly unacceptable in exchange for however many of theirs we can bring down.”

Calandra let out a low growl under her breath but nodded in understanding. Koda could appreciate the dwarven woman’s zeal in this. She’d spent time, albeit briefly, as a captive of the Crooked when the foul creatures had breached Amberpost before Koda, Sienna, and Arthene had rescued her. The dwarven woman was familiar with the despairing feeling of knowing what lay in your future, and how powerless one could feel not being able to combat it.

“Our priority is to ensure they don’t get away with anyone,” Koda insisted, catching Calandra’s olive eyes with a raised-eyebrow look. “After that, we tear chunks out of them. If we have to bleed them like a pack of wolves hunting a moose, we do it. But they will learn the risks of stepping away from the protection of their main army.”

That statement brought a quiet cheer from the Waterrock braves, who had been listening in to the conversation of their nominal leaders, and a determined yet satisfied snarl to Calandra’s normally smiling features.


Chapter Eighteen




To avoid detection, Koda’s group had been forced to keep fairly well back from the traveling Crooked forces. Their group was too small to risk an open confrontation with the main force of the army, and would only get relatively close at twilight, dawn, and the night in between to harass the camp and make noise to ruin morale.

This kept their party safe, but now they had to both catch up to the army and intercept the raiding group that they’d seen fragment off. Koda had to push them hard.

Thankfully, Calandra had gotten plenty of rest to ensure she was ready to work her wind magic to help them travel. While Sienna and Samira had used their magic to undermine the army on the march, Calandra hadn’t been able to do as much with her wind spells. Not that the dwarven woman had been lazy; from what Koda had heard of Calandra’s plans with Sienna for ways that they could combine their magic, their enemy was in for unhappy times soon.

Swinging wide around the marching Crooked army, Koda’s group of braves worked their way northeast at a magic-assisted sprint.

If Calandra’s magic didn’t let us outrun horses, I’d be wishing for some right now, Koda thought with a wry grin as he followed Samira between two hills. The caracal woman had taken over as the impromptu trail-blazer with Finna gone, having spent most of her life on the plains already, even if in a different section of the plains. Still might be nice to see about horses if we end up with a larger force, though. Cal is doing well with this many warriors, but she’s gonna hit a limit eventually. She can’t speed an entire army along on her own.

That thought got Koda wondering about what sort of chaos the Crooked sorcerers might wreak in a prolonged conflict, and what the baron’s army might have to counter them.

So far we’ve mostly kept to small skirmishes. I’m frankly astonished that no sorcerers jumped us in the fight with the Crooked army that was harassing Amberpost. Then again, that war-leader appeared to be a sorcerer as well…

Koda pushed the thoughts aside for now. He could consider and worry about it all later; what he needed to do now was focus on the moment and ensure that his people made it through to sunset. He could worry about the past when he didn’t have to focus on the present to survive.

You don’t have to focus on the present, a quiet voice said—so quiet that he missed it. You could just walk away. This isn’t your problem.

A growl from deep within Koda’s soul erupted at the thought, and he felt his upper lip curl back in a snarl to match it.

“I could,” he muttered to himself. “But these people need help, and I will not turn my back on them out of some wishful dream that someone else will handle the problems.”

“Everything okay there, grumpy?” Sienna teased him gently.

The wolf beastfolk’s loving words had an immediate effect. Koda felt the anger and disgust that had been swelling in his gut fade almost immediately.

“Just thinking too much,” Koda said, turning to catch his first mate's blue-green eyes with a gentle smile.

As always, Koda felt like those crystalline orbs would consume him, like he was falling into twin pools of soft grass and warm water. But his Sienna knew the power she had over her mate, and she blinked almost immediately to release him from the hypnosis of her gaze, though her loving smile didn’t fade.

“A curse of those who are in positions of authority,” Sienna empathized. “Us girls will have to help you relax later.”

The heat in her gaze was enough to convey to Koda exactly what his redheaded mate was thinking; the wagging of her tail as she ran was just the icing on top of the proverbial cake for him.

“I love you, Sienna,” Koda said a moment later, the words bursting from his lips without a thought. Despite this, Koda knew within seconds that they came from the heart, so he didn’t deny them.

Sienna’s tanned face darkened with a blush, and she shot him a shy smile while her tail picked up speed to wag faster now.

“I love you as well, Koda Aegisclaw,” Sienna murmured, shifting her grip on the broad-bladed spear she carried to hold one hand out to him.

Koda caught her hand in his, twining their fingers together as they ran alongside each other and gave his lover’s hand a squeeze.

“Not that I’m complaining, but what brought that on?” Sienna asked after a few minutes of running in silence, only speaking up when Koda released her hand.

“I just… wanted to remind you of how much I love you,” Koda said after a moment of thought. “I love all of you girls, and that love gives me the strength to keep fighting when things get tough. I don’t know if I’d have survived this long without you.”

“You wouldn’t have,” Sienna replied, giving him an impish grin. “Either Arthene would have broken your pelvis, or you would have eaten something strange and poisoned yourself.”

“I’m not that bad!” Koda protested, a laugh bubbling up at the unexpected teasing from his wolfish mate.

“No, you are not,” Sienna replied lovingly. “And I thank Thera every day for finding you to help us. If you had not come to our aid, I would be dead or twisted into one of the Crooked by now. As would everyone in our village. I literally owe you everything, and you have asked nothing of me I would not give freely.”

Koda just smiled at his first mate and the woman who had encouraged him to open his heart to others so readily. He knew that he would have been happy with just Sienna, but the beautiful redheaded huntress had encouraged him to be open to more, and he did not regret listening to her for a single moment.

Their group made some small talk as they traveled, though Koda noted that everyone, even their friends from the Waterrock tribe, kept things light as they traveled. He was certain that it was to help keep spirits up, although there was likely a fight on the horizon, depending on what they could discover about the enemy force.

They had closed to where the dust cloud of the Crooked force’s passing was obvious in the sky before Finna returned to report.

The lapine woman emerged from the trees on a nearby hillside, and Koda waved to acknowledge her as soon as he spotted the movement and familiar ears.

Knowing it was safe to approach now, Finna angled down the hillside towards them at a sprint, sliding to a stop to quickly reverse and fall in next to Samira at the head of their group.

Koda watched as the rabbit-eared woman spoke quickly with the caracal beastfolk before the two slowed. Their pace dropped to a fast walk, but did not stop, so the rest of the group matched them. Finna and Samira dropped back slowly so that they didn’t have to shout for Koda to hear the report.

“I confirmed my suspicions,” Finna said quickly as soon as she was close enough. “The Crooked appear to be angling towards a small tent-camp to the east. It’s well hidden but temporary, so I expect it is a sub-tribe or a hunting party from a main tribe of the area.”

Samira piped up next, adding her knowledge to the mix.

“I know the Silent Plains tribe separates into several smaller tribes to hunt and forage across our territory. The only time the entire tribe is together is in the winter at our village.”

“Any idea how many people are at the camp? And how long will it be before the Crooked reach it?” Koda asked, his previously jovial mood fading rapidly. He’d been half-hoping that the Crooked group was a hunting party chasing a herd or something, but with a camp and potential captives to chase, this was rapidly spiraling to a worst-case scenario as far as he was concerned.

“About three dozen tents around a small spring,” Finna answered quickly. “But what concerned me more was the fact that there were distinct smoke trails in the sky beyond them. I worry that there is a larger village in that direction, and that might be what is drawing the Crooked away.”

“Crap,” Koda swore, his forehead wrinkling in concern.

“Indeed,” Finna agreed with a nod. “As far as how soon? If they keep up their current rate of travel, maybe a day of time to get to the first camp. Less if they push through the night. It’s hard to get an exact time on it, as the area is more heavily wooded than the rest of the plains. It’s not dense enough tree cover to really impede travel, but there were enough trees that I couldn’t get a feel for how rough the terrain was.”

“I’m guessing you didn’t make it to the other camp to warn them?” Calandra asked pointedly.

“No,” Finna replied with a shake of the head. “I thought it more important to get word to Koda of our concerns and get back sooner. If we angle a bit more, we can get to the camp before the Crooked do, and the sooner we adjust our angle of travel, the better.”

Calandra nodded at that statement, the frown on the dwarven woman’s features fading to a neutral expression.

“Then let’s make the change,” Koda said, and got a small nod from Finna before the lapine spirit took over leading their team.
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Finna’s estimation turned out to be slightly off. It was well into the evening before they emerged from the trees to find the camp by the lake. It was late enough that the world was growing dark far too quickly to do more than approach the camp to warn them of the oncoming threat if they had not already realized it.

From the frantic movements in the shadows around the fires and the muffled shouting, Koda was fairly certain that the locals knew of the danger coming and were likely packing their things, hoping to evade the incoming raid. But something also felt off as they approached through the growing twilight; more bodies than he’d expected moved about the camp.

“There are far more people in that camp than the tents would indicate,” Samira called back from the front of their group. She’d taken over guiding them again as the darkness fell, her feline beastfolk blood helping her see better in the dark than the others.

“I’m glad that my eyes weren’t playing tricks on me then,” Arthene grunted. “There isn’t enough screaming for the Crooked to have gotten here already. What’s going on?”

“Maybe we misunderstood,” Calandra suggested hopefully. “Maybe this wasn’t just a hunting party, but more of the tribesfolk come to harass the Crooked like we have?”

“Possible,” Finna murmured, her long ears twiddling slowly as she considered it. “I should have gone ahead again to speak with them…”

“That is my fault,” Koda said firmly. “I asked you to stay with us to help guide us there as quickly as possible.”

“It’s too late to stress over it now. Shall I go on ahead to announce us?” Finna offered, turning her gleaming eyes to Koda with a curious tilt of her head.

“Better to let them know we are here to help, rather than an enemy group,” Koda said with a nod. “I would have thought we’d run into sentries by this point, but we don’t want to be an unpleasant surprise for folk we are trying to help. I’ll come with⁠—”

“Nope!” Sienna interrupted, and Koda felt a sharp tug on his belt as his lover caught hold of it, like he was a naughty child trying to run off. “You are staying with us, Aegisclaw. The last thing we need is you racing off to get into trouble with only Finna, since the rest of us need to stick with the braves to keep them moving this fast.”

“Fine,” Koda sighed, not wanting to argue and delay Finna even more. “Go on and let them know we are here to help, and warn them that the Crooked are going to be getting close soon.”

Finna nodded and lengthened her stride further once more. Aided by Calandra’s wind magic and her own innate speed, the lapine spirit put on a burst of speed and was soon far ahead of their group.

“I dislike ‌her going alone,” Koda grumbled to himself, ignoring the knowing looks that his mates shared among themselves.

“Finna will be fine,” Arthene reassured him in an easygoing tone. “She’s probably safer alone than she is with us, given it lets her maneuver more freely that way.”

Koda didn’t respond aloud, just focusing on keeping his stride even and steady as they closed the last few miles of distance towards the small fires on the lake’s shore.

He saw the moment minutes later when Finna arrived at the edge of the camp, as the frantic movement against the fires slowed and then redoubled. What Koda didn’t expect was the way the movement shifted and began flowing towards them.

Growling wordlessly under his breath, Koda shifted from the ground-eating jog that they normally traveled at into a dead-run for the camp, ignoring the calls of his mates to slow down.

Something went wrong, Koda thought grimly as the dark ruby fire enveloped his limbs, leaving behind his totemic arms and armor. Maybe the Crooked beat us here? Or perhaps that camp wasn’t locals and was instead the Crooked? It looks like they are pursuing Finna this way.

In the dim light, it was hard to tell exactly what was going on, but Koda could see a singular figure at the head of the mass of moving figures—he was sure it was Finna. But oddly enough, the lapine woman wasn’t outrunning her pursuers. If anything, it looked like she had actually slowed her pace to ensure they could keep up.

That confused Koda, but he didn’t slow down until his sharp eyes could pick out more about the situation.

It wasn’t Crooked in pursuit of his lapine primal spirit. No, they were distinctly beastfolk of all different tribes, moving with a purpose in the woman’s wake. But Koda didn’t hear angry shouts or challenges like he’d half-expected on the wind. Instead, the force raced towards them in ‌determined silence.

“Koda! They are here to help!” Finna called, the wind carrying her words to Koda over the last half-mile between them. Her words were filled with excitement and hope, and they were exactly what Koda needed to hear in order for the fist around his heart to unclench.

Finna skidded to a stop in front of him with a broad smile on her lips. Such was the excitement riding on the lapine spirit’s shoulders that she couldn’t seem to stand still, instead hopping from foot to foot with unrestrained energy.

“You said they were here to help?” Koda asked, slowing to a trot in the last few steps, warily eyeing the group behind Finna.

What he’d thought were only a few-score warriors looked more like several hundred braves of the different beastfolk tribes. There were folk with deer, bull, cat, bear, wolf, and eagle blood, and more were still flowing across the tree-studded plain towards him.

“Yes!” Finna said with a tooth-baring smile. “Word spread about the Crooked threat coming up from the south, and many tribes banded together to send warriors to help fight them, it seems.”

“How?” Koda asked, blinking in surprise.

He knew how much ground ‌the plains covered, and how long it would take for messengers to travel between the tribes. He had expected none except the closest of tribes to send support for some time yet, which was why they’d been hurrying to intercept this force and slow it down.

“That’s because of—” Finna began before another familiar voice cut her off.

“Oi! Don’t you go stealing my thunder, cottontail!” barked a feminine voice from the group behind Finna. The crowd of braves that had been watching up to this point parted as a tall woman pushed through them.

She was tall—taller even than Arthene, with broad shoulders and wide hips. Her simple white linen shirt clung tightly to a generous bosom, while a wide leather belt with an engraved brass buckle supported a pleated wool skirt that hung to her knees. The waning sunlight gleamed off the polished white horns that swept forward from a short, messy mop of brown hair.

“I’d never try to steal your thunder, sister!” Finna chuckled, the lapine woman’s words breaking Koda out of his stupor as he stared at the large woman approaching them at an easy walk that ‌devoured the ground between them.

“Sure sounds like you were,” countered the familiar woman. “Especially since you raced off as soon as I said we were here to help!”

Finna rolled her eyes and gestured towards Koda.

“Can you blame me? I wanted to give him a bit of warning, Sloane.”

“Warning of what? I will not hurt the boy,” replied the horned woman as she came to a stop behind Finna, looming over the much more slender woman with her hands on her thick hips. “And besides, he knew I was coming. I told him that before when we first met in Thera’s realm!”

That statement got a gasp of surprise from the assembled braves behind them and broke Koda out of his surprised staring.

“Sloane…” Koda murmured, blinking as his mind fought to catch up. The name combined with her striking appearance finally brought the memory of their meeting in the misty world that hid Thera’s domain, and Koda felt a grin matching Finna’s spread across his face. “Sloane, it is good to see you! I didn’t expect you to get to us this quickly.”

The horned woman’s brown eyes softened as she turned away from her lapine sister-spirit and gave him a once-over from the crown of his head to the toes of his boots.

“I had to move quicker when that little hairball brought word of the Crooked forces,” Sloane explained. “For all that Pippin annoys me, ‌his information is solid and reliable. And I knew you’d need all the help you could get, so I stopped to pick up some assistance.”

The horned woman—whom Koda had finally recognized as Sloane Sharphorn, a primal spirit like Finna and Arthene—hooked a thumb over her shoulder at the assembled braves standing behind her in a curious group.

“They know that the Crooked have come here to cause trouble,” Sloane continued to explain in an easy drawl. “And that the human baron has sent an expeditionary force to the south as well. Your work in spreading that news while you came south was good; it helped convince some of them.”

“And I’m sure you were gentle in convincing the others?” Finna teased with a smirk.

Sloane just lifted one eyebrow at her sister before taking one hand off her hips and flexing her fingers. The simple gesture made what sounded like every knuckle in the hand pop in series before she rested the hand back where it came from.

“Of course,” Sloane chuckled. “Why, I’m the very soul of ‘gentle’ persuasion. You know that, Finna.”

Sloane turned her attention back to Koda once more, her smile returning, and she shot him a broad wink before turning to look over her shoulder at the assembled warriors at her back.

“You all followed me because of who I am,” Sloane called in a loud voice. As she spoke, Koda heard his group finally arriving at his back and the quiet grumbling of his mates as they listened to the woman speaking.

“You left your homes to follow Thundering Sharphorn to war, in defense of your homes and your people,” Sloane continued, turning to address the group fully. “And I have brought you here. You stand before Koda Aegisclaw, Prime Champion of Thera Ivorycrown! The lost bloodline of champions has arisen again in our people’s time of need.”

Koda winced faintly as Sloane proclaimed everything without hesitation. While he hadn’t hidden who he was and who he represented, Koda had worked to keep it quiet until now.

But it was bound to come about soon anyway, Koda thought as he saw the looks of hope and excitement crossing the faces of the assembled braves that Sloane was addressing. Word was going to get out; I just have to hope that they know to keep things quiet for now.

“My sisters and I walk the world again because of him,” Sloane continued, her voice rumbling over the crowd. “And we serve Aegisclaw, he who was called to be the shield of our people. I won’t demand that you fight alongside us; that is a choice that all should be free to make themselves. But I feel that the time of a new age of heroes is upon the beastfolk tribes, so now is the time to carve out a new legacy and claw back some of what was lost!”

The assembled braves, even those that had already committed to fighting with Koda, gave a cheer at that. Everywhere Koda looked, he saw smiles, pride, and hope shining in different people’s faces.

Our people stand together.

The words floated up from Koda’s subconscious along with a similar image, but this time of thousands of armed and armored warriors roaring their approval before a battle on a hilly field. Before he could grasp it tighter, the memory fragmented and faded away.

“I brought these people here to fight under you,” Sloane said, turning her attention back to Koda with a savage grin. “I look forward to seeing what the future holds under you, Aegisclaw. In more ways than one.”

The lascivious hook to Sloane’s smile and the waggle of her eyebrows made sure Koda knew all the subtext she was implying.

“As long as they came of their own free will,” Koda said with a wry smile of his own. “I will not chain anyone to me against their will.”

Sloane gave him a slow nod, her chocolate brown eyes dancing in happiness as the cheers from the warriors around them grew louder in the twilight.


Chapter Nineteen




With the additional help of the warriors who came alongside Sloane, the coming battle changed from desperate to something far closer to fair. But even then, Koda wanted to stack the deck in their favor as much as he could.

Sloane was all for that idea, but the ancestral spirit of the aurochs was also insistent on ensuring the people with her had the best chance of survival, something they could both agree on easily.

So while Finna scouted the Crooked raiders’ camp out, Koda and Sloane put their heads together and Koda's mates mingled with the tribesfolk that had come with Sloane. Between their groups, they had several ideas that would work quite nicely.

With a plan in hand, they moved quickly to make the most of the advantage they had. Finna returned only an hour later with word that the Crooked had settled into a ravine only a few miles distant. Surprisingly, they were still unaware of the camp that lay directly in their path, with the trees providing enough screening to make it harder to spot.

Finna’s complaints about the lack of scouts securing the camp got a laugh out of Arthene and Sloane, the two other primal spirits familiar with the lapine woman’s irritations. Koda was just happy that their luck seemed to be holding out so far, while trying not to think about how much trouble could be on the horizon when that luck ran out.
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“Okay, gently now,” Sloane whispered as she and Koda set the large stone down on the ridge, several feet back from the ledge.

Finna was ready with several thick logs that she wedged into place to hold the boulder. Only once she slapped Koda lightly on the thigh did he relax and let the stone settle.

“There, that’s the last of the party favors,” Sloane murmured, her throaty voice thick with amusement.

One large hand came up to swipe the sweat from her brow, leaving her messy brown hair even further scattered. The auroch spirit had helped Koda guide the stones, surprising him with her strength still despite the fact she’d helped him place the other seven stones.

“Arthene has the logs ready on the north side,” Finna murmured into the night, her long ears bobbling back and forth slowly as she pulled a waterskin from her belt.

She uncorked it before offering the drink to Koda, which he accepted gratefully and drank deeply of the cool water. While his goddess-assisted strength was more than enough to handle the work, it didn’t make it any less labor-intensive.

“Good. And your little Sienna can handle the other side?” Sloane asked, accepting the waterskin that Koda offered her next. Koda’s brow wrinkled at the question and he opened his mouth to answer her sharply, when Finna cut him off.

“She said she can do it, so she will make it happen,” Finna said with a sharp nod that made her ears bounce. “Trust me on this. If any of Koda’s mates say they can do something, it’ll get done or they’ll die trying, mortal or not.”

Sloane finished her drink and corked the waterskin before passing it back to Finna.

“I hadn’t meant to imply she couldn’t do it,” Sloane said reassuringly. The earnestness in her tone did more to calm Koda’s anger than the words did. “I’m still surprised that she said she didn’t need any help to handle the southern exit of the ravine. That means we have more braves for the attack, which gives everyone a better chance of surviving.”

“Trust me on this,” Koda said with a low chuckle, his heart swelling with pride when he thought of his redheaded mate. “Sienna doesn’t need help in a location like this. If the ravine was narrower, she might have been able to handle them herself. We’ve clashed with the Crooked enough to know that they’ll take the path of least resistance, and I guarantee that Arthene’s route will be positively cozy compared to what Sienna will have waiting.”

Sloane lifted both hands in an ‘I surrender’ gesture, her smile wide enough that Koda could see it despite the darkness cloaking them.

“Fair enough. From what I’ve observed and what Thera has told me, you wouldn’t dare risk the life of one of your mates on pride, so I’ll trust in your words. Are you good on the plan? No last-minute changes you want to make?”

Koda shook his head, turning to look at the stone they’d just finished setting into place.

It’s really more of a boulder, isn’t it? He thought with a wry smirk. The stone had to be several thousand pounds and was easily the size of a small car. Its irregular shape meant that getting it rolling might be hard, but once it was moving, it’d be unpredictable. That would work in their favor, as the Crooked in its path wouldn’t be sure of which direction to run.

“Good. I’ll head to my station and get ready. Count to two hundred and kick us off—be sure to be loud so everyone knows.” Sloane fixed him with a stern look that Koda could feel despite the darkness shadowing her face. “I’ll be watching you tonight, Aegisclaw. I want to see how well you fight nowadays, so I can help you tame that wild savagery you’ve made work so far. Rage and fury can get you far, but when I’m done with you, you’ll be so much more than a tiger in a pit. You’ll be a maneater that drinks the blood of anyone who threatens your family.”

Sloane punctuated her statement by punching Koda lightly in the shoulder as she walked past him. The blow looked effortless, but it rocked Koda, nearly throwing him on his ass from the casual strength and skill with which it was applied.

Grunting in surprise and stumbling to catch himself, Koda watched as Sloane disappeared into the shadows a moment later, her long bovine tail flicking in amusement from where it escaped her pleated wool skirt. The rumbling approval of her statement that welled up from his inner beast paired well with the way her swaying hips dragged his eyes after her, despite the dull ache of her blow.

“Such a rough one,” Finna murmured, though the affection in her tone meant that Koda knew she was smiling without even having to look at her.

Turning back to the tall rabbit woman, Koda smiled up at her.

“I look forward to seeing what she can teach me,” Koda said, keeping his tone as low as possible. “Anything to help keep those important to me safe.”

Turning his attention to the edge of the ravine that stood a dozen feet away from them, Koda listened to the distant rumbling and jabbering of the Crooked forces camped below.

He didn’t react when Finna stepped up to his side, the warmth radiating from her firm body washing over him as the amazonian beauty carefully set an arm around his shoulders. Koda only reacted when she gently drew him into her side, leaning into Finna with the same easy familiarity that they’d had during the long winter days while sitting up in the mountains.

The two didn’t need to talk. Their bodies spoke in an instinctive language of affection and familiarity. Finna knew Koda counted her as one of those ‘precious’ to him, and had for a while. They’d just been waiting for the right moment. With their skirmishes against the Crooked taking up so much time over the last few weeks, there hadn’t been the right moment.

But as Koda counted down in his head, the texture of the boulder under his hand rough, he couldn’t help but smile in anticipation of welcoming this gentle giant at his back into his growing family. Finna’s hand shifting to rub the base of his neck affectionately told him she was looking forward to that time just as much as he was.

Koda counted to two-hundred-and-fifty to be sure Sloane could get into position before he blew out his breath through his mouth.

“Time?” Finna asked, shifting at his back and pulling away when he steadied himself.

“Yup. Let’s get this ball rolling. The sooner we handle this problem, the sooner we can get back to shadowing the main force of Crooked. I’m worried that they are going to fragment off more raiders while we are busy.”

“Possible, but doubtful. We’ve been keeping them under pressure long enough that the morale has got to be low in their camps,” Finna reassured him, flipping open the leather case on her bow and removing the well-loved weapon with the ease of practice.

Finna strung her weapon in a smooth series of gestures that looked more like she was dancing in place than readying a deadly weapon. Within three seconds of starting, she had her bow ready and an arrow on the string.

Koda took a moment to appreciate the lithe form of the lapine woman in the dim light of the moon before turning his attention back to the camp and the rock in front of him. They could have waited longer; there were still Crooked up and moving, but it was better to strike now while they had the advantage than to draw it out and risk a perimeter scout catching them.

Their overconfidence in light of how much we’ve been harassing them is worrying, Koda thought, squatting down behind the boulder and gripping the stone.

A moment of focus and a flash of ruby-red fire left him clad in his totemic armor, the claws of his bladed gauntlets digging into the stone with deep grinding sounds.

Hard to be sure if it actually is overconfidence, or just another bit of madness possessing the Crooked, Koda thought as he braced and then heaved.

The boulder shifted upwards to give it just enough room for Finna to kick the branches bracing it out of the way. Letting the boulder settle down once more, Koda drew in his breath, filling his lungs with air, and dove into the connection he felt that tied him to the sleeping beast in his soul.

Following the chains that tied him to that ancient bloodline, Koda firmly gripped one of those chains with his mind and gave it a rattle, and then a yank. The darkness stirred and the beast within his soul growled at being roused, its anger rapidly turning towards the nearby threat as the stink of the Crooked’s camp filled his nostrils.

Rising from the shadowed depths of Koda’s soul came a righteous fury at the nearby threat, only held in check because Koda was readying to strike out to end it. That crescendo of strength rippled up through his soul as Koda hefted the stone up into the air, letting it fall back into his chest to balance it for the moment. The weight of the massive stone on his chest pressed the bellow of fury out of his lungs as he strode forward, his feet sinking into the turf with the weight.

The roar echoed over the ravine, the bestial exultation of rage and challenge ringing in the night so loudly that it silenced all else around it.

And in that silence, Koda reached the end of his short set of strides and heaved the boulder into the air.

The echoes of his roar of challenge were still bouncing along the ravine when the shouts of fear and alert rose from the Crooked camp. The echoes had only begun to fade when those shouts turned into screams of surprise and pain, as the massive boulder landed amongst the Crooked’s tents with an almighty crash and it tumbled through the night, leaving a line of wreckage behind it.

Seven more boulders tumbled down the ravine walls, spinning and gathering speed as they descended. Sloane mirrored Koda’s heaving throw, aimed for the center of the camp. The other six had been set up with levers and a half-dozen strong bull beastfolk to get them moving.

In the rumbling, crashing, screaming chaos that followed, most didn’t notice the rippling in the earth, as Sienna’s earth magic sealed one end of the ravine. Only those close to it heard the crash of falling timber as Arthene tipped a stack of logs into her side of the ravine as well.

“Archers!” Koda bellowed at the top of his lungs. Again, the sound rolled out over the chaos of the camp and cut through it like a knife through paper.

All around the camp on the upper edges of the ravine, dozens of small flames flickered into existence as anyone with a projectile weapon readied fire arrows.

“Fire!” Koda roared a second later.

The screeches of surprise from the Crooked took on a more desperate tone as the flaming arrows began setting tents alight towards the side of the camp that Sienna was sealing up.

Three more volleys of flaming arrows came rapidly after the first, marching in ranks toward the middle of the camp. The screams of the Crooked were soon joined by the dissonant blatting of a signal horn from the camp.

Koda grinned down at the chaos they’d wreaked. He had no idea how many of the Crooked they’d killed in their surprise attack, but even the organized ranks of the warrior-caste Crooked were falling apart as arrows, javelins, and thrown stones fell into their ranks from all directions.

Just as they’d hoped and planned, the panicking masses ran away from the tents. The advancing ranks of burning arrows urged them west, towards Arthene’s partially blocked entrance and the bulk of the ready warriors.

To his left, Finna’s bow sang a steady rhythm as arrow after arrow arced from the polished weapon. Koda could only track the flight of a few of the arrows; they whipped through the air so fast. But each one fired brought down a Crooked in armor.

The lapine warrior was deadly with her aim. He saw arrows find the gaps in armor, eye slits in helmets, and holes in cover. Each shaft reaped a life with the deadly precision of a machine stitching a line through fabric.

A discordant bellow of anger came from the center of the camp. Koda spotted the gnarled form of a Crooked champion, wielding a crude greatsword that looked more like a carving knife in its style than a sword. The creature had on a rusted bucket helmet to protect its head, but its twisted shoulders and thick torso were bare in the fire's light.

The champion snarled when one of Finna’s arrows hit its helmet; the shaft shattered on the pitted steel and sent splinters of wood and metal into its torso. But the champion began barking orders in its warbling voice to bring order to the chaos.

“I think not,” Koda snapped, bending to snatch up one of the thick tree limbs that had been used to brace his boulder.

Throwing the thick limb overhand like an axe, Koda aimed it toward the Crooked champion. However, the stick was not meant for precision throwing and missed the creature. It did slam into the back of another Crooked nearby, sending it to the ground where it didn’t stir again. Koda could still call that a win.

“Time to beat the bushes and drive the game,” Finna urged. “I’ll support you from up here. Go cause some chaos, champion!”

Koda took three steps and launched himself from the lip of the ridge. The wind of his passage caught his long, midnight-black hair and made it billow behind him like a pair of spread wings.

The drop from the upper edge of the ridge to the ground below was a good thirty feet, but Koda was not afraid. Soaring through the air to fall upon his enemies like a bolt of lightning from on high just felt right.

Landing, Koda allowed his momentum to carry him forward into a roll over one shoulder before bounding upright with a roar of challenge amongst the burning tents.

A straggler appeared to be trying frantically to put out the flames on their tent, not realizing that they’d been left behind. The Crooked was using what appeared to be a mangy jacket of boiled leather to beat at the burning canvas.

Koda’s claws tore through the back of his neck, sending the twisted creature tumbling face-first into the flames.

Wasting no time, Koda snatched the bent sword off ‌ his dead enemy, whirling to throw it overhand at another Crooked warrior in rusty chain armor.

The soldier-Crooked threw himself backwards, and only the handle of the twisted sword hit him. But it still connected with enough force to break bones with a dry snap in the creature’s shoulder.

Koda was already moving, a bestial roar echoing from his lips as he pounced after the flying blade. The Crooked didn’t have time to fall before the razor-sharp claws that protruded from the tips of Koda’s gauntlets tore into his chest, filleting the Crooked like a fish.

Fire, smoke, and enemies filled Koda’s vision as he drove into the enemy camp like a spear on this flank. He could hear the deep, basso bellows of Sloane as she did the same from the other flank, as well as the higher but no less fierce calls of the smaller groups of braves striking surgically into the enemy from either side.

They’d planned it all out, softening the enemy with the thrown boulders, panicking them with the fire arrows while entrapping them in the ravine, before driving them into a panicked stampede into the weaker—at a glance—of the two barricades where the bulk of their forces waited behind defensive embankments.

Sloane had expressed her pride in Koda earlier, for coming up with most of it. She’d been the one to suggest lightning strikes from their strongest fighters to drive the Crooked into a rout, though—a rout that would drive half-equipped and panicking enemies to their deaths.

Koda had one goal right now, though: sow as much discord in the enemy ranks and kill any champions or commanders he could find. Their strategy would only work as long as the Crooked didn’t form up. The walls of the ravine were not sheer; it was possible to climb them if one tried or was motivated, so they had to push hard to keep their enemies off-balance.

Bounding forward, Koda snarled as he landed on the shoulders of one Crooked warrior, riding the creature to the ground as if they were a skateboard. His prey’s squeal of fear was silenced with a loud crunch, as Koda pushed off of it with all his weight, crushing the creature’s ribcage even as he bounded away.

The smoke was clearing, telling Koda that he was ahead of the line of burning tents now. An arrow zipped past him, crossing over his left shoulder to spear into the throat of a shield-bearing Crooked warrior who had just come around another line of tents towards him with a blood-stained morning-star in his hand.

“Thanks, Finna,” Koda murmured, his voice thick with battle-rage. Snatching the weapon from the dying fingers of the Crooked, he slammed the spiked mace down on the creature’s head to end it as the guttural and dissonant voice of a Crooked champion cut through the smoke, speaking in their odd sing-song fashion.

“Get in line—your hearts are mine! We must break through, or they’ll slaughter you!”

Spinning in place, Koda heaved the morning-star towards the voice through the smoke. He didn’t wait to hear if he hit his opponent, instead lunging after the spinning weapon.

An angry bellow followed a yelp of pain, then Koda was through the smoke.

The same helmeted champion he’d seen earlier was standing with almost two dozen of the armored and better-equipped soldier-Crooked around him. One of the armored Crooked was writhing in the grass, the spiked head of the morning-star buried in his back.

Koda didn’t waste words on a challenge—every time he heard one of these twisted creatures talk, it made his brain itch, like ants infested his skull. Instead, Koda launched himself towards the closest enemy.

The champion stood inside a circle of soldiers, so Koda needed to cut through them to get to his target. To their credit, the soldier-Crooked reacted to the threat with surprising speed now that they weren’t panicking.

Three of them presented pumpkin-shaped round-shields of gnarled wood while the others readied weapons, and one lifted a bizarre crossbow that had three limbs rather than two.

Even as Koda was still closing the distance to the shield bearers, one of Finna’s arrows struck the crossbow bearer in the elbow. The shot tore through the joint, knocking the creature's aim off and causing the weapon to misfire, sending a jagged metal bolt into the back of one of the shield-bearers instead of at Koda.

Seeing the opening when the shield-bearer thrashed and screamed at the injury, Koda juked to one side and spun to drive his shoulder into the shield, just to the left of the center boss.

The flat plane of wood gave an almighty crunch as it gave under Koda’s armored shoulder before slamming back into the warrior’s face. A twist of his hips, and he sent the injured and dying Crooked flying away from the other two, while slapping out with his left-hand claws to shove the still-standing soldier off balance.

Yelping in surprise, Koda’s swipe also threw off the hacking sword blow that had been aimed at him; the strike only hit air.

Planting his right foot, Koda turned back to his left in a spin, putting his shoulder and hips into a close-fisted blow that tore a chunk out of the side of his opponents shield before crashing into the armored faceplate of the soldier’s helmet and sending him tumbling away in a cloud of blood.

In this time, two more of Finna’s arrows had arced into the crowd of soldiers, each one claiming a life.

“Kill and slay!” roared the Crooked champion. The muscle-bound creature’s fury was fierce, but its bellows sounded frail as they fought past the thunder of blood in Koda’s ears.

The third and last shield-bearing Crooked tried to press forward, punching out with his shield to shove Koda off-balance.

Instead, Koda met that punch with his left hand held flat, palm down. The wickedly sharp totemic bone claws on that hand punched right through the shield before Koda closed his hand and bodily tore it away from its wielder. He followed that up with an open-handed slap with his right hand, sending rusted iron rings in all directions as he tore through the chain hauberk the Crooked was wearing and sent his guts spilling onto the ground.

The champion’s angry yelling turned into a pained yelp when Finna seized the moment of distraction and sent an arrow into the Crooked champion’s shoulder, drawing the eyes of the remaining soldiers.

Not wanting to waste the chance, Koda pushed off and threw himself at the Crooked champion as it tried to yank the arrow from its flesh with one hand while warding him off with its sword in the other.

Koda batted the crude greatsword aside, sending sparks up from the stone and bone armor on the back of his right arm while throwing the damaged shield he still had in his left hand right in the Crooked’s face.

Wood rang against metal like a struck gong, sending the Crooked champion stumbling back and nearly falling.

Koda heard another zip-thunk of an arrow striking a target, followed by a gurgling scream of pain as Finna continued to cover his rear.

Letting the momentum of his throw carry him into a spin, Koda turned towards the deflected greatsword and snatched at it with both hands. The totemic gauntlets on his hands protected him from its chipped edge. The Crooked was so stunned by the assault that he lost his grip on the weapon.

Holding it midway down the blade with one hand, Koda slid his other further down to grip one spur of the hilt as he spun in a circle. Finishing his turn, he drove the blade point first into the Crooked champion’s gut, using his left hand on the hilt to power the thrust while he guided it with his right.

The Crooked’s twisted flesh actually resisted the thrust for half a second, whatever foul blessings it had gone through protecting it like it had armor on. But Koda’s fury would not be denied. He gave another roar of challenge as the blade parted skin and bit deeply.

Carrying through with the thrust, Koda wrenched with his hips, then ran the other champion through with his own sword through the gut until the other champion lay pinned to the ground like a butterfly in a box.

Seeing a familiar glimmer of blood-caked metal nearby, Koda whirled to snatch up the morning-star from where it lay only a few feet away before turning and bringing it down on the wheezing, helmeted head of the dying Crooked champion.

Three blows later, his opponent went limp, the helmet folded almost in half around the spiked metal.

Spinning towards the remaining warrior-caste Crooked, Koda found them in full retreat. Four more bodies had joined those on the ground with arrows protruding from faces, necks, and chests.

Seeing his enemies fleeing before him, Koda felt another bestial roar welling up inside him as he gave chase.


Chapter Twenty




The plan worked surprisingly well. Koda found and eliminated three more Crooked champions that had accompanied the raiding force, with Sloane handling another three herself. Finna killed two with her arrows, and Arthene claimed three herself at the barricades.

Sienna claimed well over three dozen kills at her end of the ravine—Crooked that had tried to circle back around the fires to get out that way but fell prey to her earth magic. Samira and Calandra had spent most of the fight doing all they could to keep their own side alive.

The beastfolk under Koda’s command fought brilliantly, though enthusiasm got the better of a few younger ones, ending up in a handful of lives lost and some injuries, but nowhere near the death count they had wreaked upon the Crooked.

Those that survived were better for it, seeing the cost of overconfidence in their friends who would not return home.

Searching through the camp in the aftermath revealed just how little food the Crooked had with them, and how successful Koda’s guerrilla fighting had been in reducing their supplies over the last few weeks.

“They are going to be getting desperate,” Sloane rumbled as they met the following morning to talk.

Sienna and Samira had worked together, with the caracal woman calling water into the soil of the ravine and making it easier to shape while Sienna opened the earth up to swallow the dead Crooked. Koda consecrated the ground, ensuring that none of the tainted magic that infested the twisted creatures would remain behind.

“That’s good,” Koda said with a sigh, rolling his shoulder gently to test the bandage covering a shallow gash on his deltoid.

The last champion he’d faced down had ambushed him and gotten a narrow dagger like a fillet knife into a gap in his armor, but hadn’t been able to do more than lightly gash him before Koda had spun and broken the dagger.

“Desperate people make mistakes, which we are going to need to win this,” Sienna interjected tiredly, shooting Koda a ‘knock it off’ look as he kept testing the injury.

“Do we need to win this?” Finna asked earnestly. “I thought the plan was to steer the Crooked army into the baron’s forces and let him deal with them?”

Koda’s grimace told everyone present it wasn’t that simple. Sloane spoke up first, having a guess at what was on Koda’s mind.

“We have no way of knowing what the baron’s plans or intentions are here. You all have filled me in on what you know, and it’s all secondhand knowledge. If he’s truly marching an expeditionary force to the south, then what is to say that they don’t plan on trying to build a fort out in the southern plains to extend the baron’s reach?”

“That is my concern as well,” Koda sighed, rubbing his face tiredly with one hand and wincing when the motion sent a twinge through his injury.

Sienna, having had enough of watching Koda poke at his wound and not be mindful of it, pushed off from the tree she’d been leaning against tiredly and grabbed his injured arm. Gently but firmly, Sienna wrapped herself around that arm to trap it against her body and carefully leaned her head against his biceps.

The pressure of Sienna leaning into him made the injury ache faintly, but keeping Koda from moving about and making it worse clearly balanced that in the tired wolfish woman’s mind.

Calandra, seated on a nearby rock, shot Sienna a wide grin and an approving thumbs-up. The dwarven woman was fiddling with her armor, which was showing more than a few dings and cuts from the battle. She’d gotten through it without injury, but it was clear her armor was showing its value.

“So we can’t count on the baron to handle it, and we also have no idea how a clash between the two armies would fare,” Koda said, rubbing at his eyes tiredly. After the adrenaline high of the battle, it felt like there was sand packed into his eye sockets and he was struggling to focus them properly.

Gonna need to pass out for some sleep soon, Koda thought grimly. We pushed hard to get ahead of the raiders, then fought through the night. If I’m tired, then Sienna, Calandra, and Samira are probably about dead on their feet.

Since Sienna was hanging on to his arm to stay upright in her exhaustion, and he could see the bags under Calandra’s eyes from here, Koda searched out Samira to check on his newest mate.

The caracal woman was tucked into Arthene’s side, ears and tail limp as she used the large bear woman as a pillow while dozing upright. Blood marked her cheeks and speckled her clothes, but Samira had no injuries on her. It looked like she’d just passed out from exhaustion the moment she’d felt the comfort of someone she trusted.

“We need to rest,” Koda said firmly, interrupting the quiet discussion between Sloane and Finna. “All of us are tired, and we need time to think. This was a win, but we’ll need to keep the pressure up on the Crooked.”

“That is fair,” Sloane said with an easy nod, a small smile softening her features. “Your people need to be well-rested to be effective.”

“I’m more worried about their wellbeing than their combat-readiness,” Koda counted sourly, nodding towards the collection of pyres that sat on the near-side of the ridge.

As soon as the fighting had concluded, they’d gathered the fallen and laid them to rest as best they could. No one had even suggested burying them here on this land that held the dead Crooked, so they had constructed pyres to send their spirits on to Thera, while Sienna and Samira had set the earth to devouring the Crooked camp.

“Losing friends and family will weigh on them. As far as we can tell, there aren’t any villages in their path. By the time they realize this raiding party isn’t returning, it’ll be too late for them to turn back and look for them,” Koda said with a gesture in the direction the Crooked army still marched.

“I’ll see if a few of the quicker hunters will keep an eye on the army for a bit,” Sloane said with a firm nod. “I’d normally suggest Finna handle it, but she’s looking as tired as the rest of us.”

“Let them know to take it easy. This isn’t a sprint right now; it’s a marathon,” Koda advised, earning him another smile from Sloane as the horned woman dipped her head in his direction.

“It’ll do them good to hear that their champion is concerned for their health and well-being. I’m happy that you are proving every word I told them about you before,” Sloane said easily, her hands gripping her wide belt while she studied Koda.

“Hyping me up to the recruits?” Koda questioned with a quirked eyebrow.

Sloane shook her head, her smile not fading in the slightest.

“No—giving them hope. These people have held to the old stories of our people for centuries, and many hoped that something would change, that maybe one of Thera’s ‘daughters’ would rise up to avenge her.”

Sloane pointedly gestured toward herself, then Arthene, and finally Finna before she continued.

“Anything to salve the old wound of losing our homes and country. Many never thought Thera would return, but far more didn’t even question it when I showed up and asked for their help in addressing a threat. Knowing that Thera was rising and that the lost bloodline of heroes walked the world once more…”

Sloane shook her big head slowly, her horns slashing the air like a pair of raised fingers indicating a point.

“That gave them even more hope—meeting you, and seeing how fiercely you fought, throwing down enemy champions that would have slaughtered them and claiming victory in Thera’s name. You are powerful, honorable, and clearly devoted to our people. The only thing that would make them love you more is if you hurried up and produced an heir to prevent the bloodline from vanishing once more.”

Sloane added the last part with an even broader grin and a waggle of her eyebrows in Koda’s direction. A faint blush actually started on Koda’s cheeks hearing her describe him like that. He wanted to argue, to say he wasn’t that special, but he couldn’t bring himself to do it. There was a fine line between being properly humble and stepping over the line into denial.

If my people looking up to me helps them survive this, then I’ll do my damnedest to ensure I’m the kind of person they can be proud of, Koda thought wryly, leaning over to brush his cheek against Sienna’s pointed wolf ears idly. This got a happy murmur from the exhausted wolf woman, but she didn’t release his arm.

“I’m working on that last one,” Koda said, meeting Sloane’s wiggling eyebrows with a smirk of his own.

“Hell yes he is,” snorted Calandra without a single ounce of shame, getting a chorus of giggles from Koda’s other three mates.

“And I’m already looking forward to taking my shot at it as well,” Sloane said bluntly, her smile widening just a touch.

“Get in line,” Finna interrupted, her voice pointed from her spot just behind Koda. “I was here first, Sharphorn.”

“Oh, I wouldn’t dream of trying to jump in line,” Sloane reassured the lapine primal spirit, her smile not dimming in the slightest. “I was rather impressed with our Koda’s fighting last night. Between that and knowing he can handle Arthene,” Sloane released her grip on her belt to hook a thumb at the grinning bear spirit, “then I think he can actually give me what I want.”

“Which is?” Koda asked, his curiosity getting the better of him.

“A challenge,” Sloane said with a shrug. “I don’t want a mate who is just good to look at. I want one who is right beside me through the blood and the laughter. You’ve got that potential, and I can teach you the rest. I’m sure your other mates will be happy if your survival chances improve, too.”

That got a round of murmured agreement from all the women present, and Koda didn’t bother disputing it. He was actually looking forward to some earnest training to bring his instincts more under control so he could better direct himself.

Right now, I fight like a rabid wolverine, all sharp edges and rage, Koda thought grimly. If I can become the maneater she described before—a cunning beast that hunts the most dangerous of game—then it’s even more likely that I’ll survive long enough to see those kids we are hoping for.

“Koda,” Sloane’s voice interrupted his thoughts, and he glanced up at the horned woman questioningly. “Thera told me before I came here that it would take time and a bit of luck for you to cement your bloodline. It’s part of why I stepped up—to help train you to survive. But tell me straight, have you figured out what beast is hiding inside your bloodline?”

The question came so bluntly that Koda didn’t even know how to respond to it. He saw all the other girls turn their attention to him questioningly, and he knew that they’d been wondering the same thing. Even Sienna shifted against his side and peeked up at him through her bangs.

It’d been something he’d spent quite a bit of time considering over the winter. Those long hours spent gazing out over the snow-cloaked landscape, discussions he’d had with Finna, and meditation had all yielded nothing. But he knew each time he did it he drew closer and closer to understanding it.

“Thera doesn’t know?” Koda said, wanting to buy himself time to get his suddenly whirling mind back on track.

“If my Lady knows, she didn’t tell me,” Sloane said with a shrug, her large chocolate eyes not looking away from Koda. “There were a few different groups that got separated during the cataclysm. You could be tied to any of those who had trouble and vanished into the portals. Or your beast could be far older as well.”

“What does that mean?” Koda asked sharply, something in her words ringing in his head as the ghosts of ancient memories whispered through his mind like windblown fog.

Sloane studied him for a long moment before glancing towards Finna with a questioning look.

“You didn’t tell him yet?”

“No,” Finna answered without hesitation. “I’ve been focusing on teaching him the history of our peoples and building trust. I didn’t think it mattered.”

“Didn’t think what mattered?” Koda pressed, irritated that someone had withheld something from him. But he still felt the need to speak up in Finna’s defense so he continued. “Finna taught me plenty already, and I can’t say that I’ve had an easy time trying to reach back along the connections to figure this out.”

“The bloodline of Thera’s priests and champions is chimeric in nature,” Sloane answered without looking at Koda; instead she half-glared at Finna, clearly annoyed that the lapine woman hadn’t spoken on this. “What that means is that it flows through all the tribes that unite under Thera—the wolf, bear, fox, deer, bison and more. It means that if both parents were of the ancient bloodline, their offspring might be from a different tribe. A pair of wolves might produce a bear or an elk just as likely as they would be to produce another wolf.”

“So even if we knew what my ancestors were, that means I could tie to any of the tribes,” Koda said with a gusty sigh, his irritation fading.

“Which is why I didn’t think it was important,” Finna insisted. “Knowing that the information would be useless doesn’t help him now.”

“But there are tribes that have died out that might still be his beast,” Sloane said sharply.

The silence that followed that was heavy, and Koda glanced back at Finna to see the lapine woman grimacing, but nodding in agreement with Sloane’s statement.

“I hadn’t considered that part, especially since some of them died out long before the cataclysm,” Finna said quietly.

Sloane’s hard expression softened rapidly, as did her tone when she continued.

“The herd is everything to me, Finna. That’s why I mentioned it. It’s part of my nature, as surely as Arthene’s is guarding the den and yours is the wanderlust you carry. And part of the herd is the memory of those who have gone before.”

Finna didn’t speak, instead acknowledging the point with a bob of her head that sent her long rabbit ears waving.

“Well, that’s great,” Koda grumbled playfully, trying to inject a bit of levity into the moment. “So now I have ancient proto-species I have to consider while seeking my bloodline roots? Is it possible I’m descended from dragons, then?”

He made the suggestion in jest, but Sloane, Arthene, and Finna immediately shook their heads in the negative.

“No, dragon is definitely out. Their blood runs in the drak’nar from Ormi Bluescale, may he rest in warmth and peace. No dragons ever submitted to Thera, and she considered Ormi a friend, so she would never have sought to take one from him,” Finna said without hesitation.

Sloane picked up right as the lapine woman finished, continuing in a similar thread.

“But there are more than a few ancient beasts that tied themselves to Thera. It’s how most of us came into her service. None of the primal spirits are actually her daughters. We simply call her that as she is the wild nature inside all of us, a primal tie that allowed us to create the beastfolk in our image. Some of the great beasts died out, their souls claimed in ancient conflicts, and their people faded with them. But every so often, one of those ancients makes a reappearance.”

Sloane said that while giving Koda a meaningful look for several seconds before transferring her attention back to Finna.

“Have you taken him on a spirit-journey? It might help him find the connection, and the more that grows, the better his chances of securing his bloodline.”

“We haven’t had time,” Finna answered with another grimace. “I’d hoped we’d have time after winter, but the Crooked moving, as well as the baron’s army…”

“We don’t have time to wait for the perfect moment,” Sloane insisted with a snort before turning her liquid chocolate gaze to him once more. “Koda, it’s up to you if you want to do it. A spirit-journey might reveal secrets about your past or give you new strength to draw on, but they aren’t simple or safe to do.”

“And trying to go on one while we chase an enemy army isn’t a mistake?” Koda asked dryly, drawing a smirk onto Sloane’s lips.

“No more so than risking a trip into the mountains to find stonecracker leopard bones to fight trolls with,” Sloane drawled, and Koda bit back a chuckle of his own.

“Hey, that worked out just fine!” protested Arthene.

“Yeah, but you also risked those trolls absolutely leveling the village you were supposed to be protecting,” Sloane shot back with a shrug. “I’m not saying it was bad, just that it was a choice that you made. It could have turned out badly, but you got lucky. The same applies here.”

“I’ll give it some thought,” Koda said after silence descended between them.

“I’m kicking myself for not thinking to do it over the winter,” Finna grumbled, her ears wilting to either side in frustration as she glared at the ground. “It would have been the perfect time for it.”

“But maybe not the right place,” Sloane countered with raised eyebrows. “A spirit-journey is an amalgamation of multiple factors. It may not have been the right time either, but now that Koda knows about it, he can make that call.”

“True enough,” Finna admitted in resignation.

Knowing that they would likely continue to chase the subject in circles, Koda decided for the moment.

“Let’s get back to camp so everyone can sleep. They’ve all earned a rest. If a few who have the energy can keep track of the Crooked to alert us if any more break off from the main group, we’ll be able to rest and then catch up and keep shadowing them later today or tomorrow. Our priority is ensuring that they don’t stumble across any innocents; our second is weakening the Crooked forces as much as possible.”

A glance around the group at the others showed they all agreed with Koda’s assessment, at least those that were still awake.

Samira’s tuft-tipped ears wiggled in her sleep and she mumbled quietly, nuzzling further into Arthene’s full breast, much to the bear spirit’s amusement.

Seeing that no one had any complaints, Koda gave them a nod, and the group broke up to get the last of the work done before they could rest.


Chapter Twenty-One




Koda’s small army only rested for half-a-day before hurrying to catch back up with the Crooked forces.

Not for the first time, Koda thanked his lucky stars for Calandra and her wind magic. The dwarven woman was able to grant enough of a boost to their mass of troops to allow them to move at a fast march with the same effort as an easy walk. This allowed them to catch up with the much slower-moving Crooked army, which was constrained by their slowest moving troops, the conscripts.

Within a day of travel, they were once more moving in the shadow of the Crooked forces, keeping watch for any more expeditionary or raiding groups while hounding the army to further weaken them.

Managing the larger groups of soldiers was more complicated than Koda had expected. He hadn’t considered how many day-to-day details there were to manage a fighting force—everything from ensuring everyone had food, to keeping the camp organized, and not doing anything that might reveal them to enemy scouts.

“Fire out on the plains is visible for miles, and smoke trails for even more,” Sloane explained on a regular basis. “This is why we only have a handful of fires that are communal, rather than every group camping having their own fire. It’s also far better to do these recessed fires, even though it takes longer to prepare them.”

Koda stared down at the odd little arrangement that Sloane had insisted they use ever since she’d joined the group. The fire itself was in a deep pit in the ground, with another hole dug at an angle to the hole that caught and channeled the wind blowing over the plains into the fire. It resulted in a small but quite hot fire for cooking that shed little light.

“I swear I’ve seen this style of firepit before,” Koda murmured thoughtfully, thinking back to the television shows he’d seen in the past about survival camping. He couldn’t remember what they were called, but the style of fire was familiar.

“Many of the plains folk use them, especially during times where the wind is blowing hard,” Sloane explained with a gentle smile as she gestured around them to where her forces were settling in for the night. She’d come over to correct him quietly when she saw Koda and his forces preparing to camp for the night. “Many don’t think about or remember the other purposes of old habits, especially with things having been relatively peaceful for so long.”

Koda knew she was saying that to soften the blow, because every time they’d had a normal fire they had been taking a risk that was unnecessary. There was likely truth to the fact that many people had just forgotten or not considered it, but it still bothered him that such simple ideas were ignored.

If we are going to survive through this, we need to know more and not lose track of these old tactics, Koda thought as he studied the tiny dancing flames captured within the fire hole.

Dakota fire hole! That’s what it’s called! The thought struck Koda and brought a smile to his face.

“Thanks for letting me know, Sloane. Please point out any other things that you think I might need to know,” Koda said, looking up at the bigger woman.

Her gentle smile spread into a full-on grin and she nodded, her horns whipping through the air with a soft whine. The large woman crossed her arms, shelving her large breasts in the tight confines of her linen shirt as she studied Koda from the top of his head to his toes.

“I shouldn’t be surprised, but I am,” Sloane said after a long moment.

“About?” Koda asked, tilting his head to one side.

“You’re taking this so well. Many men in positions of power don’t enjoy having their mistakes pointed out,” she answered, shifting her position to reach forward and brush Koda’s bangs out of his face.

Used to Arthene’s casual grooming, Koda didn’t flinch as Sloane’s big fingers worked a strand of grass free of his hair. Instead, he just shrugged at her, not losing his smile.

Support came from an entirely different angle, though not an unexpected one.

“Koda is far better than that,” Finna said, coming up from behind Koda on silent feet and slinging an arm around the champion’s shoulders with a familiar ease. “He’s only concerned with ensuring his people are safe. Right, Koda?”

“Family is everything,” Koda answered without even flinching at the lapine spirit’s familiarity. “It’s the one thing that I’ve always wished for, and the one thing that I will fight the hardest to protect now that I have it.”

Koda’s words were apparently just what Sloane was hoping to hear. She dropped the bit of grass she’d pulled out of his black locks, then gently mussed his hair with one large hand.

“Then we will have to do all that we can to make sure you are equipped to handle any problems that come along. I can appreciate the desire to guard the herd with everything you have.”

“I’m counting on it,” Koda said, making a face in mock-annoyance at the mess Sloane had made of his hair. “Now, you said you wanted to train me to fight?”

Sloane’s happy grin took on a wicked tilt, and Finna gave an amused snort.

“You’re in for it now,” Finna murmured, mussing his hair even more as she leaned back from him. “I’ll let the others know where you are so Sienna and the girls don’t worry.”

“I won’t break our champion,” Sloane promised. “Much.”

“Life hasn’t broken me yet,” Koda replied, rolling his shoulders to loosen up. “If this better prepares me to protect my family, then I’ll do anything.”

“Good, keep that attitude. It’ll help you when things get tough,” Sloane said approvingly before gesturing for him to follow her.
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Sloane’s training was harsh—there was no other way around it—but necessary.

Koda had been leaning into his goddess-granted strength and agility, relying on his instinctive knowledge of how to use the clawed gauntlets as weapons, for months now. Sloane had to first break him of bad habits and then build him back up properly.

That started with physical training; Sloane was more than happy to scale the challenge to match the boosts Koda had received from Thera, as well as his own troll-slayer feats. That he had so much more strength and endurance didn’t make it impossible to wear him out—it just made it take longer.

They always waited until they made camp‌ after shadowing the Crooked forces all day. While the troops rested and made dinner, Koda and Sloane would separate off to find the largest stone possible and he would lift, carry, juggle, and maneuver the stone in different ways to improve and balance his natural muscular strength with the magical and spiritual enhancements.

Only after Koda spent an hour or more exhausting himself did Sloane begin with the combat training. She taught him holds, grips, throws, and restraints. She was a one-woman wrecking crew with her bare hands, defeating Koda in every spar they had despite actually being weaker than him.

Often, one or more of the girls would tag along to watch or join in, with Calandra most often volunteering to throw down with one of the two juggernauts in a wrestling match. Koda was fairly certain that Calandra did it as often as she did because she enjoyed being over-matched by Koda physically, but she never came out and said it.

Koda did everything he could ‌to learn from Sloane. Committing every lesson to memory, he worked with his instinctive knowledge of using his claws as weapons to adapt different grips and holds in his mind.

Sloane taught him how to meet the charge of a far larger opponent and redirect it while landing a few punishing blows. Koda’s claws‌ were weapons that were best suited to creating small but continuous wounds that would bleed an opponent out, allowing the stacking damage to be what ended them.

Koda asked why they didn’t start each day with a workout as well, but Sloane was quick to confirm his suspicions that it was so he wouldn’t be too tired if they had to clash with the Crooked.

The two forces continued to integrate, with the Waterrock tribe sharing stories of what they’d seen and the abilities of the small group of ladies around Koda. No one questioned whether they were exceptional, but when the stories made the rounds, even the energetic and somewhat childish Samira was treated with a great deal of respect by the braves.

The Crooked army took no more chances, though; no more raiding groups separated off, only small hunting groups to provide supplies for the force. That less than a third of those hunting groups returned to the Crooked army had to further demoralize their forces.

“It’s a wonder that they haven’t tried to turn and find us,” Koda said, his tone even despite the multi-ton stone he was pressing over his head. The irregular, coffin-shaped stone rose and fell in the air while Sloane balanced on top of it, one leg crossed over the other.

“There has to be something driving them forward,” he continued. “We’ve talked about it before, but I agree it is strange that they are so willing to take losses when it would only take a moment to turn and handle the threat at their rear.”

“If they could catch us,” Sloane said with a throaty chuckle, shading her eyes with one hand as she looked out towards where the Crooked camped. “With our scouts always watching and our mages with us, it would take a miracle—or a disaster—to catch us by surprise.”

“Yes, but they also can’t have much choice anymore,” Finna countered while Koda continued to pump away with the boulder. “Their supplies have to be nearly entirely played out. We wiped out their raiders; it’s been over a week since we destroyed that group, so they have to know that they aren’t coming back. Their wagon trains have been waylaid and burned. What are they eating?”

“What do you think?” Sloane replied darkly.

Koda felt his gut twist at the implications. Feeding a force of thousands required supplies, and while the army could forage as it traveled, there was only so much that could be found on their marching path. He’d done everything he could to keep the Crooked from finding supplies, even sending several groups of the faster-moving braves out and around the army with specific orders to scare herds away from the army.

“I still think that the most likely target they are aiming for is the gate that Arthene mentioned,” Finna said after a few moments of silence where all three tried to shake off the sickening thoughts of the Crooked’s depravity. “If they can find and reactivate the gate, then it’ll be much easier to bring supplies through.”

“And you’ve already wiped out that one other gate,” Sloane said thoughtfully, shifting intentionally to make the massive stone rock in Koda’s grip. “Makes me wonder where those supply trains are coming from.”

Koda growled in annoyance, digging his fingers into the stone with a quiet crunch of breaking stone to keep it in place. Sloane’s quiet laughter grew into a deep belly laugh as he arrested the sway of the large stone and continued his workout.

“Who knows?” Finna said with a sigh. “It makes me worry about those elves. I’ve never trusted them. Whitebark and the fae always acted like they were so much better than us.”

“Wouldn’t that just make this even worse?” Sloane growled, shifting her seat on the stone again to make it sway mid-motion on Koda. However, he was ready for it and arrested the motion of the stone before it wavered more than half-an-inch. “Perhaps the elves let the Crooked through to soften up this area so they can invade to claim more land. So much for the alliance they supposedly have with the Stalwart.”

Koda didn’t comment as the two women continued to converse. This was a subject that had been discussed multiple times already, and he knew it would be covered several more times in the future. All he could do was prepare as much as possible for the problems he could handle.

But what about the people caught in the middle? Koda asked himself as he hefted the stone into the air over his head before lowering the ungainly burden to his chest once more. As the darkness closed in around him from the stone, he couldn’t find a proper answer.

They’ve already had to flee their homes. What do we do if they have lost them entirely?

Koda didn’t have an answer to that question either, and it haunted him. Having experienced homelessness himself, he wouldn’t wish it on others. He’d proven that with all the people he’d invited to move to Silverstone from Amberpost in the wake of the first set of Crooked raids.

What to do when entire tribes need to relocate? Koda wondered silently as the stone descended to fill his vision again. Sloane shifted once more to send it rocking, and he adjusted without even needing to think, fragments of stone dust falling all over him as his fingers dug deeper into the rock.

At some point, there won’t be space in Silverstone. The more people we bring in, the more likely someone is going to catch on. My people need a home where they can be safe, and hanging on the borders of land held by Golieas and his people won’t be the answer for long.

The sound of approaching feet interrupted Koda’s thoughts. That he could hear them despite the creaking of the stone overhead indicated something finally changing. That Sloane shifted again before gently jumping down from her perch was another indication.

“Report,” Finna said, the joking and teasing tone from earlier gone, her voice muffled by the stone hovering over Koda.

“Set it aside, Koda. I think we might cut training early tonight,” Sloane urged. Koda felt the large woman grip the stone and help him guide it off to the side so he could set it down without crushing something.

Finishing getting the stone out of his way and sitting upright, Koda spotted Finna nearby, talking in low tones with a trio of fox beastfolk he recognized; they were from the group Finna detailed with moving ahead of the Crooked to scare the game away from them.

“—another large force heading south. It took us half-a-day to confirm they were a group of soldiers and not another herd of beastfolk. From the look of things, they are almost entirely humans, with a mix of dwarves and orcs with them,” said the oldest of the trio, a gray fox man with a scar down one cheek and a permanent scowl on his lips.

“That’ll be the baron’s forces,” Finna said, her face stony. “It’s good that you pulled back then. The two of them coming together is going to mean that no prey animals will stay anywhere near this area. Did it seem like they knew about the Crooked forces?”

“We didn’t stay long enough to speak to anyone,” the scout said. His yellow eyes darted towards Koda, and the fox gave him a brief bow of respect. “We wanted to bring word back to make sure that we didn’t need to make a change of plans for anything.”

“It was a good call,” Koda said, dusting off his hands and heading over with Sloane in tow.

The horned woman had also been coaching Koda in how to act around the people serving under him. Like it or not, the people expected to lead the combined force. As Thera’s champion, the beastfolk would look to him as a matter of course, and he needed to give orders and take reports with confidence.

The trio of scouts responded by dipping deeper bows towards Koda and Sloane as Finna turned to them.

“The baron’s forces are finally closing in,” Finna said tersely.

“I heard,” Koda replied with a nod. “You said you weren’t certain if they were aware of the Crooked?” Getting a confirming nod from the fox beastfolk, Koda continued. “I wish there were some way we could get word to them in warning, but I also don’t put good odds on the idea that they won’t cause problems.”

“That is smart,” Sloane said with a grim nod. “In this kind of situation, I wouldn’t put it past the Stalwart forces to attack anyone they run into, assuming any of the tribes that remained free of Golieas’ influence to be ‘tainted’ at best.”

Koda bit back a growl at that idea. He didn’t like it, but he couldn’t argue with what was likely the truth.

“Get some rest and food,” Koda ordered after another moment of thought. “I’ll talk with the others, and we should have a plan by morning. You’ve done good work and made us proud.”

It felt weird to Koda to dish out compliments like that, especially considering that all three fox beastfolk looked older than him by at least a decade. But they puffed up at the compliment, pride radiating from their bearing. That was one more thing that Sloane and the others had been training him on.

“Thank you, Champion,” the leader of the trio said with a nod before they saluted again and turned to head back to the small camp.

“Just because we can’t warn the baron’s forces doesn’t mean we can’t help them during the battle,” Finna murmured once the three scouts had left.

“Agreed. Some choice hit-and-run attacks on the flanks to further disorganize the Crooked might turn the tide even further,” Sloane added. “It would be a good opportunity to get into the enemy camp and destroy even more supplies.”

“We’ll talk it over with the others,” Koda asserted, gesturing for them to follow him. “We don’t have to rush at this point. I’m sure that the two armies will be aware of each other shortly if they aren’t already. With them focused on each other, we’ll have time.”

“I doubt they’ll clash immediately, either,” Finna offered thoughtfully as the three of them headed towards the small camp that Koda’s mates had set up. “Likely, they’ll set up their main camps and form up in the next day or two for a pitched battle. There might be some night raids or skirmishes, but the actual pitched battle? It would be foolish to commit before they could form up.”

“I don’t know,” Koda hedged. “The Crooked have never struck me as creatures of control or planning.”

“That’s because you’ve mostly encountered their raiders rather than their armies,” Sloane reassured. “The war-leaders are far more tactical in their actions.”

“Well, it’ll buy us some time to think at least,” Koda agreed, seeing the wisdom in Sloane’s statement.

“Time that we could use to get you more of a boost,” Finna urged. When Koda glanced her way, he saw the side-eye she was shooting at him and nodded in acknowledgement of her point.

Sloane’s suggestion about attempting a spirit-journey was something that they had discussed multiple times over the last few days; it was only because they had to keep moving that Koda hadn’t taken the chance yet.

I didn’t want to risk being left behind if the enemy made an unexpected move, Koda thought silently. But they are right. The two armies are going to meet and prepare to clash. There is absolutely no way that the baron’s forces won’t attack the Crooked. Knowing that will help me plan and make the most of it.

As Koda and the two primal spirits approached the recessed fire pit where Sienna was stirring a bubbling pot and talking with Calandra, he couldn’t help but feel his heart soar at the oddly peaceful air around the site.

I should have known that the calm from the winter wouldn’t stay, Koda thought as he took in that sight. But I’d rather run about putting out fires than let things get out of control and risk my people. I’ll do what I must.


Chapter Twenty-Two




They waited one more day to confirm their suspicions. The Crooked paused in their headlong march to the north partway through the next day. Koda's observers could see the army grind to a halt before exploding into a milling mess as they rapidly began setting up their camp and digging emplacements.

Finna stepped away for a brief time to run ahead, scouting with the speed and skill that had helped build her legend in ages past. She returned with reports of the baron's forces—she'd taken the time to check the banners against Calandra's descriptions—which were matching the Crooked in setting up a war camp, with trenches and defenses for retreat.

Given that they encountered each other late enough in the day, Koda was confident that it would be at least another day, more likely two, before both sides were ready for a battle in earnest.

No one complained or spoke out against letting the two armies simply clash with each other. If anything, the locals were more than happy to let the baron's forces wear themselves out fighting the Crooked. Many of the tribes that lived in the northern portion of the grasslands had dealt with missionaries from the Golieas church and various representatives from the baron offering to bring them into 'civilization' if they would simply swear fealty to him.

"The question becomes, what will be the most effective way of using our limited forces?" Calandra murmured thoughtfully as they grouped around the map Sienna had created to study it.

The wolf beastfolk had outdone herself this time. No longer content with a crude drawing in the dirt, Sienna had used her growing finesse with her earth magic to raise up a section of dirt roughly two feet by six feet almost to waist height. She then smoothed the surface out before filling it in with details from Finna's report, allowing them to get a view of both the camps of the two armies, and the land between them.

"We think that the battle will take place in this field here," Finna said, gesturing with a long stick to indicate a flat plain with hills on both sides. "It will give both sides some security on their flanks from attacking forces, and the ability to see what is coming. The southern section will have raised ground, which the Crooked will favor, as they don't have any cavalry left to mention. While the northern half has a river with a narrow ford that will act as a natural fallback point if the baron's forces get pushed back before it has its own set of hills guarding it."

"That makes sense," Koda murmured as he studied the section of land. There were a few scattered pockets of trees around the edges and amidst the battlefield, but nothing large enough to conceal a meaningful number of troops. "What about numbers?"

"The Crooked have an edge in numbers, despite all that we've done to whittle them down," Finna said with a grimace. "I'd put the baron's troops outnumbered by roughly twenty percent. It doesn't make it impossible, especially with how worn out and haggard the Crooked will be, ‌ but it will still be a fight."

"Especially with the Crooked likely believing that the baron's forces have supplies they can loot. Hungry men get desperate."

"Something we are already aware of from the leavings that we've seen after the Crooked move on," Samira commented grimly, her normally energetic and perky ears wilting to either side.

They'd all suspected it, but finding the skeletons left behind when the Crooked broke camp had only confirmed that the army had resorted to cannibalism when their food supplies had run out. It hadn't taken long to spot that the conscript-caste Crooked were dropping in number when the scouts checked the enemy forces. It wasn't a massive blow to the numbers of the enemy force, but it was still disturbing to all involved how rapidly the Crooked had fallen on consuming their own to maintain their ability to fight.

"What about equipment?" Koda asked to break the silence. When Finna shot him a questioning look, Koda explained further. "Like catapults or ballistae. Larger weapons that require crews, or even war mages?"

"Unknown," Finna answered, her long ears laying back against her skull. "I hate to admit it, but I didn't think to search for them in advance."

"It's fine," Koda said, quick to reassure the lapine woman. "I was just thinking about what supplies they might have brought with them, if any. It'd give us some clues to the barons' purpose out here if he brought what amounts to siege equipment."

"There are likely a few war-mages in the baron's army," Calandra supplied a moment later, her brow wrinkled in thought as she nibbled on the end of one of her thick braids. "They aren't deployed often, but ‌given the number of troops in play here, I doubt they'd risk leaving them behind, especially if we go with the theory that they were sent south to look for more Crooked from the raiding group last year."

"So plan for there to be war-mages in their group for now, and keep your eyes peeled for engineers either assembling or building siege weapons," Koda said with the tone of someone making a mental note of the idea for later. "With those hills to the rear of the battlefield, it'd be a shame if they couldn't make use of them to send stones and the like into the enemy camp."

"Why use siege weapons when we have you?" Arthene teased from her spot sprawled on the grass, her bare tummy aimed towards the fire, completely ignoring the map. "Just pile up a bunch of boulders and have Koda toss them at the enemy."

"Don't tempt me," Koda replied, directing a grin down at the lazing bear spirit. "It would keep all of you out of danger and still let us even the playing field."

He didn't mind Arthene not taking part in the planning. The bear spirit would contribute when she had ideas, but she'd professed more than once to not having the analytical mind to be of much help in this kind of situation. That she'd paired that admittance with the statement that she knew her sisters could and would do their best to ensure the most successful outcome for them all with supreme confidence was enough for Koda.

"It’s something we can consider," Sloane drawled with a roll of her eyes. "As much as I love watching our boy huck rocks at the enemy, it'd also reveal our presence to both sides, which we might want to avoid doing. Instead, some lightning raids into the Crooked camp to sabotage it while they are away fighting might be better. If we can assassinate their leaders, it'll make it all too easy for the baron to mop them up."

"We’ve just got to be careful not to make it too easy," Sienna said darkly and got a grim nod from the horned woman. "Ideally, we want them to clash and then separate, with the baron's forces satisfied they dealt with the threat and returning home. If they have too easy ‌a time, then they'll possibly hang about and cause more problems for the local tribes."

"Which is less than ideal," Koda said decisively. "This is already interrupting the normal spring hunting cycles. If it continues, then there might be issues preparing supplies for the winter."

Sienna stared down at the earthen map she had created, her nose twitching slowly as she thought, her tail wiggling in counterpoint behind her. Before Koda could ask his wolfish lover what was on her mind, she made another gesture, and the valley they had been looking at shrunk into the center of the map. A few more gestures and a frown of concentration had both rough camps appearing on the map as well. Sienna continued, drawing out the rivers and valleys, with Finna supplying any important features or correcting mistakes until they had an earthen map that went for miles in all directions, centered on the potential battlefield.

Koda studied the map more. The field was only one of four that he could see between the two camps, though it was both the most central and the best defended. The other three had several reasons each to disregard them, everything from a marsh in one of them, to multiple rivers or groves making passage difficult on the others.

One thing that stood out in Koda's mind was a sharp ridgeline to the southwest that surged upwards in the corner of the map. The rough peaks were visible from here if he turned in that direction, but they were a few worn-down nubs compared to the distant mountain peaks that he knew hid the Silverstone valley.

"I suppose we should just be grateful that they didn't end up meeting close to one of the tribal villages out here," Sienna murmured as she stared down at the map. "It would have made it even worse if they had something like that to fight over. Does anyone doubt that the baron would have likely pushed forces in there to 'encourage' the locals to join in the fight with his side?"

"That's implying the baron is even here," Calandra grumbled in annoyance. "My knowledge of the man—I can't even say experience, since I've never even seen him—suggests that he would have sent out one of his commanders to deal with the problem, and been rather cross about the potential costs of assembling this army."

"And I somehow doubt he measured the costs in lives lost, right?" Sloane murmured, quirking an eyebrow at Calandra.

The terse nod that the dwarven woman sent her way was all the answer that Sloane needed, and the auroch-woman sighed in annoyance.

"I know that there are people like that in every nation, but it still annoys me to run into them," Sloane grumbled. "I would like to believe that such people wouldn't be placed into positions of power, if only because they often end up losing sight of the real priorities."

"It's because the priority of coin is the greatest one for all too many people in positions of political power," Calandra growled, her expression darkening for a moment before she shook her head, almost physically pushing the thought away before she continued. "Anyway, we should have a few days to figure things out."

"And having the chance to study the enemy force's defenses will allow us to raid them more easily," Arthene commented from her spot by the fire. "I would vastly prefer if this was a small enough force that we could just charge right in there. Having Koda riding me into battle is just so… invigorating."

"Down girl," Koda chastised, getting a laugh from his mates and a sultry look from Arthene.

Before the bear spirit could fire back with more innuendo, Sloane spoke up to take them to a different subject, but one that Koda had been considering for days now.

"What about that spirit-journey, Koda? This will likely be the best time for you to do something like this for a while. Once the armies start clashing in earnest, we'll need to be ready to act at the first opportunity."

Koda didn't speak at first, watching as his mates and companions shared looks amongst each other.

Arthene looked intrigued, her sultry look shifting into one of curiosity from her spot by the fire.

Samira and Calandra both had matching wary looks, though Samira's ears had popped upright in excitement at the thought.

Finna and Sienna shared a long and thoughtful glance before turning to meet Koda's eyes with inquisitive stares.

Sloane was watching him with her familiar gentle smile, one hand on her thick hip. Her long, tuft-tipped tail flicked back and forth slowly behind her.

"I think taking the opportunity to improve myself would be good. We don't know how this battle will turn out; if something unexpected happens, we need to be ready." Koda said after watching the women in his life share looks.

“It’s not false pride to say that Koda is our trump card, is it?” Samira asked quietly, her feline tail thrashing the air behind her with anxious fury.

“All of us would be considered trump cards,” Calandra reassured her. “But Koda, with his power as a champion, is probably ahead of most of us. No offense, Sloane. I just don’t know you well enough to form an opinion.”

“None taken, Cal,” Sloane replied with easy grace. “We primal spirits each have our own specialties. Arthene is a powerful and near-unstoppable force on her own. Finna is nigh-uncatchable as a scout, and has honed her skills to be in the right spot to deal critical blows without putting herself at risk. I’ve built my reputation on a combination of unyielding strength and rallying my allies to greater heights. None of us can do what Koda can, just as he can’t do what any of you can with your powers.”

“Those came to us from Thera, though, because of our bond with Koda,” Samira commented, her thrashing tail not stilling in the slightest. “Without him⁠—”

“Without me, you all would still be extremely competent women,” Koda interjected, cutting over Samira’s concerns with a firm and reassuring tone. “Thera gave you magic to put you on more even terms with the primal spirits. Each of us has a niche we can fill best, so don’t sweat not being able to handle all situations equally well.”

Samira’s slowly wilting ears popped back upright again, their tasseled tips swaying happily as she shot him a loving smile.

“Thera also gave them that power to help protect them,” Sloane murmured. “She could see how much you loved your mates, and could discern how much it would have hurt you to lose one of them.”

“And I appreciate everything she’s done to ensure my ladies stay by my side forever,” Koda said with confidence.

He hadn’t been expecting it, but a surge of joy swelled along his connection to Thera. The emotion came and went so quickly that he almost thought he’d imagined it, but the lingering warmth was evidence enough.

Thera said she had to keep her distance more because something was sniffing around and she had to keep hidden, Koda thought. I’m glad that she can still peek into the world and see what is going on. I look forward to the day she doesn’t have to hide anymore.

Koda glanced back over the map once more, his eye settling on that ridge to the southwest once more.

“This spirit-journey,” Koda began. “You said that the location you undergo it can affect the results. Is there anything special we need to do before we perform it?”

Sloane’s smile widened, and she reached into her shirt with one large hand. Koda watched with puzzlement as she fished around inside her top for a moment before producing a folded leather bundle about the size of a deck of playing cards.

“There is a mixture of herbs and mushrooms that you will need to consume at the site of the ritual. They will encourage the barriers between worlds to lower,” Sloane said, waving the bundle around. “I have collected most of what we need here. Pippin gave it to me before I left.”

“That little rat,” Finna grumbled while Arthene sniggered from her spot on the ground.

“If Pippin is anything, he’s prepared,” Sloane replied with a smirk. “What I still need to gather is all readily available. If you want to undergo the journey, you need to find a location that speaks to you and travel there. I can prepare the mixture and package it for travel.”

“Easy enough,” Koda said before gesturing towards the rocky ridge that kept drawing his eyes. “There.”

All eyes turned to the map, searching out the land feature that Koda had indicated.

“Why there?” Sienna asked, tilting her head to one side, causing an ear to flop over cutely.

“Something about the ridge calls to me,” Koda said with a shrug.

“You have an affinity for high places. I remember noting that over the winter when we’d sit on the mountainsides.” The wolf-beastfolk murmured.

“Maybe he’s got a hawk in his bloodline,” Calandra suggested. “Or raven. His hair does that odd gleaming thing that you see on a raven’s feathers‌.”

“It does?” Koda asked, surprise taking him out of his reverie for a moment. “I never noticed.”

“How often do you look at your own hair?” Calandra asked pointedly, brandishing one of her braids at him. “Mine is damn near two feet long in braids, and I ignore it as much as I can.”

“Point taken,” Koda said, holding his hands up in surrender, which earned him a smug smile from the dwarven woman. “But ‌this feels like the right spot.”

“Okay, so that ridge line is maybe half-a-day’s travel at a run from us,” Sloane murmured, studying the outcropping. “The larger the group that goes with you, the slower you’ll be traveling. It might be best for just a few of us to go with Koda to stand guard, while the others prepare and keep watch on the Crooked.”

“Sloane, you have the best handle on leading a force. It’ll make the most sense if you stand in for Koda while he’s gone. You were doing it before we arrived as well,” Sienna immediately suggested.

The auroch-spirit inclined her head in a nod of acknowledgement, not bothering to argue the point.

“I’ll go with Koda,” Finna said a moment later, drawing all eyes to the lapine woman. “I can scout ahead to ensure we aren’t disturbed. With just the two of us, we can make excellent time. Of all of you, I think Koda is the only one who can keep up with me, at least without Calandra boosting their speed.”

“I was about to say,” Calandra chuckled. The dwarven woman didn’t look irritated at Finna’s claims, instead just nodding along. “I think one more would be good though, just to ensure someone can directly watch over Koda while he performs the ritual.”

“Sienna,” Koda said without hesitation, and the wolfish huntress nodded in agreement. “If you fill her in on what to expect, I’m sure the two of you can keep watch over me while this happens.”

“How long will the spirit-journey take?” Samira asked thoughtfully, her words cutting through the confident atmosphere and bringing them back down to earth.

“That depends on how deeply his vision has to go,” Sloane said slowly. “It could take hours, or it could take days.”

“Do we want to risk that with the potential for battle breaking out as soon as tomorrow?” Samira asked, one hand reaching up to run through her hair nervously. The gesture flipped her left ear inside out, leaving her with an adorable look until she gave her head a shake to fix it.

“I think it’s our best option,” Koda said, blowing out a long breath. “Something about that ridge is calling to me—it’s not just an idle thought. We also need everything we can get to ensure that this whole encounter pans out the way we want it to. The last thing we need is for one of the two armies to rout the other, and then continue on to cause problems in the grasslands.”

“I’ll head out to collect the last of the herbs I need,” Sloane said with a firm nod, tucking the leather bundle back into her shirt. “I should have the compound ready later tonight, so you can set out in the morning.”

“We have a plan then,” Koda said, looking down at the map once more. Despite the confidence he’d spoken with, he couldn’t help but wonder if this was a mistake.

But the ridgeline sat there, depicted by Sienna’s magic, and he felt pulled to it. It was a familiar sensation, so like the way he could fall into the blue-green crystalline spheres of Sienna’s orbs.

Turning to look toward the ridgeline, Koda felt the pull intensify even further.


Chapter Twenty-Three




“Are you sure this is supposed to be part of the process?” Koda asked, staring down at the dark pool apprehensively.

“Why are you complaining? It’s not like the cold bothers you,” Sienna teased, her hands on Koda’s belt from behind to steady him.

“Not being bothered by the cold doesn’t mean I don’t feel it,” Koda protested, reaching back with one arm to wrap it around Sienna’s waist. “If you push me in, I’m dragging you with me.”

“You wouldn’t dare,” Sienna said, but there was zero confidence in her tone.

“Koda, you need to bathe in the first spring we find in your chosen land,” Finna reminded from off to his left.

Twisting slightly, Koda shot the lapine woman a dirty look, which she returned with an innocent but sunny smile. She, unlike Sienna, had stayed well enough back to avoid being dragged into the water when or if Koda protested.

They’d sprinted overland to the ridgeline that Koda had picked out, wasting no time in getting there so that he had the maximum time to prepare and perform the ceremony to take this spirit-journey.

Now they stood in the foothills of the thick ridgeline. The dark stone rose like a scar in the land, all sharp edges and blunt cliffs. Almost no greenery clung to the rocky bluffs, bared to the wind as they were on the plains like this. The only growing things that Koda could see were the occasional low bush or a scraggly tree tucked into a crack in the rocks. It had actually been noticing three such scraggly trees that had led them to this small mountain spring that bubbled up from a crack in the rocks and flowed down into a small basin.

Staring down at the icy water, Koda turned over their speedy trip out here. He wasn’t stalling; he was contemplating.

At least, that’s what he was telling himself.

When they’d left, Koda had noticed that the Crooked army was focusing on building defenses on all sides of their camp, not just the ones towards the baron’s forces. Knowing that his group’s actions had been enough to provoke that had been as gratifying as it was worrying. Being taken seriously by your enemy was good; it meant you’d hurt them, but it also made it more difficult to continue to hurt them.

Before he’d left, Sloane had given him the same leather pouch she’d brandished before, now filled with several sticky balls of plant matter, ground up and bound with a sweet sap.

There had been three of the plant balls in the pouch, and Koda had questioned Sloane about that as well. Her answer had been simple, if annoying.

“Once you cross into the land that calls to you, bathe in the first three springs you find as you search the land. Each time you bathe, take a ball and chew it. Do not swallow it; just chew it and hold the herbs in your mouth. Carry it that way until you find the next spring, spit it out, and bathe again. Then take the second one in your mouth.”

“So I have to wander the area with a mouthful of plants while freezing my ass off from bathing in natural springs?” Koda asked. The scowl that had grown on his features hadn’t faded for hours after the conversation.

Sloane just grinned down at him, her perfect teeth on shining display.

“Basically,” she’d said with barely controlled amusement. “Each combination of cleansing and the herbs will draw your awareness closer to the veil of spirits. Each repetition should awaken the beast within your bloodline further. If it doesn’t reveal itself to you after three cycles, then either the time or place is not right. Either way, you should know more than when you started, and your strength should grow.”

“‘Should’ is not the kind of assurance that I’m wanting or hoping for here, Sloane,” Koda had drawled.

“It’s the best one I can give,” the auroch-woman had said with a lazy shrug. “Nothing is guaranteed in this world, but I’ve skewed the odds in your favor as much as I can right now. The rest is up to you.”

Shaking off the memory, Koda heaved a sigh and released his grip on Sienna to undress.

Contrary to her earlier threat to shove him clothed into the dark pool of water, Sienna instead silently helped Koda with removing his clothes.She carefully stacked the clothing to one side of the spring on a rock, and when Koda finished stripping down, he took a deep breath and strode into the water.

The liquid felt just shy of freezing as soon as it touched his skin, the season's warmth apparently having only barely touched the water enough to ensure it wasn’t frozen solid. The bottom of the pool was a fine grit of sand and silt that squished slightly under Koda’s feet, just as dark as the stones surrounding the pool.

Forcibly breathing out to prevent himself from yelping at the sudden change of temperature, Koda quickly strode to the deepest point of the pool—about mid-thigh—and knelt in the water so he could dunk his head and scoop the icy water over his body.

Grabbing ‌a handful of the fine sand from the bottom of the pool, Koda swirled it to sift the silt and dirt out before using the sand to scrub at his skin.

Another quick dunk and sluicing of water over his skin to clear the sand and he rose to his feet. The same resistance to the cold that had allowed him to tow the sleigh across the countryside in the winter had finally kicked in finally. While Koda wasn’t happy with the cold, he could grit through it and didn’t feel like his muscles were locking up.

Wading back to the shore, Koda felt something stir in the water around him. It didn’t feel threatening, and when he looked, he saw nothing moving in the dark liquid. Instead, it just felt like a tendril of power that surged from deep within the cliff, flowed down into the pool, and had settled into the sand before his passage disturbed it. Now, like the silt his footsteps were stirring up, that power was rising from within the pool and sinking into his skin.

Not hurrying—Koda’s instincts told him that fleeing that place would break the connection that the ritual act of cleansing had started—he crossed to the shore and stood ankle-deep in the water.

Sienna didn’t speak either. Instead, she offered the pouch of sticky herb balls to him, having already collected the leather pouch from his things while he washed.

Koda extracted one of the tacky spheres, roughly the size of a walnut in its shell, and popped it into his mouth.

The flavor was earthy, musty, and faintly sweet. The sphere of herbs and roots squished unpleasantly between his teeth, and he felt a gush of mildly unpleasant flavor run over his tongue.

Grimacing, Koda continued to chew at the sticky knot of herbs and grasses, the bundle breaking down more and more as he processed it.

Remembering Sloane’s warning, he spat the juices out onto the ground rather than swallowing them.

The moment his saliva mixed with the herb juice touched the earth, Koda felt a rumble race through his body and soul. It started in the stones underneath the sand and rattled up his body like a massive, involuntary shudder until it exited the top of his skull.

The chain that bound him to his ancestry rattled deep within his soul as his beast rolled over in its sleep.

“It’s working,” Finna murmured quietly from behind Koda.

Koda glanced toward the lapine woman to see that she was smiling faintly, her eyes studying him carefully. That he was standing there completely naked didn’t bother Koda in the slightest; it wasn’t the first time he’d been naked in front of Finna.

The muscle definition from Thera and refined from work doesn’t hurt either, Koda thought idly, shifting from one foot to the other and feeling his muscles shift and play beneath his skin. While the training with Sloane was only in its infancy, Koda could already tell that the work the auroch-woman had him doing every day was further refining his build and strength.

“Why isn’t he talking?” Sienna asked quietly, her tail stirring slowly behind her as she watched Koda.

“Have you ever tried to talk with your mouth full of something?” Finna teased gently, making Sienna blush faintly. Koda was rather proud that his formerly shy wolfish lover shook off her flush quickly and fired right back.

“I’m usually more focused on other things than talking while my mouth is full, as you might guess.” Turning her attention back to Koda, Sienna gave him a gentle smile and beckoned him forward. “Come on up onto the bank, Koda. We can use your travel cloak to dry you off, and I’ll help you dress.”

Moving on autopilot, his jaw working away to grind up the mass of herbs in his mouth, Koda did as Sienna asked him. The movement sent a strange susurrus of wind against his skin. It rippled and tickled over every inch of his body as if he’d stepped through a cloud of silk fibers, or a mass of wind-blown feathers.

“Good,” Finna murmured, her voice sounding at first distant and then oddly close in the echo of her words. “The process begins. Sienna, we will need to keep close to him. The visions begin, and they will draw Koda through this land as the memories of his blood speak to him without the aeons separating them.”

“Well then, we had better get his pants on before they drag him off,” Sienna said in a businesslike tone that echoed in amusement and oddly desire to Koda’s ears.

He saw it when his redheaded mate knelt and felt it when the rough material of the impromptu towel rubbed at his skin and the world melted away.

The scent of teak and sandalwood surrounded him. Faint lights gleamed in round stone bowls as the wicks burned in open oil lamps to illuminate the space.

Water lapped at the stone behind him in a steady rhythm as the tide danced amongst the rocks.

A rough robe of undyed wool hung about Koda’s shoulders, the thick material a barrier against the chill of the wind. Far above, a fishing hawk gave a sharp cry as it wheeled against the evening sky.

“The song of the land and its beasts,” spoke an old male voice. “Each beat of your heart adds to that melody; every breath you draw is destined to be raised in the song that is life.”

Koda felt himself turned, two large hands settling on his shoulders and squeezing gently as they guided him to look away from the cliff and towards the rumbling and distant sea below.

“The oceans are the origin of all life,” continued the aged voice, affection rising in its tone as it spoke. “There dwelt the First Beasts. The great predators of old still swim its depths, their ageless bodies filled with the primal hunger of survival. A hunger so strong that it seeks to defy the gods themselves.”

Far out in the waves, Koda saw what he first thought of as a wave rise. But it went higher, and higher, and higher until the thick, ocean-blue body cleared the waves for a moment before the coils dove under the water once more.

“They are a simple breed of beasts, but there is power in that simplicity,” the elder continued, his raspy voice proud. “Our goddess loves them for their savage drive and honest natures. Learn from them that no life is more precious than your own and let no foe take it from you without the direst of battles. The only thing these beasts fight harder to protect than themselves is their young.”

The vision dissolved a moment later, Koda surfacing to stand on the edge of an entirely different cliff. Water raced past him, launching itself into the air to fall some twenty-ish feet down into a deep pool studded with rocks.

“Koda! Koda! Be careful!” Sienna called to him. He could feel her strong arms wrapped around his waist, holding him back.

“He’s come back, Sienna,” Finna said next, prompting him to roll his head and look back over his shoulder.

Both women were standing almost on top of him. Sienna was pulling back on him as hard as she could, but he barely felt her strength, although the wolf beastfolk had fought and slain her own troll. Feeling his movement, she peeked up at him and breathed a sigh of relief when his eyes focused on hers.

“I thought you were going to march right off that cliff,” Sienna murmured, shifting from hauling him away to pressing herself to his bare back.

That was when Koda realized he was barefoot and wearing only his pants. Finna had the rest of his clothes bundled under her arm, but she stood a step further back than Sienna did, giving him space while observing him.

With the mouthful of herbs he still had, Koda couldn’t really speak. So instead he reached back with one arm and gave Sienna a hug of reassurance.

“He needs to bathe in this spring as well, Sienna,” Finna murmured, and the wolf beastfolk growled under her breath.

“Bathing and throwing oneself off a cliff into an unknown pool are two different things!” Sienna protested.

Finna didn’t rebut the wolf-woman’s words, instead meeting Koda’s eyes and raising a questioning eyebrow at him.

Koda felt the tug in his chest, drawing him towards the edge once more, and nodded to her.

“He must, Sienna,” Finna said aloud, her tone gentle. “The visions draw him this way.”

“Koda Aegisclaw, you had better not be about to smash your head open,” Sienna said with a snarl that was muffled by her face pressing into his spine.

Koda answered her by giving her back another reassuring stroke before turning and spitting out the ashen-flavored bundle of herbs he’d had in his mouth.

Before he could speak, Finna already had the second bundle out of the leather pouch and was offering it to him.

“Don’t speak, Koda,” Finna warned. “The more you interact with the living world, the weaker your connection to your ancestors will be.”

He nodded in understanding, though the scowl on his face was evidence enough that he had wanted to reassure Sienna.

“She’ll be fine,” Finna promised. “I’ll make sure of it. Now, hold this in your mouth but don’t start chewing until you finish the cleansing. You’ve been heading roughly south this whole time, so I expect you to climb back up the cliff. If not, I’ll lead Sienna down safely to keep up with you.”

Nodding in understanding, Koda accepted the second mouthful of herbs, bracing it against the roof of his mouth with his tongue.

This one tasted of mint and honey, with a thick herbal scent that reminded him of pesto sauce filling his nostrils.

Accepting a kiss on the lips from Sienna, Koda turned towards the cliff and let the power thrumming beneath his feet guide his steps to launch himself over the cliff.

The wind screamed as it raced past him, sending his hair flapping like a pair of spread wings behind him. Koda fell for only a pair of heartbeats before spearing into the icy water below.

This time, the cold felt familiar to him. It embraced him like the arms of a lover as he sank into the chill embrace of the water. Glittering fish raced past him, and then he reached the bottom and kicked off to rise quickly to the surface.

Breaching the surface of the water, Koda drew in a sharp breath through his nose, his jaw already working away to grind up the mouthful of herbs.

Trailing behind him, like great wings or a long serpentine body, Koda felt the surge of energy coursing up from the land to bind with him. The chain of ancestors diving deep into his soul rattled again.

His feet touched bottom near the shore, and as Koda strode dripping from the waterfall pool, he emerged into another time and place.

“The army stands ready to sally forth,” said a tense female voice at his left shoulder. Koda did not turn to behold the speaker, but he felt his heart surge with pride at his daughter’s calm confidence. “These fools who bring chains to bind our people will learn the cost of such idiocy.”

The door in front of Koda opened, brilliant midday light spearing down to illuminate a massive wall of dark red stone that overlooked a valley.

Beastfolk in elaborate armor of leather, bone, and steel scampered back and forth on the parapets. Weapons gleamed in the afternoon light, followed by shouts of orders as the troops organized along the massive wall.

A rhythmic clattering underfoot made the wall itself shake faintly before the boom of massive doors opening sent another reverberation through the walls. Koda couldn’t see them, but he knew the large ports just below the edge of the wall were being swung open to allow the keep’s defensive siege weapons to deploy.

Koda, in the grips of his vision, crossed the wide wall without hesitation. In his wake, the shouting slowed as the soldiers spotted him. A rumble underfoot heralded the wall’s defensive weapons rolling into place.

With a light step, he leaped up onto the parapet and drew a sword from his hip. The sword was as long as a scimitar, but curved forward rather than back, hooking like a massive claw or the beak of some great hawk.

“Let’s soften these bastards up!” Koda bellowed in a voice far deeper than he normally would hear from his own lips. “Then, we pick the meat from their bones!”

The roar of approval from the assembled soldiers was deafening, until the massive, concerted thrumming of dozens of thick bowstrings drowned it out.

Ballista bolts as thick as a car axle and several yards long erupted all along the wall in a wave. They arched up and away, sailing down the length of the valley to the massed ranks of the enemy army laid out like a writhing mat of ants.

Koda turned back to stare down on the waves of his people’s enemies with disgust as the first volley impacted. Each of the specialized bolts exploded into hundreds of sharp fragments to scatter their foes.

Standing here on this high place, he watched as the enemies of his people, those who dared to challenge his goddess, scampered about in panic. A panic that only grew more intense as his daughter gave voice to the warhorn she carried, its enchanted note echoing like the shriek of a stooping hawk down the valley until the wall of noise slammed into their foes like a physical blow.

“Cavalry, forward!”

Another proud and savage roar met his order as the gates below slammed open to send forth their answer to the slave kings who thought they could bind the free beasts of the world to their will.

Koda surfaced from the vision to find himself inside ‌a cave. The only light came from above and behind him, thin and thready streams of light that danced on a hidden reservoir deep in the black stone of the mountains. Between his feet ran a narrow, fast-moving stream.

This time, he felt two sets of hands on him. Sienna had his right arm clasped tight in hers, while Finna had her right arm around his left, while her left arm was stretched across his chest like a bar to stop him from moving forward.

“Koda, can you hear me?” Finna was saying as he blinked owlishly in the dark cave.

“I felt him twitch. I think he’s back,” Sienna said, sounding breathless. “Gods, I didn’t think he could climb up a cliff like that. I barely made it up with my magic to help me.”

“That’s the power of the champions,” Finna laughed, her tone sounding more than a little frantic now. “I’ve seen one scale a sheer castle wall once, pursuing an enemy who had harmed her family. She raced up the wall as if she were running over open ground.”

Koda grunted, making both women twitch in surprise, before he scooped them both into tight hugs, one on each arm. Sienna let out a surprised squeal as he yanked her through the air to be crushed into his side. Finna just yelped once, a short, sharp exhalation of startlement before leaning into Koda.

“One more vision, Koda,” Finna said a moment later, wiggling in his tight grip so she could tuck back a strip of wet hair. “Are you going to be okay?”

Koda nodded, turning to spit out the overly masticated lump of herbs. They now tasted sour, like rotten fruit, and he was glad to be rid of them.

“Does he have to go through with another one?” Sienna asked, worry thick in her tone, and Koda spotted her wolf ears folding back in worry.

“He could stop, but he won’t,” Finna said firmly, and Koda nodded in agreement. He opened his mouth to accept the last sphere of prepared herbs as Sienna sighed.

“No, he wouldn’t,” Sienna grumbled quietly. “My Koda is headstrong and willing to risk anything to protect us…”

Koda’s arm around Sienna tightened reassuringly as the world around him swam with odd colors.

“Once more, Koda. We will stick with you, but you can rest after this,” Finna promised, and Koda nodded once in understanding.

He pressed a kiss to Sienna’s forehead first, before turning to do the same to Finna. Both women let out matching purrs of affection at his actions, purrs that trailed off into whines of disappointment when he released them to step forward.

The lump of herbs in his mouth burned as if made of pure spice. He hadn’t even chewed on them, and the heat was already rolling down his throat.

Koda felt a pop in his head as his sinuses abruptly cleared. The world around him sharpened again, and what had been previously only shadows was now a mixture of flowing colors painting the stone. The water itself glowed a brilliant white-gold that called to him.

The moment his foot hit the water and sank beneath its icy surface, another vision took him.

Standing on the edge of a cliff, Koda looked down over a rocky valley studded with trees. The tiny white puffs of sheep moved back and forth, mowing down the grass with a sort of mindless efficiency for which the fluffy animals were known.

Off to his right, Koda saw the deep blue expanse of the ocean. Waves raced in with thin white caps to crash against a rocky shore that was just out of sight, hidden by the ridge, but close enough that he could hear the thunder of movement.

The wind pressed against him, cuddling into him like an old friend as the earth breathed deeply, drawing in all the vibrations of the world around him. The sea sang its joyous song of the tides in the distance, serenading him like a lover.

As all three elements wound around him, Koda felt at peace with the world. No threats loomed within his realm; those under his protection slept safely and lived happy lives. Children played in fields and forests while young lovers met in shadowed groves.

My people thrive, Koda thought, the words echoing like a tolling bell through his mind as a gentle warmth pressed into his back and two arms encircled him from behind.

More black hair, a slightly darker shade than his own, caught up in the laughing breeze to swirl around them as his mate snuggled her chin into his shoulder while hugging him from behind.

They didn’t need to speak; their love spoke for them. There would be nothing beneath the sky that would ever succeed at such heresy, and that was good and right with the world. They had long sworn to protect each other, and that oath bound their spirits together with gentle hands.

Their children waited at home.

Koda knew this like he knew the heartbeat of the earth, pounding away deep beneath the stone by the molten bones of the land. And he knew his mate was thinking the same as her lips met the back of his neck before pulling away.

As the two of them stood by the edge of the cliff, looking out over the world that they guarded for their children, they saw only light and hope for the future.

Still not looking towards the female at his side, Koda stepped forward to the edge of the cliff and pushed off, throwing himself into the sky on massive black-feathered wings that sprouted from his back. His claws dug deep into the stone as he kicked off, propelling himself upwards for the short flight home.

Behind him, Koda heard the proud cry of his mate as she joined him in the air to wheel and turn towards their den and the children that waited for them.


Chapter Twenty-Four




Gradually, Koda came back to himself once more. Something soft flicked against his cheek, as gentle as a bird’s wing.

He lay sandwiched between two sources of warmth, while a third crackled near his feet. The heat source in his arms stirred slowly, and the faint scent of fresh pine filled his nostrils when that same soft sensation bopped him on the nose again.

Cracking his eyes open, Koda peered blearily through the gathered darkness to see a messy mop of red-black hair topped by two limp wolf’s ears.

Mate. Love. Sienna, rumbled a voice deep within Koda’s soul. He felt something shift and swell in the recesses of his soul, followed by the quiet rattle of the chain of ancestry that tied Koda to his bloodline.

Are you awake? Koda asked in surprise, the words echoing in the darkness cloaking his ancestry, hiding away the answers to the many mysteries he’d been fighting with.

I wake, the voice responded. I feel. I desire. I guard.

Just don’t go doing something without me, Koda growled back at the beast within his spirit. You may hold the keys to my history, but I’m the one in charge here.

Rather than be offended by Koda’s assertion, the beast within Koda’s soul rumbled contentedly.

We guard, the voice replied, thrumming almost like the purring of a giant cat. We love. We treasure. We nurture. We breed.

The last word that his inner beast spoke sent a surge of desire down Koda’s spine as his own psyche echoed the statement. Having his first mate in his arms right now did nothing to direct his mind away from that path, either, especially when Sienna shifted and he felt soft skin pressed to his chest, telling him they were both naked under the thick cloak that they were using as a blanket.

The desire only grew hotter when the warm presence at his back shifted and the scent of sun-warmed clover mixed with the smell of pines from Sienna.

“How are you feeling, Koda?” Finna murmured, pressing closer into his back, the arm around both him and Sienna tightening gently to press her own bare front into his back.

“Awake,” Koda rasped, his throat dry. The act of speaking made him shift, and every single one of his joints protested in unison to that choice. “Sore.”

“That makes sense,” Finna drawled quietly, pulling back from him‌, with two parts of her torso still keeping in touch with his back. The twin hard peaks pressing into Koda’s spine, combined with the warmth of skin-on-skin contact, told him that Finna was just as bare as the still-dozing Sienna in Koda’s arms.

Before he could decide how to ask why Finna was cuddling up to him naked like this—it certainly wouldn’t be a complaint, given how close they’d grown—the lapine woman shifted, the motion dragging her hard nipples over his back, and offered Koda an open waterskin.

Carefully, Koda accepted a drink from the leather pouch, the cool water soothing his parched throat. Sienna stirred gently against his chest, murmuring tiredly but not fully waking.

“She worked hard to keep up with you during your spirit-journey,” Finna whispered, capping the water skin and setting it aside when Koda was done drinking. “She didn’t want you to be alone for even a second more than she absolutely had to.”

Koda watched as Finna gently stroked the wolf beastfolk’s hair with one hand, rubbing the base of Sienna’s folded ears and eliciting a contented groan from the wolfish woman. Finna continued to speak a moment later.

“She shaped paths, cut handholds, and widened passages. Your girl reshaped the very face of the land in her wake to ensure you didn’t face whatever your visions showed you alone.

Mate. Love. Protect, rumbled the beast within Koda’s soul, and he felt as well as heard the rustle of movement as the beast paced around in the shadows. The chain of ancestors that linked him to his past rattled quietly as the creature brushed against it, sending a tracery of yellow fire up the chain.

You are way more active now, Koda sent back to the beast. Why don’t you reveal yourself?

Not ready, the beast replied. Still healing. Pushed to protect mates, protect son of the blood. Reached too far.

“Shit,” Koda muttered, grimacing into Sienna’s hair.

“What? Is something wrong?” Finna asked, her question urgent, but her tone was carefully neutral.

“My beast is awake enough to talk to me, but he said that he somehow hurt himself by acting too soon,” Koda explained as his mind raced over the last half-year of his life.

Koda had taken down the first Crooked champion, then the others and the sorcerer. Then there was the battle against the first Crooked war-leader in the mountains. All of those had provoked a response from his bloodline to protect Sienna.

Then there were the many battles against the Crooked on the plains, and the fights in the village when he’d rescued Calandra. Koda remembered facing the second war-leader in that desperate moment to protect all three of his girls. Sure, Calandra hadn’t been one of his mates ‌ then, but the stout dwarven woman had already expressed her interest; it was just a matter of finding somewhere safe to officiate it.

Then there were the trolls. They threatened his mates on multiple occasions. He also remembered how furious his beast had been to confront child-killers when they discovered just how much damage the Crooked had done to the stonecracker leopards. He vividly remembered his battle with the troll chief and how the beast had surged through his connection when he realized how close Arthene and the others were to being overwhelmed.

I am sorry that you had to help me like that, Koda sent to the ghost within his blood.

The spirit of his beastfolk bloodline growled in irritation.

No sorry. No fear. They need. I come. Hurt worthy to protect mates. Protect kin.

Finna was talking at the same time as the beast was, and her words were just as reassuring to Koda.

“Knowing you as I do, Aegisclaw, then your beast wouldn’t even hesitate to sacrifice himself in order to help you or save your girls. That’s just the kind of person you are. And while your beast may seem like a different creature inside you right now, it is you, as surely as Sienna’s tail is part of her.”

Considering that Sienna’s fluffy red-black tail was wiggling away in a sleepy wag against Koda’s leg, despite its owner sleeping soundly, Koda could believe that analogy easily.

“Do you have any idea what the beast is? The visions were supposed to help you figure that out,” Finna asked after several more moments of silence.

Koda couldn’t help the sigh that came next and leaned back. Sienna reacted automatically, adjusting so she could snuggle into his side and tuck her head into his shoulder rather than his chest as Koda rolled onto his back.

“Come here,” Koda murmured to Finna when she scooted back, patting his free shoulder lightly.

Finna smirked down at him, her long, cloud-white rabbit's ears bopping above her head slowly.

“Really? Right here? Wouldn’t Sienna object to the mess I’d make?” Finna teased gently, her eyebrows wiggling wildly.

“She wouldn’t, trust me,” Koda asserted, patting his chest again. “I’m honestly surprised my wolf hasn’t been pushing me to chase you more in earnest since Samira joined our family properly.”

“That sounds like fun,” Finna teased again, though her pupils dilated in desire at what Koda had said. “Being chased through the woods by the champion of the beast queen, only to be run down and claimed by him as a mate.”

“Just ask Sienna; she certainly seemed to enjoy it,” Koda teased right back, making Finna’s voice hitch in her chest.

“It was fun,” Sienna mumbled sleepily. “Chase the bunny if you want, Koda. She’s been patient and earned her place.”

“Sorry for waking you, love,” Koda said, shifting the arm wrapped around Sienna up to stroke her hair and rub her wolfish ears gently.

Sienna gave a happy groan, nuzzling into his shoulder at the pets. The wolf woman’s tail thrashed harder under their covers in approval as well.

“Maybe later, love,” Koda murmured into one pointed ear. “Still really stiff from what went down in those visions.

The feeling of one hand from Sienna settling over his crotch and giving it a squeeze made Koda jump in surprise and got a giggle from both women.

“Definitely feels stiff to me,” Sienna teased sleepily before relenting and pressing a kiss to Koda’s shoulder. “Just know you have mine and the others’ approval when you want a taste of the rabbit.”

“Noted,” Koda whispered to his first mate, pressing a kiss to the back of one fuzzy ear before leaning back once more as Sienna dozed off once more.

A look towards Finna revealed that the lapine woman was blushing furiously now, her eyes gleaming with desire. Realizing that she had his attention once more, Finna wriggled closer, pressing her full, warm figure against Koda’s side and nuzzling into the other side of his neck now. Her soft lips danced over the pulse-point in his throat while the soft fur on her long ears tickled the side of his face.

“I hope you won’t make me wait too long, Aegisclaw,” Finna hummed into his skin, sliding one thigh over his legs and rubbing it slowly against him.

Take her! rumbled the beast in his soul, the voice deepening into a happy growl. Breed with her. Many kits. Protect the clan. Protect the blood.

Koda had to push down the surge of instincts that welled up from within his soul to do just that. He tensed for a moment, his arm tightening around Finna to keep her from escaping. The lapine spirit tensed ‌as well, her breath burning hot against his neck and a faint moan tickling his throat before he relaxed.

Soon, Koda replied to his beast. Rushing will let the tasty prey escape, and she deserves our best.

That reassurance calmed the beast. It understood patience while hunting prey, and how rushing could ruin their chances.

Finna tensed under his grip. Koda could feel the sudden acceleration of her heart rate through where she pressed into him, but relaxed when he did. Her scent changed, from sun-drenched grass to moist fields of and Koda didn’t bother hiding the smile as he turned a questioning look her way.

“What?” Finna asked, feigning innocence, but her own excited anticipation made it impossible to hide.

“Just reminding my beast that rushing a hunt can let prey escape,” Koda said nonchalantly.

Finna’s sudden, indrawn breath sent a thrill of heat down Koda’s spine, and his body reacted exactly as one would expect it to. But with the ease of practice, he held himself in check while slowly flexing and relaxing his limbs to stretch. Each time he bent a limb or flexed a muscle group, the persistent ache haunting his body faded away by another shade. It would take some time to fully fade, but every moment he bought allowed his body to recover more for what he was sure would be an explosive chase coming soon.

“So,” Finna hedged, and the forced calm in her voice told Koda that she too, was stalling. “What did you learn from the visions?”

Koda shifted the hand around her shoulders down to Finna’s back, stroking her hip and lower back with one hand while he thought. He felt the briefest brush of cloudy softness against his fingers occasionally, and figured that had to be the downy rabbit's tail that Finna had, wiggling slowly in excitement.

Raising his feet ‌to flex his calves, Koda thought for a moment before responding.

“I learned my ancestors go far, far back,” Koda answered thoughtfully. “That I have ties to commanders and warriors. I saw a vision of a great wall made of red stone overlooking a large valley.”

“Defiance Keep,” Finna breathed, and the longing in her voice at the memory burned as hot as the desire had moments ago. “It held out for so long against the Crooked that we thought it could never fall…”

“What happened to it?” Koda asked.

When Finna didn’t respond, instead only burying her face in his shoulder more, Koda had his answer. Rather than push her, he just squeezed her closer while finally taking the time to study their surroundings.

The ground underneath them was a mixture of soft earth and sand, a familiar choice Sienna usually made when creating their shelters for the night. Overhead, a stone cave mouth blocked out the sky, but from the distant glow of light beyond his feet, it was late evening. He couldn’t hear water, so doubted they were still in the same cave with the hidden lake as before. A small fire crackled near his feet, confirming the warmth that he’d felt earlier, as the small tendrils of smoke it produced danced amongst the small waves in the stone roof overhead.

“I saw a vision of the oceans,” Koda murmured after a minute of silence. Finna didn’t respond aloud, but he saw one of her long ears shift, turning to hear him better. He continued. “I was high on a cliff, observing the ocean as it rolled before us. An old man sat behind me, telling me about how the origin of life dwelt within the sea, and the great predators of the deep were the most primeval of us.”

Finna gave a nod, her soft hair brushing against Koda’s muscled chest with the motion. She didn’t counter his claim of ‘us,’ but Koda hadn’t expected her to.

“I’m telling them out of order,” Koda said with a small sigh. “The first one was the ocean and learning of the most basic desires of the beasts. The second was the keep and the first volley of a great battle to defend our home.”

“And the third vision?” Finna prompted when he took a breath.

“The third was again in the mountains, this time overlooking fields and forests. I could hear the ocean and see it distantly, but not see the shoreline,” Koda answered.

He took a moment to compose himself and figure out how to describe it, not because he wanted to hide anything, but because the visions had such an odd, ephemeral quality that he wanted to make sure he described them properly.

“I stood high on a cliff surveying the land and felt content that it was safe under my protection. My mate was at my back, and her love for me was as unquestionable as mine was to her. Children waited at home, and we hurried to return to them, leaping off the cliff and taking flight.”

“So you have an avian bloodline then,” Finna said with a small nod. Koda felt the confident smile against his neck, but his beast rumbled in disagreement.

“I don’t think so,” Koda said automatically, his conscious mind in sync with the instinctive beast dwelling inside his blood. “I had feathered wings, but… something tells me it wasn’t the only thing.”

“Interesting,” Finna said, shifting slightly to sit up just enough to look him in the eye. “Sloane told you that the bloodline of champions was a chimeric one. It’s possible your ancestors had wings, and that’s why you remembered it that way, but your actual beast is something different.”

“Possible,” Koda hedged even as he felt the memory of feathers wash over his soul. He’d sensed it more than once in the visions, but Finna was right that it guaranteed nothing.

“What sensations did you have?” Finna asked, the hand on Koda’s chest rubbing gently as her lips settled against his neck once more. “Did you have certain desires to hunt? Did you see anyone specific you recognized as an ancestor?”

“No,” Koda replied after a moment of thought. “Oddly enough, the only people I saw directly were the soldiers in the second vision. They were of all different tribes of the beastfolk; no single one seemed to be more common. I remember speaking with someone I knew as a daughter in the second vision, but she stayed just out of sight. Same with my mate in the third vision and the elder teaching me in the first.”

“Odd,” Finna muttered, her lips tickling his jawline this time. “But not unexpected. You said before that your beast spoke to you, though?”

“Yes,” Koda answered, the arm around Finna squeezing her closer as she nipped at his neck once more. “It said that it wasn’t ready to emerge yet because of the damage done in having to wake early.”

“But the fact that it is fully awake and can communicate means that it is far closer to surfacing now,” Finna hummed happily. The faint tickle of her eyelashes against Koda’s throat followed that statement. “This means that it should emerge soon. There was never a guarantee it would show itself in these visions, but they would draw it closer to the surface and empower it.”

“I can be patient,” Koda replied, his voice deep with desire now and the arm around Finna tightening again.

“A patient hunter is a successful one,” Finna replied, her voice growing more husky as well. The hand on Koda’s chest drifted lower to stroke over his abs while he felt her shifting slightly against him.

“Indeed,” Koda growled, turning slightly to meet her eyes with one of his. “And from what I could tell of the visions, I was a very successful hunter.”

The two of them shared a long and silent look then, two sets of blue eyes meeting and mixing like sections of sky on the horizon.

Finna didn’t speak; her lips just pressed into his throat once more, gently, before she slid back from him. Her motions were slow and tentative, like an animal preparing to flee.

Koda shifted as well, gently disengaging from the sleeping Sienna and tucking her into the warm hollow they’d been sleeping in. Sienna had given her approval of this, and Koda trusted her to know if the other girls approved as well. All of his mates communicated their desires and comforts freely, so he had no reason not to believe Sienna’s words.

Finna waited until Koda had settled Sienna in, the firelight staining her sun-kissed skin with oranges and yellows while reds danced in her cloud-like hair.

Both of them were naked and moved with the grace and confidence of one who was entirely comfortable in their own skin. Finna edged towards the entrance of the cave, which overlooked a small forest tucked into a narrow valley at the base of the rough ridgeline they’d been in earlier.

Koda took a deep breath in through his nose. The contented pine scent of Sienna clung to him, while the sun-ripened grain smell of the aroused lapine spirit in front of him drew him forward.

Koda met Finna’s gaze once more, and with a raised eyebrow asked her if this was what she wanted.

The broad smile that spread over Finna’s cheeks was his answer before she turned and lunged out of the cave mouth, her rounded bunny tail wiggling in excitement.

Koda exploded into motion, bounding after her with a lusty growl on his lips.

The hunt was on.
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The beast within Koda’s soul gave a happy roar as he sprinted out of the cave and into the late afternoon light in pursuit of Finna.

Although she was literally the primal spirit of the rabbit, the lapine woman only had a dozen feet of lead on Koda at the moment, and he was determined not to let her get any more.

Chase! Mate! Claim! chanted the beast, and Koda felt a happy growl rumble its way up out of his chest in response.

Finna, her long, muscled legs flexing and her tight bottom bouncing as she ran, chanced a glance over her shoulder as she raced along the edge of the trees away from the cave. Her storm-cloud colored hair floated behind her, the wind also buffeting her long ears back while the late afternoon sun gilded her pale skin.

“Catch me if you can, champion,” Finna laughed, the flush of desire dyeing her skin a pale pink that matched the hard tips of her nipples.

Not responding aloud, Koda kicked off with one foot, seamlessly moving from running into a bounding leap powered by his supernatural strength that made Finna’s eyes go wide in surprise as he soared through the air towards her, arms spread wide to catch and cage her in.

Squealing, Finna dug her feet in and abruptly changed directions. Her little puffball tail wiggled as she skidded about and ducked under one of Koda’s reaching arms to scamper into the trees.

Koda landed from his leap, digging his heels in and driving up a ripple of dirt as he braked and came about.

Another bounding leap sent Koda into the trees, and he didn’t bother to dodge around the greenery, instead crashing right through and blocking branches with his forearms to prevent them from slapping against his bare body.

The sight of Finna’s ripe body jiggling as she ran, teasing and taunting him with every step, was almost more than he could stand. Koda could feel the beast roaring with lust and desire for the woman he viewed as his mate in all but reality now, a fact that was only encouraged by his first mate's earlier approval.

Finna ducked and dodged, forcing her way through bushes and brush alternately. Koda was always there behind her. Any time that they were on a straightaway for more than a few strides, Koda pushed hard and would close the distance more.

The only time that Finna could open up the distance between them at all was when she could jink and change directions unexpectedly, but Koda was rapidly learning what muscles in her tight ass and thighs to watch to see which way she would be going.

The mistake that ended the chase came when Finna spun to the right after entering a small clearing, diving to get back into the trees before Koda could get clear and open up his speed once more with those mighty, ground-devouring leaps.

Seeing the muscles in her left leg tense and her left butt cheek rise as she prepared to kick off with that leg and turn right, Koda reached out with his right arm and hooked his elbow around the last tree on his right as he exited the forest at a dead run.

The tree groaned in protest, but held in place as he used it to pivot without losing any speed. His feet dug into the thickly grassed turf, and Koda launched himself forward in pursuit of Finna, his eyes fixed on that wiggling puffball tail.

Finna let out another surprised squeal when Koda was suddenly ahead of her, coming at her from the side.

Reacting with the speed only a rabbit could, Finna launched herself into a leap of her own, leaving the ground and soaring upwards. But she could not get high enough, fast enough, to evade Koda’s reflexes.

As Finna reached the peak of her jump and twisted in midair to get her feet up above Koda’s head height, Koda’s left hand snapped out and closed around one slender ankle as it went by his head.

“Aiee!” Finna squeaked in surprise when Koda arrested her ascent and gave her leg a tug just strong enough to redirect her motion now that she was in the air.

Finna tumbled, her trajectory fouled by Koda’s hand chaining her to the ground. It was only when his right arm wrapped around her hips to anchor her in place as he dragged the fleeing rabbit beastfolk into his arms.

Finna struggled at first, but Koda had been learning from Sloane the precise ways to capture and restrain limbs. Admittedly, those lessons had revolved around controlling the limbs so that the maximum amount of damage could be inflicted, but the happily rumbling beast in Koda’s blood had absolutely zero desire for the beautiful bunny woman to be harmed, so he instinctively controlled his strength to ensure she was safe.

Koda landed from his bounding leap, the grip on Finna’s foot releasing to shift to the other leg and race up that long, lean limb to her hip as he turned on one foot to pin the larger woman against a tree trunk.

The impact of her cushy bottom and lower back against the tree made the entire plant shake, raining down a small flurry of little green leaves all around them.

Finna’s arms snaked around Koda’s neck automatically, her long, lapine ears perking upright as she allowed him to manhandle her, trusting in Koda’s strength and control entirely. The only concession the rabbit woman made to controlling the moment was to spread her legs wide and hook her thighs around Koda’s hips as she reeled him in for a kiss.

Their breaths mixed hotly as Koda crowded closer, hands sliding down from Finna’s hips to cup her bottom and knead those firm cheeks. Their lips danced together, tongues darting out to meet and entwine or tease the other’s lips‌.

Running with an erection had been awkward, but with the sweet prey he had been pursuing, it was something Koda would put up with. Now that he had her captured, Koda crowded close and ground the underside of his shaft against Finna’s soaked mound.

The pressure of his cock rubbing against the lips of her sweet pussy drew a groan of pleasure from both of them, a groan that was drowned by their locked lips, muffled by their shared excitement.

A few moments later, Finna twisted free of the kiss. But rather than try to escape, she buried her face in Koda’s neck, nuzzling into his throat and raining down small kisses. The soft fur on her long ears tickled Koda’s cheek as the twin appendages folded back, making it feel like a pair of clouds were kissing his cheek and forehead while her lips played over his neck.

“I should have known you’d catch me that quickly,” Finna panted into his skin. “You ran me down in seconds when I first tried to sneak up on your group, and you’ve only gotten stronger and more skilled.”

“Practice,” Koda rumbled, nudging Finna’s head to one side and baring her throat to me.

The rabbit woman let out another keening cry of pleasure as Koda’s teeth sank into the muscle of her shoulder. He didn’t break skin, but the sensation of a predator’s teeth, her predator specifically, on her flesh set Finna off into a haze.

Pulling back, Koda studied the deep dents in her flesh from his teeth, dragging his tongue over the flesh to stimulate it before he continued to tease her with his words.

“I’ve run down Sienna multiple times, and Samira as well. Arthene would rather wrestle for dominance, and Calandra…” Koda gave a husky chuckle that sent a shiver through Finna’s body. “Calandra doesn’t run.”

“She knows where home is,” Finna moaned, her hips working to grind her soaked pussy against Koda’s throbbing length. “Show me where home is, Koda. You ran me down, now claim me.”

The beast in Koda’s soul roared in triumph at hearing that, a roar that was echoed by a chest-deep growl of desire that ripped out of Koda’s throat. That growl resonated through Koda’s chest and into Finna’s, making the lapine woman squeal in surprise as the sound triggered a small, gushing orgasm.

The splash of her womanly juices against Koda’s crotch was like the report of a starting pistol, and he dove back in, sinking his teeth into the muscles at the base of her neck. That sharp stimulation triggered another climax in Finna, and the rabbit woman thrashed in Koda’s grip while letting out a high-pitched squeal of joy.

Finna wasn’t trying to get away; her thrashing was more to do with how every muscle in her body was frantically trying to figure out how to get her mate inside her, but somehow not working together in the effort. Her breasts heaved, mashed between them and their peaks as hard as stone while dragging over Koda’s muscled chest‌.

“My mateeee…” Finna whined, her fingernails drawing lines of fire down Koda’s spine while her tensing womanhood gave its own brand of wet kisses to the underside of his cock.

Koda growled again, not as deep and primal this time, but with a brief twitch of his head, his teeth firmly locked into that lump of muscle at the base of her neck. Finna went limp in his arms, submitting completely to her mate.

Releasing the bruised flesh in his mouth, Koda began laying soft kisses and little licks over the bite, soothing the bruised skin once more while nuzzling into Finna’s shoulder.

Only after he had covered every bruise and every bite mark with kisses and affection did Koda lean further forward. His grip on Finna’s ass allowed him to adjust her in his arms. Leaning forward to press her shoulders to the tree, Koda slid first one and then his other arm around, hooking the lithe rabbit woman’s legs under his elbows to support her and spread her further open in front of him.

Finna moaned again, a deep sound of longing as her mate arranged her body exactly how he wanted her for when he claimed her as his own. The little puffball tail of stormcloud gray hair on her bottom was wiggling furiously with anticipation as drops of her liquid excitement trailed over her sun-kissed skin.

“Breed me, Aegisclaw,” Finna begged, using her legs over his arms to pull him forward. “I’ll give you kits—whole litters of them. All of your mates will happily carry a generation of warrior-priests for you. We will repopulate the lost tribes of our own bodies, if that’s your wish.”

Koda felt a twinge within his heart, in the space that always warmed when his mates spoke of large and loving families. Finna’s words brought to mind the home he had back in Silverstone, but rather than the large and mostly empty home he had grown used to over the winter, it was full of racing children. Young bear beastfolk listened raptly to Samira’s stories while Arthene playfully juggled wolf cub children. Sienna and Calandra taught older cat and dwarven children how to sharpen weapons and tools safely. Finna and a swarm of lapine children were doing stretches while talking about taking a run around the valley, like they were walking around the block. He even saw Sloane in the vision, the thick auroch woman watching with a smile as she stirred a bowl full of something with flour smudged on her chin and forehead.

Shaking off the vision in his mind, Koda drank in the vision splayed out before him.

Finna was panting with desire, her eyes wide and dilated while her arousal dewed her womanhood and ran down her thighs. A blush lay thick over her, running all the way down her neck to the tops of her full breasts where they nearly made the filling in a sensual sandwich with how Koda had her folded up.

Their eyes met, and Finna dragged in a gasp of lust that trailed off into a moan as Koda pushed forward. Their combined posture was enough for the head of Koda’s cock to find and sink into the moist slit of her womanhood.

Finna’s moan rose in pitch and volume as Koda sank deeper and deeper, her muscled legs trembling with every inch until their pelvises connected with a wet slap.

“Gods…” Finna gasped, her abdominals flexing and massaging his shaft. “So deep…”

“You wanted me to claim you,” Koda rumbled, nuzzling his cheek into hers gently. The next part, he breathed directly into her ear, sending another slight tremor of climax through his newest lover and making her gush all over him. “So now, I’m going to claim every inch of you. Starting with the deepest part.”

Leaning back, Koda began rolling his hips to pull back about half his length before thrusting forward to drive to the root into Finna’s trembling body.

The lapine woman yelped with each penetration. Each thrust sent ripples of pleasure up her spine strong enough that her ears stood up on end. Her tits jiggled and danced, and her body's soft curves echoed those same pleasure ripples with the force of her lover’s thrusts.

There was nothing Finna could do to stop Koda claiming her, and she seemed quite happy with that fact. All she could do was ride it out and encourage him with little kicks of her feet against his back while Koda manhandled her against the tree. Even the slight pain of the bark digging into her back seemed to drive the lapine woman to new heights.

“Yes,” Finna groaned. “More! Harder!”

Koda was happy to comply, using a trick that he’d perfected with Sienna weeks ago by leaning further back and stepping away from the tree. This left Finna hanging in his arms, supported only by her arms around his neck, his arms under her legs, and his cock buried in her spasming sex.

Bouncing his hips upwards, Koda thrust into his lover hard enough to send her upward and then let gravity bring her back down onto his cock with a rhythmic smack.

Finna’s moans ratcheted up another notch as Koda showed off his strength by standing on the grass and cradling the muscled rabbit spirit in his arms while fucking her in midair.

Neither of them cared about the fact they were ferociously fucking on the edge of a field, exposed to the world and anyone who could observe them. In fact, Koda was so focused on ensuring he marked every inch of Finna’s delicious body that if someone were to interrupt them at this moment, it would be the last thing that the interrupter did.

Finna wailed her pleasure as Koda power-fucked her in midair, bodily lifting and slamming her down on his shaft, the motion making her full breasts bounce and jiggle while she just hung on for the ride and panted, open-mouthed, trying to get a breath of air in around her screams of pleasure.

Koda’s muscles and joints burned, but it was the happy burn of exertion for a cause that was undoubtedly a good one. The pleasure of his lover’s sex, as it gripped and stroked his throbbing shaft and they both chased climax, was enough that it nearly short-circuited his mind.

The only thing that made it through Koda’s fog of lust right now, as the two of them feasted on each other, was that it could only get better if he could get better traction.

There was the wail of another climax winding down, her whole body trembling while at the mercy of her ferocious mate, which finally cracked the orgasmic cycle running through Finna’s long-neglected body. Her primal imperative to be bred gave her something to anchor herself on as she rode her mate furiously.

“Koda,” Finna gasped, a thin tendril of drool running from her lips as she fought to keep this tentative shield against pleasure.

Koda grunted, but didn’t slow the furious pumping of his hips.

“Koda, put me down,” Finna begged, her little heel-kicks into his butt still signaling him to keep going.

The responding growl to Finna’s request sent a ripple of vibration through their connected bodies that drilled right into Finna’s clitoris and sent a spike of pleasure up her spine. Her soaked sex gave another pulsing clench on Koda’ cock, and she gasped for breath as she rode the lightning bolt of pleasure, fighting to finish her sentence.

“Don’t stop,” Finna gasped. “But take me from behind.”

That idea made it through the swirling cloud of desire fogging Koda’s brain, and he grunted in agreement. A shifting of his grip brought her upright rather than impaled at an angle on his cock. Pressing their sweaty chests together, Koda met Finna’s kiss-swollen lips with his once more, gently releasing first one leg and then the other until the tall lapine spirit was standing on shaking legs, still impaled on Koda’s pulsing shaft.

Finna’s hot moans bathed Koda’s face in desire as she rocked on her toes, fucking herself slowly on his shaft and clearly hesitant to pull back, despite being the one to ask him to change positions.

Koda’s patience ran out before Finna could muster the self-control to pull herself away from the searing pleasure her mate had been giving her.

The grip ‌ on her muscled hips spun the rabbit woman about. The motion yanked Koda’s cock free with a wet pop from her slit and a disappointed moan from Finna at the sudden empty feeling.

But Koda was a man on a mission. One of his mates had asked him for something and he would deliver it.

Manhandling Finna about, he gently but insistently pushed her first to her knees and then guided her onto her hands as well. As soon as her knees hit the grass, Finna’s lust-fogged mind remembered what she’d asked him, and she went willingly now.

Finna bent low, her chest pressing into the thick, soft grass of the field while her ass rose behind her, hips swaying back and forth while her soaked and swollen sex tempted Koda. The scent of her arousal was thick in the air, and Koda was drawn to her molten honeypot with an irresistible attraction.

The little puffball gray tail wiggling from the top of her cheeks was just icing on the ‌cake. It was a bit of a moving target that wiggled faster when Koda ran one hand up the inside of Finna’s wet thighs to cup her dripping sex.

That gentle but firm contact made Finna moan, a low and guttural sound that trailed off into another squeal of pleasure as Koda lined himself up and slammed to the root with a moist swish.

Remembering how well Finna had reacted to the firm and aggressive simulation earlier, Koda leaned into it. The position wasn’t the best for it, but he was just tall enough that he could make it work with Finna folded up like this.

Finna’s knees were tucked underneath her as in a kneeling pose, but his weight on her back brought her down into position and pinned her there. Koda set his legs on either side of Finna’s calves, trapping them there while one hand pressed into her lower back, forcing it to flex and spread her lower half for him.

Koda’s other arm snaked in along Finna’s side, sliding up her tight stomach to cup one firm breast and knead it, thumb and forefinger pinching her nipple fiercely.

Finna’s guttural moaning turned into a shriek of desire, lust, and surrender when Koda’s teeth found the back of her neck.

Her sex gushed, spraying her womanly juices over the grass like a spring rain as she came explosively. The sensation of one as powerful as her being so effortlessly dominated by one she had surrendered to triggered every instinct in the primal spirit’s incarnate body. Finna clawed at the dirt, pulling up handfuls of grass and soil as she clawed for something, anything, to help her ride out this pleasure, but found nothing.

Koda rode out the thrashing climax even as Finna’s juices wet his thighs, powering through every squeezing contraction of her climaxing pussy as his own instincts sang to him of a desire to breed this obviously fertile female. To swell her beautiful body with children for them both to love.

Releasing his bite, Koda growled even louder, pushing himself up and over her while moving to pin her shoulders to the ground with both hands. Finna’s squeals trailed off into deep, guttural groans of pleasure marked with several more gushes of her liquid pleasure as Koda held her down in place with one hand on the back of her neck, grinding her full chest into the grass, while the other grabbed a handful of her ass and hip to pull her forcibly back onto his cock.

White fire blended with electric pleasure as the growing climax in Koda’s gut finally surged up and out of his body. Roaring his victory to the sky, Koda poured himself into Finna’s welcoming body.

The sensation of stream after stream of burning hot cum filling her sent Finna off again. Her words were blocked by the grass and her own breathless and trembling excitement, but she joined her mate in screaming her joy at being seeded to the world.

The two rode that high for long moments as Koda pumped Finna full of his seed, claiming her body as his and, in the wordless way of the animals, binding their souls together as mates.

Only when he had given everything he could to Finna—and she welcomed every drop into her fertile body—did Koda’s muscles finally unclench.

Gasping for breath, Koda shifted the hand off the back of Finna’s neck, bending forward over her while keeping his cock in place to plug her body so his seed did not leak out.

Bending down over Finna’s back, he nuzzled the back of her head, nipping at the edge of one long and downy ear while his hands ran over her sweaty back.

“Mmm…” Finna purred, her voice rough from the screaming orgasms but luxuriating in the tender affection after the fact. “Don’t do that, Koda… you’ll wind me up for another round.”

A gasping moan abruptly drowned out her pleased purring when Koda’s hips gave a sudden thrust, his crotch slapping into her sweaty ass with a sharp crack.

“Thinking I’d be done after one round is a mistake,” Koda rumbled into Finna’s ear, sending a wave of goosebumps running up her arms and down her back.

Finna could only groan in pleasure as Koda leaned back, his hands settling into the point where her hips swelled out to give himself a good grip before he began the entire process of claiming his mate once more.


Chapter Twenty-Six




“Welcome to the family, sister!” Arthene cheered happily as Koda, Finna, and Sienna trotted into the campsite of their little army.

Samira, Calandra, and Sloane were all sitting together around a central fire set between two large tents at the back of the war camp, watching as the bear spirit bounded upright and charged the returning trio to scoop both Sienna and Finna into her arms with a laugh, spinning joyfully with the two other women in her arms.

“What about me?” Koda asked, the large smile on his face putting a lie to the pouting tone that he used.

“I’ll get to you in a minute, lover,” Arthene said with a smirk, hitching her two giggling captives up so that she held one in each arm.

Sienna perched happily in the crook of Arthene’s arm, holding her spear out in one hand to help balance her weight. Finna just leaned into Arthene, lightly batting at the bear spirit to get Arthene to set her down.

“Brute, you are pressing right on my bruises,” Finna protested. The rabbit beastfolk yelped in surprise when Arthene bounced the lapine woman on her arm.

“That just means that our man did a good job if he left you limping afterwards!” Arthene cackled in amusement, catching Finna before doing another joyful spin that sent her fur skirt flaring out before gently setting the two of them down.

“Brute,” Finna grumbled playfully, brushing her ears flat once more.

“But our brute,” Sienna snickered, sliding down to her feet with a nimble hop, pausing long enough to press an affectionate kiss to Arthene’s cheek before she continued. “I warned you that Koda would be insatiable. I even offered to help weather some of the hunger.”

Koda never heard what Finna said in response, because Arthene spun on him next with a playful growl, scooping him up into her arms and burying him headfirst into her bust.

“Thank you, my mate!” Arthene crowed, squeezing Koda into the hug tightly, physically wiggling with joy. “Thank you for accepting her into our family! I love my sister-wives, but I have known Finna for aeons, and having her with us will ensure our family is safe for centuries to come.”

Koda said something, but a combination of Arthene’s plush bosom and the hide wrap top she wore entirely muffled his words. But given his location, it wasn’t exactly a fate that most would complain about.

“Arthene, stop suffocating our man,” Calandra protested.

“I’m not suffocating him,” Arthene protested, not releasing Koda at all. “I’m rewarding him for giving me another sister!”

The resounding smack of Calandra’s open palm on Arthene’s ass was only drowned out by the surprised shriek of Arthene after getting smacked on the butt by the shorter woman.

“Don’t make me jump up there and do it again,” Calandra threatened, laughter heavy in her voice. “Now put him down so I can hug something besides his ankles.”

“All right, sister,” Arthene grumped playfully, setting Koda down on his feet once more.

Before she surrendered her grip on him, Arthene cupped his face in both hands and pulled Koda into a deep, soul-searching kiss that made his toes curl in his boots.

“I’ll make sure to reward you properly later, my mate,” Arthene husked, rubbing her nose on his before scampering back to the others.

Sienna and Finna had already rejoined their sister-mates, happily chatting and trading news, while Calandra stood in front of Koda, her fists on her hips and staring up at him with one eyebrow raised.

“What?” Koda asked, naturally wary by the dwarven woman’s challenging posture.

Rather than answer with words, Calandra instead launched herself at him like a rather busty flying squirrel.

Taken by surprise, the sudden tackling attack bowled Koda onto his ass amidst another rainstorm of giggles from those watching.
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“They chose the valley we expected, but even I wasn’t expecting the fighting to begin like this,” Sloane murmured the next day, lying on her belly beside Koda as the two peeked over the hills.

Koda didn’t answer, just scanned the distant battlefield as the two armies ground against each other in a bloody melee.

Reports had come in only minutes before that the armies were taking the field finally, and Koda thanked his lucky stars that he had returned when he did, as the fighting had kicked off the very next day after he’d returned.

Now, they lay on top of a slightly taller hill towards the center of the battle watching as the rank-and-file of the baron’s forces clashed with the soldier-caste Crooked.

It was a horrifying yet enlightening view of the battle.

Until this point, Koda’s encounters with the solder-caste Crooked had put their combat capability only a little past that of the conscript-caste. Now, seeing those same soldier-castes that Koda had slaughtered in droves clashing with regular rank-and-file soldiers was showing Koda just how out of touch he’d become with the threat level presented.

Though it might also be related to the fact they can fight in lines and make the most of their equipment like this, while we usually ambushed them or just bulled through on raw strength, Koda thought as he watched the fight develop.

The Crooked had apparently marched onto the chosen battlefield where the baron’s forces were already forming up and, rather than assuming ranks for a proper clash, had driven forward in a rapid march to slam into the not-yet-organized lines of the baron’s people.

The handful of remaining conscripts that led this disorganized charge only oiled the gears of the battle with their blood, but the damage was done.

Given that Koda’s forces had worked hard to remove the Crooked cavalry elements, it made sense that the twisted creatures had closed to close combat as quickly as possible. On either flank of the large force, ranks of Crooked with heavy shields and gnarled pikes stood ready to turn or fend off a cavalry charge that might come in.

That the Crooked were apparently content to keep a portion of their heavy infantry back right now just in case the baron produced horse troops from somewhere also told Koda that whatever was leading the Crooked forces was relatively confident in their chances of victory.

“There,” Sloane murmured, one arm shooting forward in the grass to indicate movement at the back of the Crooked formations.

Koda followed her gesture, leaning in a little closer to ensure he followed the right line of her pointing finger.

A group of around five or six hundred Crooked, lightly armed and armored, separated from the back of the army and marched rapidly back towards their camp, keeping their army between themselves and the baron’s forces.

“What are they doing?” Koda asked rhetorically, studying the group and rapidly counting them in his head. The force was large, but not so large that it would be noticed unless someone had the right angle to see their concealed retreat.

“I bet they are aiming to duck behind a line of hills and try to come around to hit a flank,” Sloane murmured thoughtfully, shifting a little closer to Koda to keep her voice down, her warm shoulder pressing into his. “If they had cavalry, they’d be doing the same thing, just faster. Those are skirmishers, lightly armed and armored to move quickly and hit hard. Probably set fires and break up the lines hoping to disrupt the stalemate they are facing right now.”

Koda was silent as he watched the Crooked force falling back into the camp, angling in front of the earthworks they’d made to protect their camp and then out and behind the nearest hill. He mentally traced their path, comparing it with the valleys around the battlefields that he’d scouted the previous night when he couldn’t sleep.

Not sure what it was, but my night-sight has been improved ever since the spirit-journey. Honestly, my eyesight has vastly improved as well, Koda thought as he studied the moving group. Their angle would take them in front of the section of raised hills that he and Sloane were sitting on, so he wasn’t worried that they’d discover him or his camp.

“If we wait and let them pass, then they can sow discord in the ranks while we hit the Crooked camp,” Sloane suggested, her tone even.

When Koda glanced her way, Sloane hadn’t moved, still lying flat on her stomach while she stared out over the grassland at the moving mass of Crooked warriors.

The sun overhead slipped behind a cloud, casting a deep shadow over them that darkened the world.

Koda glanced back out over the fields toward the moving group of Crooked and thought.

He didn’t want to let the Crooked do any more damage than they absolutely had to, but the baron’s army was almost as dangerous to the people of the grasslands as the Crooked were.

His eyes were drawn out over the fields to the flank that the Crooked force was moving to circumvent and hit from behind.

It was harder to make out the distant troops of the baron, but he could still see them.

Unlike the main line of forces, these had formed up and were presenting a solid wing of troops. They hadn’t moved forward as the main fronts were crashing against each other, but were ready and waiting.

Squinting, Koda studied the lines of men and women that would likely be the targets of the Crooked’s flanking attempt. Something about them niggled at the back of his mind, and it only took Koda a bare few minutes to make the connection.

“Those are dwarves…” Koda murmured, finally realizing that the scale of the armored warriors had been bothering him.

Easily two-thirds of the troops on that near flank were dwarves. There were others behind them that loomed taller, but those figures had far broader shoulders than the human troops, and he guessed they might be the orcs that the others had mentioned to him.

Kin. Allies. Loyal, rumbled the beast in Koda’s blood, and his grip tightened on the turf in front of him, fingers digging deep channels in the earth.

Koda shook his head and pushed off to back down the hill.

“We are going to intercept the Crooked force,” Koda growled as he crawled back out of sight. Sloane followed silently. “I will not let them flank the dwarves.”

“Is this because of Cal—” Sloane began, only for Koda to cut her off.

“It’s not just because of my mate,” Koda said firmly, turning to race down the hill to where their braves waited in a loose camp. They knew they’d be called on to raid the Crooked camp, just not when. “It’s because Chandra is Thera’s sworn sister, and I won’t leave any of her kin to be slaughtered by those monsters.”

“Even better.”

Sloane’s response drew a surprised look from Koda, and she shot him a wicked smile.

“What? I don’t need a reason to hate or hunt the Crooked, but you’ve given me a very good one for why we need to act to eliminate this threat.”

“But it’s going to make things easier for the baron,” Koda half-protested, still surprised that Sloane was all for changing their plans.

“The baron’s people we can deal with; we can at least reason with them. The Crooked only understand their twisted natures. So I’d rather they have some twisted spines and limbs to go with those natures,” Sloane answered, bloodlust running hot in her words. The horned woman gave her hands a flex, making the joints in her fingers pop rapid-fire as the savage grin spread over her face.

Koda realized a moment later that he wore a matching savage grin on his face too. Deep in his soul, the beast rumbled contentedly. The children of the one whom his goddess called ‘sister’ would be protected.
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They hit the Crooked like a late-summer brushfire. Only someone looking specifically for the signs would have seen it coming.

The Crooked ambushing force had only made it halfway around the lines, keeping low behind the hills as the clash and scream of the battlefield continued. They were traveling along just below the line of the ridge in a long, roughly organized lump. When Koda’s force came flying out of concealed burrows in the hill and fell on them from the rear, the ambushers were ambushed in short order.

Not one of the braves had argued about taking another bite out of the Crooked, something for which Koda was very proud of them. Since these were their lands, it would have been easy to look at this as both sides invading and let the Crooked do what they wanted to the other invader.

But his braves had all rallied into a fast-moving block of warriors to skirt out and around the skirmishers. Calandra used her wind magic to speed them on their way, while Sienna raced ahead with a choice escort to prepare their own ambush.

The Crooked forces had marched right past the collection of low hillocks, some going right over top of the dozens of bumps in the soil that only came up a foot or two. Entirely unaware they were walking on top of a living minefield.

When the trigger-moment came, that minefield exploded into a whirling maelstrom of beastfolk warriors erupting from carefully constructed earthen bunkers and tearing into the rear of the Crooked force, cutting off their angle of retreat.

Koda led the charge, being the first to burst from cover with an echoing roar of challenge and coming up in the back middle of the group.

He’d specifically asked Sienna to make him his own bolt-hole—not because he wanted to separate from his mates, but because Koda knew he would be at the absolutely most dangerous point in the battle. Even then, she’d given him some pushback, but when Koda explained he needed his mates to anchor the line and help support the troops, she accepted his request fully. The fact it was entirely true was just a bonus factor as far as Koda was concerned.

The way Sienna constructed the earthen burrows was a hole with a narrow exit on one side that was nothing more than grass folded over rather than solid soil, allowing those hidden to rush out in a single-file line, scything into the enemy flank and widening each breach while keeping allies at their back. It was only the handful of Crooked who stumbled too close to the holes that would have had any inklings of the danger, but they had been whipped into a frenzy by their commanders and were moving fast now.

It was the largest of the commanders that Koda dove for. Seeing the hulking form of a Crooked champion stomping past him—wielding a hunk of bent iron that vaguely looked like someone had converted the anchor of a ship into a war-mattock—was the opportunity that Koda had been waiting for.

Already wearing his totemic armor and wielding the clawed gauntlets, Koda launched himself out of his hide with a roar of challenge. The Crooked champion reacted instinctively, whipping in a circle with his weapon as he spun to locate the threat.

Koda, the moment he saw the creature turn, kicked off the ground into an upward leap, like the one that Finna had tried to use to evade him during their mating hunt the previous day. Only Koda put far more oomph into the jump and made it almost ten feet into the air before the Crooked got much momentum going.

The gnarled iron war-mattock swept by underneath Koda, and he felt a surge of savage glee to see it crash into the Crooked skirmishers, sending them scattering with matching screams.

Reaching the peak of his flight, Koda twisted his body to help guide his downward arc as the Crooked spun. Once someone was airborne, there wasn’t much you could do to adjust their trajectory. However, Sloane had taught him a few tricks during their grappling training to adjust angles, which Finna had expanded on.

When Koda descended from his leap, he slammed into the spinning Crooked champion feet-first from behind, driving him to the ground like a stooping hawk crushing a running mouse into the grass.

Koda’s long claws drove forward, scything into the back of the thick neck like a dozen slim daggers and turning the Crooked’s shoulders and neck into a mass of shredded hamburger.

The Crooked champion thrashed, his bloated and over-muscled torso trying to throw Koda off, but the damage was already done. His spine was severed even as Koda rode his flailing body to the ground; he got a single twitch in before the signal was disrupted and he went limp. Bones crunched under Koda’s weight, and the Crooked champion screamed in a combination of fear and fury, unable to even bring together enough focus to spout the disgusting rhymes he was used to hearing from the Crooked.

Koda kicked the downed champion in the side of the head as he hopped free, snatching the oversized weapon from his limp hand. He spun in a circle to get his momentum before launching the twisted mattock into the crowd of nearby Crooked skirmishers that were only just now realizing that a predator was in their midst.

The heavy weapon whistled as it blasted through the loose ranks of the Crooked, the champion-boosted strength of Koda’s throw turning the simple weapon into something far more like a cannon shot.

And that was before the others revealed themselves.

The braves of the southern plains tore into their enemy like a wave of hyenas bursting from hiding to devour all in their path.

Spears, arrows, and thrown axes flew, reaping a wicked toll from the enemy’s backline before the braves drove into their ranks like a serrated saw, dozens of blades cutting deep.

Koda watched as Sloane found another of the Crooked champions, this one a rangy beast towering almost eight feet tall when standing fully upright. She proceeded to systematically break it, then fold it up with a handful of targeted blows to joints and spine.

He heard more than saw Calandra’s furious battle-cry and the small wave of enemies falling over, her shorter height making it look like some kind of devious lawnmower was taking them down at the knees.

Sienna and Samira worked together, the two quick-moving fighters weaving around each other to lead a deep thrust into the ranks after a third champion on the other flank.

Finna stood back with the archers, sending waves of arrows and javelins into the back ranks of the force.

The tribes of the plains drew a bloody toll on their invaders, despite being outnumbered. Several of the higher-ranked soldier-caste Crooked fought to organize their lines, bringing the handful of their troops with shields that had been leading the flanking maneuver back through the force to stabilize their lines.

Another champion surged out of the ranks, wielding a shield twice the size of a wagon wheel, with jagged metal blades mounted on one side like a massive circular saw blade. The creature bellowed a challenge, angling directly for Koda, whose ferocity had resulted in a large gap around him, as even the slavish Crooked were hesitant to engage with him.

“Crush and beat, make fresh meat!” screeched the Crooked beast, slamming one meaty fist into his bare, lumpy chest like a gorilla issuing a challenge.

Koda replied with a bestial roar of his own, kicking out with one leg to send a cloud of loose debris at the Crooked with the shield.

Rocks, bits of shattered armor, and sticks flew outwards in a storm, forcing the Crooked to take shelter behind his shield for a moment. Koda seized ‌this opportunity and lunged forward while the champion’s eyes were off him.

His instincts were roused, and it was only the burgeoning muscle-memory of Sloane’s teaching that kept Koda from falling on the enemy like a wild animal.

Instead, he kicked out at the exposed knee of the shield-bearing Crooked. The crack of the joint shattering was loud enough that it cut through the nearby fighting like lightning on a clear day.

Bellowing in pain, the Crooked stumbled and pulled his shield back to spot his attacker. But Koda kept the shield between himself and the Crooked, circling to the left while driving a second kick into the shattered joint at a new angle.

This time, bone emerged from flesh like disturbing flowers breaching soil and the Crooked squealed as it overbalanced, hopping away from Koda.

Switching his direction now, Koda dove to the right, claws flashing to hook the edge of the shield and yank it outwards in a sweeping, left-handed slash.

The moment the opening presented itself, Koda lunged forward and drove his right-handed claws into the Crooked’s gut like a dagger, slashing upwards to spill its guts over the grass.

Already unsteady, the Crooked toppled backwards, releasing its crude bladed shield to cup at its abdomen with both misshapen hands, eyes wide in surprise and pain.

Koda had been waiting for this, his left-hand claws still gripping the inner edge of the shield as the Crooked released it. He let his momentum carry him through the turn, bringing his right hand around to grip the shield.

He turned in place and brought the heavy wooden disc with its sharpened edge down like a massive descending axe blade into the chest of the downed and bleeding Crooked champion.

The crunch of breaking bone was so thunderous that the Crooked soldiers nearby shied back as the triumphant champion roared in challenge at them—a roar that was answered from an unexpected quarter.


Chapter Twenty-Seven




Koda only saw them coming because the battle lines had moved far enough back to reveal the nearby hillside. There was the gleam of sunlight on armor, the fluttering of a handful of banners in the back lines, and the avalanche of warriors who had just discovered a plot on their lives, out for blood and revenge.

The force of dwarves lived up to the avalanche analogy that flashed through Koda’s mind when they scythed into the unprepared flank of the Crooked skirmishers. Only after they had cut into the enemy did the blare of warhorns echo from the force.

Koda had grown used to the sick, discordant notes of the Crooked’s horns. They’d been the only enemies that he’d clashed with in large numbers lately, and the signal calls of their horns reminded him of someone playing an out-of-tune tuba full of cottage cheese.

The horns of the dwarven detachment rang out with a clarion note of combined fury and defiance that rumbled through Koda’s bones and made his beast bellow with joy.

Unbidden, a storm of memories rolled up the ancestral chain in Koda’s soul—memories of battles fought alongside these stout warriors, feasts and festivals shared, and the kinship that doesn’t ask ‘why’ when something is asked for, it just shows up.

We need to pull back, Koda thought as the visions cleared. He ripped the oversized, crude shield out of the dead Crooked and launched it like a frisbee into a formation of armored Crooked warriors. If we stick around, ‌things could go badly.

No! Stay! Kin! bellowed the beast in his soul, and Koda felt as well as saw the ripple of movement in the darkness, as the beast in his ancestry strained against something, demanding he act to protect those he had claimed under his aegis.

Koda’s furious bellow matched the sound of the beast in his soul. It was part screech, part roar, and made of an alloy of fury and defiance that reached through the madness of the Crooked’s minds and into the tiny fragments of survival instinct that even these monsters still held.

He moved like a hunting shark, scything through the ranks of his enemies as he hunted. Claws flashed, blood flew, and limbs tumbled free. He wrenched weapons from nerveless and dying fingers, launching as projectiles into groups of enemies that looked to be coming together too well.

Despite the fury the beast was channeling into him, Koda kept aware of his surroundings. Every time he would turn in their direction, he would check on the firestorms that were his mates.

The trials of last year, the winter of training, and the earlier battles to knock off the rust—all these combined to turn his already deadly efficient mates into scythes over a field of wheat. And his braves knew what those six women were capable of and covered for their champions.

Koda felt a surge of pride in his heart when that thought occurred to him. He might be the only one with the official title of ‘champion’ to his name, the only one Thera could recognize officially and empower because of the ancient pacts she’d woven over his bloodline. But Koda’s mates were on the level of a champion as sure as they were loyal to his family. Magic closed the gap between the mortals and the incarnate spirits, and the troll-slayer blessing had closed it even further.

Sloane was the only one who didn’t have some kind of blessing that he knew of, but the horned woman was an engine of destruction, easily able to hold her own with Arthene despite this. While his bear fought with a savage fury, Sloane stomped through the battlefield with the confidence of a champion gladiator who knew exactly what she could ask of her body.

“Forward! Let’s show these bastards they aren’t as sneaky as they thought they were with a blood price!” shouted a gruff voice that he immediately recognized as a dwarven man. “This many of the little maggots squirming about has to have a few champions for me to gut!”

Before Koda could turn away, push into a different section of the battlefield, or fall back, there came a ripple in the ranks of the Crooked in front of him. That ripple turned into a surging wave, as something slammed hard into the disorganized lines of the Crooked force before bowling them over and out of the way.

A wedge of dwarves, armored in bright steel scale-mail and wearing stout helmets of the same style Calandra wore, crashed through the Crooked’s lines. Each warrior held a shield in one hand and either a hatchet, a war-hammer, or a mace in the other that they swung with brutal efficiency.

The dwarves moved at a steady trot, shoving with their shields and stomping with heavy hobnail boots, rolling right over many of the downed Crooked warriors like a train powered by beards, beer, and profanity.

At the head of the group was a thick-chested male dwarf with five heavy red braids flowing down his back. His dense red beard covered his chest up like an apron, braided but with spikes and studs woven in amongst the hair to prevent it becoming a handhold for anyone attacking him.

He wielded a spiked mace in his right hand and a short, fat-bladed sword like a machete in the other, both marked with blood from the battle. Highly polished gold filigree peeked out at the edges of the breastplate that hid behind the man’s braided beard, while sharp eyes peered out of a wedge-shaped helmet with a gleaming gold crest.

“Oh, ho! What do we have here, lads?” barked the dwarven man, his bare, muscled arms flexing, and Koda swore they swelled with energy.

Kin! bellowed his beast. Battle-brother!

Koda could not argue with that sentiment at all as he felt the power swirl around the dwarven man. He recognized another champion, remembering why he’d had to vacate Silverstone to keep his identity secret. He’d felt a similar cloak of power around the old Golieas priest as well over the winter, but that power had felt off to him somehow.

This, though, was entirely different.

Koda did not recognize this dwarf. Nothing in his bearing, his actions, or his voice rang with any familiarity. But simply seeing him was enough for Koda’s inner beast to extend trust to this blooded warrior.

The dwarven battle-line ground to a stop, with their champion being the only one moving forward while the two lines on either side split to keep pushing back the Crooked on either side.

“My people came to help,” Koda said shortly, holding up one hand in a placating gesture to the approaching dwarven man, who still held his weapons ready.

The dwarf cocked his head to one side, like a guard dog that wasn’t sure it recognized you just yet, but his stomping advance slowed minutely.

“We’ve been hounding the Crooked force for weeks; we just don’t have the numbers to confront them directly,” Koda explained.

“Aye, I can believe that,” the dwarven man said, not lowering his weapons but coming to a stop finally, about ten feet from Koda. “If there were another army out here, our scouts wouldn’t have missed it. Not after the dressing-down they got for letting these gimpy bastards get so close before they saw them.”

Koda nodded, reassured that the dwarven champion was talking rather than fighting, though the fierce man was studying him from the tips of his toes to the top of his head, eyes gleaming with intelligence behind the crest of his helmet.

The two of them exchanged stares for several more heartbeats: the dwarven champion in his armor with bloodied weapons, and Koda in his leather, bone, and stone mail with gore dripping from the elongated claws of his totemic gauntlets.

“Right then,” the dwarf said suddenly, breaking the standoff between them with a roll of his shoulders. “We have a fight to finish and some wriggling maggots to crush. I have questions for you and your own, lad. But they can wait till after the blood has been spilled.”

The dwarven champion thrust his thick-bladed sword into the turf in front of him before yanking a signal horn off his belt. He lifted the instrument to his lips and blew a rapid signal on it , which was answered by an approving roar of nearby dwarven forces.

Sliding the horn back into its spot on his belt, the dwarven man reclaimed his weapon with a nod.

“I assume your people are of the local tribes, which is why you didn’t just come to the main camp,” the dwarven champion said conversationally, spinning the sword in his offhand. “So I signaled my force to focus on the Crooked and only attack others if attacked first, using my unit’s private code. Provided your braves don’t harass my men, we are good.”

“They’ll be fine,” Koda said with a shake of his head and a wicked smile. “We didn’t come to the baron’s aid. We came to the aid of Wildheart’s kin, so they won’t attack your forces.”

The dwarf gave him a long look, his sharp brown eyes taking Koda in once more, and the way his beard twitched told Koda that he was likely chewing his lip before the dwarf nodded and spoke again.

“Works for me. Keep yourself alive, youngling. I want words when this is done.”

Ignoring the slight barb at being called a ‘youngling,’ Koda just nodded before turning to throw himself into the enemy line like a charging bull.

“Haha! I love the enthusiasm!” cackled the nameless dwarven champion before mirroring Koda’s actions going the other direction.
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Even with the support of the dwarven force, it took Koda’s group the better part of half-an-hour to mop up the Crooked forces. The skirmishers were able to pull themselves together, survival instincts doing what the now-dead leadership couldn’t and stabilizing the lines.

The Crooked soldiers showed their mettle, fighting fiercely for survival even against dire odds.

Koda’s braves had fought defensively from the start, dividing the Crooked lines and aiming for wounds that would bleed the lightly armored opponents. Unfortunately, being lightly armored themselves, it was all too easy for one of them to get hurt or killed too.

The dwarves, however, had absolutely no problem driving into the growing knots of Crooked like sharks diving into schools of fish. Their armor and shields were more than enough to handle the lighter weapons and fear-fueled attacks of the Crooked, allowing the beastfolk braves to harry the edges and capitalize on openings.

And when the dwarves weren’t there to break lines and upset formations, Koda and his mates would come crashing through.

With the presence of the dwarves, it didn’t need to be communicated to the primal spirits not to assume their beast forms. Of the three present, the only one that had been likely to use hers was Arthene, and she was having far more fun sending armored Crooked flying with her thigh-bone club.

The battle wound to an end with the last fifty Crooked from the flanking force surrounded on one side by Koda’s force and the dwarven warriors on the other. The constant fighting had worn on them all, and it showed in the way weapons hung more limply from hands, and shields dragged their bottom edges on the ground. But the end was in sight, and everyone knew it.

Koda and his mates, as well as the other champion, were the only ones not currently weighed down by the fast-paced fight, so it fell to them to bring the battle into its final stages.

Koda, Arthene, and Sloane formed a driving wedge, with Sienna in the middle behind them and the triangle’s bottom corners anchored by Samira and Calandra, while Finna stood back with the archers to provide support.

The family didn’t need to talk; they’d fought often enough together to know how to operate around each other without a problem. Even Sloane, who had spent the least amount of time with them, could see and sense her place in their formation.

Thrusting forward like a pike, Koda’s group crashed into the impromptu defensive line of the Crooked, splitting the force in two as the wedge rolled right over everyone in their path.

Coming from the other side in an inverted wedge was the dwarven force, having seen the thrust Koda had planned and formed the matching socket to capture the charge and grind the last of the Crooked between the two forces.

The battle was short, brutal, and bloody. When it was finished, Koda stood to one side of the battlefield, blood liberally coating his limbs, splashed over his chest, and up onto his face. His mates were in much the same condition, with only Arthene and Samira having minor wounds they were quickly bandaging, while the braves were preparing injured and slain beastfolk to fall back to their camp.

Koda watched as the dwarven champion, blood staining more of his arms, armor, and making a part of his beard sticky, talked with a more lightly armored dwarf from his side. The younger dwarf gave a sharp salute before turning to sprint back up the hill towards the distant battlefield.

The dwarven champion turned and scanned the field for a moment before spotting Koda. Which, admittedly, wasn’t hard because he had Finna standing behind him, her tall, cloud-gray ears swaying slightly in the breeze like a flag. Sloane was nearby, berating Arthene while Sienna bandaged the bear woman’s thigh, while Calandra helped Samira wrap a bandage around her arm.

“There you are, lad,” the dwarf called, stomping over the battlefield without a care for whether he trod on soil or a dead enemy. It made for a rather bizarre, bouncing gait for the short man, but it was intimidating when you realized the up and down motion was because he was stomping on the dead bodies of his enemies.

“You said you wanted to talk,” Koda said casually, stepping up to meet the other champion away from his mates. “I just can’t wait ‌ long, especially if the man I saw you send back was a messenger.”

“Aye,” the dwarf sighed, the gesture making his beard puff amusingly. “I had to send a report that the flank was secure. We’ve been scrapping long enough that there would be issues if we waited too long to report back in.”

“Out of curiosity,” Koda asked, tilting his head to one side and raising an eyebrow.

“Why did they send only the hundred-odd warriors I saw here? You would have been so outnumbered that it would have been suicide…”

The dwarven champion snorted derisively, his eyes hardening and his upper lip curling hard enough Koda could see it despite the beard.

“I was told it was because ‘dwarven warriors are some of our most powerful fighters, we can handle the battle.’ But it’s more to do with the cowardice of the flank commander. He didn’t want to risk his own arse by stripping more troops from the flank to check what we thought was a feint.”

“And it would have served him right to get stabbed in the ass if the flankers evaded you,” Koda said with a sigh and a scowl. “These people act like every soldier they detail to help someone is being paid for out of their own pockets.”

“It’s the simple measure that we are more expendable,” the dwarven man said with a shrug in return.

Koda noted that the stout man’s eyes were drawn over his shoulder to where Calandra was carefully knotting the bandage on Samira’s arm. He observed the other man as the dwarf holstered both of his weapons on his belt, one hand going up to stroke over his beard in thought but not looking away from Calandra.

“Either way,” the dwarven man said distractedly. “I’m glad that you and your folk helped my kin. The up-jumped peacock on this flank was right about one thing; dwarves are a hearty folk. I’m at least glad that our stature ‌ leads to us being grouped together as it can affect the tactics.”

“Fair enough,” Koda snorted, hooking a thumb back at Finna then flicking his hand in Arthene and Sloane’s directions. “I’ve gotten used to having to fight side-by-side with a height difference beside my mates, though it’s at least not as severe as you would be facing.”

The word ‘mates’ made the dwarven man’s eyebrow bounce upwards. It was only notable because it vanished from sight inside his helmet.

“Where are my manners?” muttered the dwarven man, slapping his hands together and finally pulling his attention off Calandra when the dwarven woman picked up her bone-axe and slung it casually over one shoulder without a single ounce of effort. “I’m Raegus Stonefist, champion of Chandra Wildheart and currently assigned to lead those kin of mine who live on the lands of Baron Ulreich von Tolrus.”

The dwarven man reached up to pull his helmet off, revealing a weathered and sweaty face marked with smile lines at the corners of his eyes.

“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Raegus Stonefist,” Koda replied, shaking his right hand back and forth while allowing his totemic claws to retreat into his soul in a brief flash of blood-colored fire. “I am Koda Aegisclaw. I’d say I represent the various independent beastfolk of the plains, but that’s not entirely true. I was traveling through and saw the problem, so I wanted to lend a hand. They ended up asking me to lead this force in harassing the invaders.”

Koda saw the dwarf’s bushy eyebrows bounce upwards in thought, and he had a fair guess of what questions were going through the dwarven man’s mind. He had pointedly not included what god he served, and he saw the dwarven man’s hand tighten on his beard for a moment before Raegus forced himself to relax.

“Well, it was good to fight alongside you, Koda,” the dwarven man said, turning to study the battlefield before looking back to Koda, who noted the dwarven man’s eyes darting to Calandra again questioningly.

“It was our pleasure to assist,” Koda said with a nod. “We won’t be joining the baron’s force, but know that we will do everything we can to hound, harass, and torment the Crooked at every turn. My intent was to sneak into their camp and set fire to it. That is still my intent, but I need to check on my braves.”

“You do that,” Raegus said with a decisive nod, his brow wrinkling only slightly. “This will not be a short battle. Our forces are outnumbered and have to fight defensively, but we have reinforcements coming from up north.”

“Reinforcements?” Koda asked, his heart jumping into his throat.

Raegus gave a firm nod, turning back to explain further.

“Yes. After the raids last year, the baron and his advisers were concerned that the Crooked had established a foothold here to the south with one of their cursed gateways. This was apparently further established when the garrison at Amberpost passed along word that some folk had come up from the south with word of more Crooked and a force from the elves that had clashed with them.”

Koda fought hard to keep the grimace off his face at that statement. He knew exactly what Raegus was referring to: the trio of elves that had tried to extort the Ivory Spear into flipping to support them. But he didn’t want to draw any attention towards Silverstone, so he kept it to himself.

“I remember last year’s raiders,” Koda said instead. “The tribes skirmished with them and wiped out the handful of groups that came south. Part of the reason we’d come this way was to check on everyone to the south. We saw this lot,” Koda tossed his head toward the distant battlefield, “coming up from much further south, so your information is likely correct.”

“Any sign of where they came from?” Raegus asked, his tone sharpening. “Do they have camps? A foothold?”

“Nothing for sure,” Koda said with a shake of his head and a sigh. “The only portal camp we found, we destroyed already.”

Raegus gave him a suspicious look, and Koda knew he had to elaborate. So he leaned forward and said in a stage whisper to the dwarf like he was revealing a great secret.

“The camp was strong, built up in a cut in the earth for security. But a few thousand head of bison charging down that narrow valley does an awful lot of damage.”

Raegus’ eyes went wide before the dwarf burst into a belly laugh that drew the eyes of everyone nearby.

“Aye!” Raegus said between chuckles. “That would about do it! Clever thinking there.”

“Sadly, they learned from it,” Koda continued with a grimace of his own. “These pricks haven’t made the same mistake anywhere near where we could take advantage of it.”

“Good to know,” Raegus murmured, glancing back towards Calandra before looking at Koda for a long moment. “Keep an eye on your back out there, Aegisclaw. I wouldn’t be surprised if these writhing maggots have support coming.”

“We’ve intercepted multiple supply caravans while harassing them,” Koda said with a shrug, only for Raegus to shake his head furiously enough that the decorations in his beard rattled against his chestplate.

“No, lad. I mean real support,” Raegus drawled. “What did these bastards do when you cut off their supplies?”

“Tried to raid and hunt, which we curtailed too. Then resorted to cannibalism,” Koda answered with a grimace, to which Raegus only nodded.

“But they kept pushing forward. I bet these pissants are here for much the same purpose we were: scouting. If this force is expeditionary with a larger force behind them, then we are going to have a hard summer of fighting that might drag on into the winter.”

“That won’t be good for anyone,” Koda said with a grim look, and Raegus nodded along.

“Aye. So make sure that their reinforcements don’t catch you unaware,” Raegus said before glancing over his shoulder and then back to Koda and leaning closer.

Koda leaned in as well, trusting in the earnest expression on Raegus’ weathered face as the older dwarf spoke.

“Look, lad. I don’t care who you serve as long as you aren’t on the Crooked’s side. And even a blind man could see that you aren’t one of them.” Raegus said, gesturing towards the dead Crooked. “You’ve already said you won’t join, but I appreciate any help you and your braves can give. This is your hunting ground, after all.”

Finna interjected before Koda could, and her words brought a wide smile to the dwarven man’s face.

“I’ll bring any extra information we can get to you,” Finna offered. “You can say that a local hunter stumbled into camp with it or something. I can’t make your commanders listen, but any warning we can give…” She let the sentence trail off and Raegus gave a firm nod.

“I’ll make sure my sentries know to keep an eye out for you and guide you to me if you present yourself at our pickets. Just make sure you find the right camp.”

“We can do that,” Calandra chimed in, stepping up to lean into Koda’s hip. “I’ll make sure they know your mark, Commander Stonefist.”

“I thought that was you, Dempsey,” growled the dwarven champion, his bushy eyebrows knitting. “When I heard the city guard let you go, I knew they were fools as well as bigots.”

“They couldn’t have kept me from my mate,” Calandra chuckled, elbowing Koda in the hip lightly. “I’m happy here, Commander. My skills are appreciated with Koda more than they ever were with the city guard.”

“A crime,” chuckled Raegus, but he nodded in understanding. “I still say you should have gone to the army rather than the city guard, but you were one of the best cadets we trained.”

“You are just saying that because I’m a dwarf,” Calandra teased, sharing a laugh with the older dwarf before giving him a half-bow.

Raegus gave Koda another searching look before he turned and gestured for his troops to follow him.

“Cal?” Koda asked as the dwarves marched away, letting one hand land on her shoulder and giving it a gentle squeeze

“Raegus Stonefist is well known,” Calandra explained with a sigh. “He’s on detached duty with the baron to help guard this frontier because of the number of dwarven clans out here as well. At least, that's the line I’ve heard. He’s a good and trustworthy dwarf, Koda.”

“I could tell,” Koda replied with an affectionate squeeze to her shoulder. “Head on back to the camp; we have information we need to go over.”

“The bodies?” Sienna asked, and Koda glanced at his wolfish lover. Despite having fought hard and used her magic often, Sienna had rebounded with a bit of rest and looked ready to fight more.

“We’ll take care of them before we head back,” Koda said, glancing towards Raegus’ retreating back. “Just wait for our new friends to clear out, first.”

He didn’t voice the cold feeling that was running down his spine. That Raegus had recognized Cal meant he had a thread he could trace, a thread that led back to Silverstone.

He’s one of Chandra’s, Koda reminded himself. And he doesn’t know about Thera. Not yet. As much as I like him, we need to keep our distance…


Chapter Twenty-Eight




Keeping their distance was great in theory, but practically impossible in reality.

Raegus’ force, now that Calandra had identified and explained their flags to Koda, kept on the outer edge of the left flank where Koda’s braves hunted. It was a stalwart iron shield fending off both flanking attempts and main pushes as they came.

Raegus was true to his word, sending general word and warning out of the scouting sweeps that might discover the small camp of braves. The scout he sent was always intercepted by either their folk or Finna herself. They would exchange information and then part ways.

Koda knew that the wily dwarf had likely seen his girls working their magic, but he’d not called Koda out on it. That no sign of the Crooked’s flanking force remained behind would have revealed just how powerful his girls were, too. But despite that clue, he was certain that no one could locate the hollowed-out hill that Sienna had turned into their hidden bunker, with Calandra drawing in fresh air through hidden passages and Samira supplying fresh water from a spring she carefully drew up from the earth. The braves were happy, and their wounded could recover without fear of discovery.

The grinding battle had separated late afternoon the day before, with the Crooked falling back and the baron’s forces too exhausted to pursue them. The turn in the battle had been too sudden to bring the cavalry around, as they’d been in a holding pattern for too long because of the ranks of pikes the Crooked had on the flanks.

Koda was just glad that the baron’s forces had collected their wounded and dead from the battlefield, because the carrion stench of the Crooked rotting in the sun was bad enough, especially when he saw the hungry troops scavenging the edge of the battlefield.

The following morning had started off with what Calandra assured him was a more ‘traditional’ battle. The two armies formed up and met in the middle of the bloodstained and scarred battlefield with a smash of metal on metal.

While they hadn’t launched their attack on the camp the previous day, Koda’s braves did not hesitate on the second day. With how hard the baron’s forces fought, the Crooked obviously knew that they had to smash this army if they were going to continue north.

Koda had heeded Raegus’ warning about potential forces coming up from the south as well, and sent a handful of braves south on a long, looping patrol to look for signs of another force moving north while cursing himself for assuming this was the only army that would enter the plains. Until then, though, he was going to cause as much damage as possible. The baron’s forces could at least be reasoned with, he hoped.

When the battle got going on the second day, Koda and his braves circled out and around the Crooked camp. He’d sent word to Raegus with the first messenger they’d received that morning to be wary as his braves wouldn’t be helping guard that flank.

When Koda’s strike came, it was as fast and vicious as a blade slipping between ribs to sever a spine.

The Crooked had dug a dirt moat and lined it with a mixture of gnarled wooden spikes and sharp pieces of iron. They’d then began filling the moat with filth, urine, and excrement to make any injuries taken crossing it that much more deadly. A token force of the twisted creatures remained in the camp, patrolling along the pickets.

Finna and her archers tore a hole in that patrol with the calm efficiency of a bear catching a salmon going upstream.

Sienna and Samira worked together to raise a dirt bridge. Their magic filled in the moat, turning the soil to consume the spikes safely out of sight before the caracal woman banished the moisture from the dirt and packed it down. It wouldn’t hold forever, but it was enough to get access to the Crooked camp.

Koda, Sloane, and Calandra led the way, spreading out to identify the high-value locations, while Arthene remained to guard their escape route. The bear spirit wasn’t precisely happy to be left on guard duty, but she understood the need to have someone who was exceedingly deadly to cover their escape.

Finna went right along the perimeter with a mix of archers and skirmishers, while Sloane went left with a second group of skirmishers. Their goal was to eliminate the picket forces and ensure that they didn’t raise the alarm.

Koda‌ made a thrust for the center of the camp with Sienna, Samira, and Calandra in tow and the bulk of their forces. He would find the tents for the commanders in the hopes of either assassinating them if they were present, or setting a fire that would make camp life even less comfortable for the Crooked.

The only signs of an alert going up were a few strangled shouts and screams from the outer edges of the defensive picket. But the noises coming from the battlefield almost entirely swallowed those sounds.

Koda’s wives were quiet, following in his wake like a trio of silent but wrathful ghosts. Their braves trotted along the disturbing and misshapen lines of tents, torches held low while carrying large pouches full of bundled, dried grass wrapped in the bark of a specific type of tree.

The tree was native to these plains, a plant that helped insulate itself against water loss during the summer and cold during the winter with a layered, oily bark that was quite flammable in the right conditions. Those conditions were something that the plains tribes had exploited for a long time, making easy-to-catch tinder bundles, which would be used to fire the Crooked camp as soon as they were ready.

As with most of the Crooked camps that Koda had run into, the tents for the higher-rank Crooked lay roughly in the center of the camp. Well, the center, if the person who was looking at it had a lazy eye and really bad depth perception. But Koda had learned what to look for.

The large, bent-hexagon-shaped tents were crouched in an open space off-center of the camp. There were three larger tents and a half-dozen smaller ones, all larger than the short, mildewed, rhomboid tents of the rank-and-file Crooked.

Based on the number, I’d guess that there are likely three war-leaders here, maybe two and a sorcerer? Koda thought as he studied the larger tents before glancing to the only slightly smaller clump. Those are probably for the champions, which we took out several yesterday already.

“Spread out. Keep low and watch for patrols,” Koda murmured, getting nods or grunts of agreement from his group. “It’s already far quieter than I had expected here.”

No one commented on it, but Koda could tell they were all thinking that the lack of troops and commanders in the camp was a good sign that they were up to something on the battlefield.

Angling towards the largest of the command tents, Koda kept low, while Sienna and the girls split off to the other command tents to check them while the braves kept to the shadows. The braves knew that their champion and his wives were the only ones who could go toe-to-toe with the Crooked leaders with any real reliability, so they would let them handle it and keep the rank-and-file off their backs.

A slash with his clawed gauntlet opened the back wall of the tent and Koda peeked inside. No sounds emerged, and the interior was lit mostly by light slipping in through the frayed holes and smoke-vent in the roof. But it was enough.

The interior of the tent was organized, with the grass of the field tramped flat in several spots already. One section was already yellowed and brittle underneath a table scattered with cloudy bottles full of quietly glowing fluids. To the other side, next to a cot covered in mouldering hides, was a squat table scattered with tomes that smelled of rot and blood even from this far away, as well as a few sheets of yellowed parchment.

Edging inside, Koda scanned the tent for any sign of life or trace of the occupant before entering fully and letting the rotting canvas fall back into place.

A rack sat beside the cot with four slots carved in it, two of which were empty. The other two held bone staves topped by misshapen skulls carved with runes that made Koda’s eyes ache to look at them. A wooden chest sat open under the table, revealing mouldering robes and other clothing.

“Nope,” Koda murmured, staring at the open chest of clothing. “I’m not rifling through some nightmare’s underwear drawer.”

Instead, Koda fished out one of the resin-and-oil-imbued tinder bundles and tossed it onto the chest of clothes. That it was right under the desk containing books was a bonus, and would help spread the fire he was about to set.

Glancing over the surface of the table, Koda tried to make sense of the documents there.

As far as anyone knew, the Crooked didn’t really have a cohesive writing style. At least, that was what his mates had told him. Each individual Crooked could write, and often would scrawl bizarre and obscene-looking things on surfaces when left alone—Koda had seen those as early as his first battle with the Crooked, when they had defaced homes in that first raid on Silverstone. But as far as written language for orders, they’d never really figured out if the words were important.

I’ve seen written records with the different sorcerer-caste Crooked, but damn if I can understand them, Koda thought grimly as he used a matted quill to flick open a book whose pale leather cover had a spidery tattoo inscribed on it.

Inside were diagrams of ritual formations drawn in brown and green ‘ink,’ which Koda was sure were likely as ‘organically sourced’ as the cover of the volume. Each symbol burned in his vision and made his growing headache even worse.

“Not worth it,” Koda mumbled and flipped the book closed again, looking over the pages on the table.

While he couldn’t read the pages, the drawings on them were damning enough.

One held a diagram of a familiar stone construction: two upright stone pillars carved in distorted prisms, with a third laid across the top like the lintel of a door. He remembered setting that stone construct, which had been torn down and destroyed over half-a-year prior.

“So, they are here looking for that gate,” Koda murmured, the satisfaction at knowing sitting like a lead weight in his gut. With that information, he could finally confirm their suspicions and could pass word along to Raegus.

Flipping quickly through the other sheets and orders, Koda couldn’t find anything else that hinted at other forces coming up from the south.

A flicker of movement by the cut he’d put in the tent wall sent a flare of light into the tent. Koda spun, claws at the ready, only to spot the familiar, even shape of one of the cat beastfolk poking into the tent.

“Champion, your mates report no sign of others. Do we burn the camp?”

“Yes,” Koda said without hesitation, lowering his raised claws. “Pass me your torch and start spreading the word. I want as much of this camp to be cinders as possible by⁠—”

A thunderous boom from the direction of the battlefield cut off the rest of Koda’s statement. The brave’s eyes went wide, but she didn’t hesitate to comply, shifting to toss her torch towards Koda before vanishing from sight.

Knowing that something had just shifted—and heavily—Koda set to work.

The tinder-and-resin bundle amongst the clothes was lit, flames licking outwards and sending billows of foul smoke in all directions. A second bundle was lit and tossed onto the dry grass circle under the table of bottles.

Smoke filled the tent when Koda slipped out the way he had come, and another distant crash echoed through the air.

Sienna was already done, smoke curling from the top of her tent. She had moved to the smaller champion tents and lit one of the tinder bundles to toss up on top of the rounded top of the tent.

A moment later, Calandra and Samira emerged from their targets with grim looks on their faces.

“What is that noise?” Samira asked, glancing out to look at their braves working on setting other fires among the regular tents.

“Something from the battlefield,” Calandra growled. “If I had to guess on it, the baron has unleashed his war-mages.”

Koda frowned at that, glancing towards the distant battlefield. Even with his improved eyesight, he wasn’t able to track what was going on for sure.

“Pick up the speed,” Koda said a moment later, his voice decisive. “If they are swinging around large-scale magic and the like, then I don’t want to risk being collateral damage if they decide to lob a fireball into the camp or something.”

The trio nodded in understanding and got to work.
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By the time Koda’s force slipped back out of the camp, smoke was billowing up from the center of the Crooked’s tent-graveyard. They’d only had to kill around forty of the twisted creatures; the others had been distracted by the battle and the explosions until it was too late to stop the fires.

Mission complete, Koda’s braves returned to their hidden bunker stronghold to rest while Koda, Finna, and Arthene crept up to spy on the battle.

The Crooked army was in disarray, but the baron’s lines had their own scars. At a glance, it was easy enough to tell that, while the baron had done a great deal of damage with his war-mages, the Crooked sorcerer-caste had countered with their own spells.

The fighting only lasted a handful of hours, with the Crooked again being forced to retreat to get the fire in their camp under control. Despite the cost in lives, the baron’s forces seemed in high spirits.

When they had confirmed the situation, Koda dispatched Finna with the news of what they’d accomplished to Raegus. He didn’t care about credit for the attack or who had ‘won’ the day; he just wanted to ensure that someone he recognized as an ally continued to view him as one in return.

Finna returned an hour later with a grim smile on her face and confirmation of their suspicions. The baron’s commander had tried for a decapitation strike with his war-mages and did more damage to where he believed the Crooked leadership had been, but the counterattack came from an unexpected quarter, confirming that the leadership had survived.

Koda kept his braves back, watching and waiting as both armies licked their wounds and wondered how long the two would continue to clash like this before one got the upper hand.

That night, the Crooked tried a night raid in the same direction their first flanking maneuver had aimed for. This time, Koda sent Finna to alert Raegus as soon as their scouts spotted the movement, and they could actually coordinate with the dwarven contingent. The night-raiders had their attack reversed upon them, costing the Crooked another few hundred soldiers.

Three more days passed where the two armies butted heads. Koda watched as feints were made, trenches dug, flanks turned, and charges rallied. The baron’s cavalry finally made a move, attempting to roll the far flank of the enemy, but the Crooked’s pikes held, and the cavalry’s numbers were cut in half. It didn’t help that these were scout-cavalry with only a handful of the heavy-cavalry to stiffen them up. It hurt Koda’s heart to see the noble horses brought down so easily, but with only the small force with him, there was nothing he could do.

The report that concerned him the most came four days after the fighting began, late in the evening after the day’s fighting had ended.

It was simple, but menacing because of that. One scout he’d sent south returned, exhausted and drawn from running overland with word that a far larger force of Crooked was rumbling its way north. It was easily four times the size of the army here, and large enough to just roll right over top of the baron’s forces. It was still weeks away, but on the horizon.

Again, Koda dispatched Finna to carry word to Raegus, the lapine beastfolk grim and determined. She brought word back that the dwarven champion had flipped over a table in frustration. He’d tried to pass warnings on to his commanders, but they had ignored them, citing that their scouts saw nothing and that the army would be fine; they just needed to hold the line till their reinforcements arrived.

Meanwhile, Koda tried to figure out a way he could turn something to his advantage, some way he could tilt things in their favor.

The burning of the Crooked's camp had definitely worn on their morale, and this was even more obvious from how hesitant their forces were to engage each day and how they scavenged more bodies from the battlefield after each fight to feed.

Through Raegus, Koda learned that two of the four leaders of the Crooked force had been killed, both by spell-fire during the battles, but that much was encouraging at least.

The turning point for the fighting finally came when Koda’s scouts spotted something they hadn’t seen in weeks: raiding groups leaving the Crooked fortifications.

The groups left in small clumps, less than a hundred souls at a time, and spread out onto the plains behind their army. A dozen groups went out, but only two returned.

Koda’s braves were hard at work eliminating these smaller clumps in a series of running battles through the night. The two groups that returned to the Crooked camp were the last two to leave; it was later reported that it was because they’d both come across the shredded remains of one force that Koda and Arthene had crushed together. They’d seen the wreckage and immediately retreated.

Koda liked to imagine it was in fear, and from the demoralized look of the soldiers the following day, he was certain that was accurate. The army had been haunted by failure for weeks. Any time they left the camp in numbers of less than a thousand, those forces were savaged or simply vanished.

A vengeful ghost stalked in the wake of the Crooked army, and it had yet to finish its feast.

That very day, the remaining cavalry of the baron’s force found and exploited an opening in the flank of the Crooked forces, surging between two of the heavy infantry companies. They rode through the Crooked lines, slaughtering all those in their way. This was the turning point in this battle, because the Crooked’s soldier-caste had apparently endured enough, and fallen into a full-on rout.

Since the fighting had only just begun, the baron’s forces immediately chased after them, running down groups of the Crooked that lagged and exacting a bloody toll on their enemy, one further exacerbated as Koda’s forces acted as well.

The Crooked’s earthen defenses, which had previously protected their camp, shifted. Sienna had been laying the groundwork for days now. When the army routed and ran back to its camp, the moats abruptly deepened, with the defensive spikes shifting in the flowing earth like branches bobbing in a stream.

Within half-an-hour of the rout starting, the ‘safe’ camp the Crooked had claimed before became a bear pit, with the only safe entrance being the one pointed towards the baron’s forces.

Less than a tenth of the Crooked’s army survived that day, and that was by crawling over the backs of their dead to escape the deathtrap their own camp had become.

Throughout it all, the vengeful ghost on the plains watched and hunted its prey.


Chapter Twenty-Nine




Koda returned from hunting the fleeing Crooked to find three of the braves who had been left to safeguard the wounded gathered around a dwarven woman in scout armor, standing rigidly at attention.

The trio of wolf beastfolk were not crowding her, but it was obvious they were there to keep her from wandering off. Koda noted that their formation ensured that she had a clear route to retreat to her own lines without harassment, but that was the only direction she could move.

He’d spotted the small clump of people on the lee of a hill, the three wolves crouching on their heels in the grass while the dwarven woman stood at attention. From the look of things, they were conversing in low tones, and from the small smile the dwarven woman was sporting, it was a friendly exchange. That they were sheltering behind some low bushes to keep obstruction between themselves and the baron’s camp told Koda that this had to be one of Raegus’ people.

“I’ll handle this,” Koda said, gesturing for the others to circle around to their hidden bunker several hills away. After getting a kiss from his mates, Finna included this time, and a wrist-clasp from Sloane, the combat group continued to limp their way to shelter. Well, kisses and a pair of butt-grabs—Calandra started it and Finna took advantage of the precedent she set.

Chasing down those rogue elements of Crooked took a lot of energy, Koda thought to himself as he worked his way around the other side of the hill to come at the group from another angle. It was a trick that Sienna had taught him over the winter and Finna had further reinforced: do not give a potential enemy information, even if you think they are an ally.

One hunter, a younger female wolf beastfolk with dark, russet-red hair, and sharp ears, spotted him first. She bounced to her feet.

“Champion,” she called, pitching her voice low but loud enough to carry as she saluted him, and the other two followed suit.

Koda felt the trio’s eyes trace over his totemic armor, lingering on the bloodstains that he knew marked most of his torso and covered his limbs. The sight stiffened their postures, but set the female’s tail wagging in obvious appreciation for the marks of a battle fought and won.

“We return successful in hunting our enemies,” Koda said formally, remembering the coaching on important terms from Sloane. The auroch-woman’s lessons were already paying dividends and more than just in combat, too.

“That is a blessing,” replied one of the other wolves, a male with naturally gray fur but a youthful appearance. “Scout Agatewhisper brought a message for you, marked for ‘the ghost’s eyes only,’ so we assumed it was you.”

Koda fought the urge to roll his eyes. He’d heard the nickname being bandied about amongst the braves after they heard the shouts from a Crooked champion about the ‘blasted ghost’ that had wrecked the camp. That the nickname had somehow gotten back to the baron’s forces was both amusing and annoying.

“I’d rather be called a ghost than become one in reality,” Koda said with a shake of his head and a small smile that he directed towards the scout who was staring up at him, her eyes wide in awe. “The message?”

The dwarven woman started, blinking rapidly before she nodded once, sharply, and began unbuttoning her top.

Koda protested when she reached between her breasts and extracted a slim leather document case and offered it to Koda.

Accepting the still-warm piece of leather, Koda untied it to find a wax-sealed letter inside the waterproof document case. The seal bore Raegus’ symbol pressed into the silver wax, a spiked mace held upright and a sword crossing it mid-shaft, like a misshapen plus-sign.

Breaking the seal, Koda skimmed over the letter’s contents. The writing was blocky and thick, but easily legible after Koda’s winter learning the written language of his new home.

Ghost,

I never thought I’d address a letter to a spirit, but that is life. I hope it is as strange for you to receive it as it was for me in writing it.

With the Crooked force scattered and defeated, our force will spend a few weeks gathering our strength and helping the wounded mend before continuing south. I appreciate your warning about the larger army coming up from the south, and as such I am pushing for the commander to send mounted scouts south in hopes they will see and understand, rather than ignore my warnings. However, as a champion sent to cater to a minority of the citizens, I do not have the same authority amongst the followers of Golieas.

Our own reinforcements will likely reach us in the next few weeks, and I hope that will be enough. If they were smart, our forces would either relocate to a better-defensible location such as the ridge to the southwest, or focus on building up our earthworks and battlelines for the fight we know is coming.

But we all know how smart someone who thinks they know everything is.

Koda snorted in amusement at that statement. He could imagine the gruff dwarven man rolling his eyes while his mustache bristled in frustration. Once he had himself under control, Koda went back to reading.

I dearly wish that your force could and would assist us in these constructions. Even the war-mages sent by the baron are mystified by the spell that turned the Crooked’s camp against them. They felt the magic when it occurred, and we all saw the result in their filth-moat, but they swore it wasn’t something they did. I think they stabbed themselves in the arse with that, since it would have been all too easy to claim credit, but an apprentice piped up that it might have been the ‘ghost’ of the plains. Enough scouts have found your slaughtered leftovers to know that something is out there hunting Crooked, and the ‘ghost’ is growing in popularity amongst the rank-and-file. Of course, the officers aren’t happy; they never are with something outside their control.

And it is because of that disquiet amongst the officers that I am asking you, my friend, to clear out. Soon enough, an officer is going to get offended enough at someone ‘stealing’ their glory and send troops out to locate you and yours. They’ll couch it as wanting to ensure you aren’t a threat, but I guarantee they’ll present you with the Bad Choice.

Koda didn’t need it spelled out; he could guess what this ‘bad choice’ was that Raegus was implying.

Likely something akin to ‘join us or die’ or something equally stupid with that, Koda thought with a twist of his lips before unfolding the next part of the letter.

I do not want you or your people to face these kinds of choices. This land is your home and it should be respected, but those who follow Golieas believe it is their destiny to rule all their eyes fall upon and bring order to them.

As such, I am begging you to get out of the way. Let the baron’s forces shoulder this battle while you focus on keeping your people safe. I have the feeling that this will be a long campaign, so it might be the best choice to help your tribes migrate away from this land to keep them out of it.

The commander was talking of engineers to construct a southern road to supply the army, and even without the larger force you mentioned coming up from the south, we still have our orders to keep scouting.

I hope you can appreciate that I cannot reveal most of my orders, and that if word got out that I have given you this information, I would face a military tribunal for treason because I risked operational security. But I can feel it in my beard that you are trustworthy.

I know you aren’t one of Golieas’, that much I could figure out. I don’t expect you to just tell me, but I cannot help but be curious about what god would take a champion not of their race.

I wish you well and thank you again for the help that you have given my people. If the Goddess wills it, we will close down this front quickly. The last thing any of us need is the Crooked pushing hard on a new war front, and I’m sure that your people would appreciate not losing their homes over something like this.

Be well, Ghost. May Chandra’s love comfort her distant family in their time of need.

Raegus Stonefist,

Champion under Chandra Wildheart

Koda studied the long letter, reading it again from the top as he turned over the information that Raegus had slipped him.

He’d known that there were reinforcements coming south. It had been his initial plan to let the two armies tire each other out, but the moment he’d seen the dwarven force as the first target of the Crooked raiders, he’d broken his plans.

Add in the additional information of the reinforcements coming, and ‌ this wouldn’t be finished soon. Koda had hoped that the fighting might end in a few weeks' time, and they’d spend the second half of the summer hunting down any rogue Crooked in the area.

Now, Koda was expecting this to carry over into the winter. Harassing the Crooked over the winter would be a challenge, but weaponizing the cold would also add another layer of threat they could level.

It was the knowledge that this was going to drag out that helped Koda come to a decision.

I need more allies, Koda thought grimly. Raegus is right; we need to get our people out of the way. They don’t want to abandon their homes, I’m sure, but we need to get them away from here for their own safety.

Koda looked back over the letter once more, his eyes tracing over the line about ‘feeling it in his beard.’ He could understand the emotion; his beast had automatically recognized the dwarves as kin and thus deserving of and needing protection.

His eyes rose to study Scout Agatewhisper. The woman was still watching him with wide eyes, but her posture was carved in stone. She had assumed an ‘attention’ pose and waited for him to read the message while the other three wolves waited.

“I need one of you to run to the camp. Ask my mates for paper and something to write with,” Koda said, turning to the braves.

The female didn’t wait; she just snapped off a nod and turned to sprint away. Koda was satisfied to note that she followed the same circuitous path that he had approached from.

“I just want to send a message back to your champion,” Koda explained to reassure Agatewhisper, and she gave a curt nod of understanding.

The other two beastfolk settled back onto their heels, studying the countryside and waiting patiently, their furry ears twitching while they listened and stood watch.

While he waited, Koda combed back through the letter, committing it to memory. He didn’t plan on keeping it; he would either send it back with his letter so that Raegus could destroy it to confirm that it was secure, or keep it and burn it himself.

I wish I could spend more time talking to Raegus, Koda thought with a small frown. It would be interesting to talk to another champion who isn’t trying to kill me for once, see how things differ between our paths.

“Um…”

The quiet voice interrupted Koda’s thoughts, and he glanced up at Agatewhisper, the scout blushing faintly and biting her bottom lip.

“Yes?” Koda asked, schooling his expression to a neutral one just in case. This woman was someone that Raegus clearly trusted, so he would treat her well.

“I just… wanted to ask you something, Sir Ghost,” Agatewhisper asked, her voice low and tentative. It was obvious from her hesitation that she was afraid of being chastised, so Koda put her at ease with a smile and a nod.

“Go ahead. I can’t promise I’ll answer your question, but I won’t hold it against you for asking,” he said.

Agatewhisper bit her bottom lip faintly before finally speaking in a rush.

“Are the stories true? That you can grant your warriors the ability to walk through earth like water and cross an open field without being seen? I’ve been a scout for a decade already, and the idea of what I could do with abilities like that has been ruling my thoughts since I heard the stories.”

The question started slowly before it rose to a gush of words that left the dwarven woman breathless and flushed with excitement.

Koda’s smile grew wider, and he was about to deny the story when one of the two braves remaining answered for him.

“He can do that, and more,” the brave said proudly, his tail thrashing in the grass while a proud smirk crossed his face. “He’s also stronger than a mountain troll. I’ve seen him tear a Crooked in half—the long way.”

“Then beat another two Crooked to death with the halves,” snorted the other brave, his tail matching his companion’s in its excited waving.

“I’ve seen him move like he’s flying over the grass as well, fast as a darting swallow and as deadly as a fired arrow,” continued the first one, eyes flashing with pride.

“Enemy champions stand no chance,” confirmed the second, baring his teeth in a grin now. “Ghost Aegisclaw reaps the souls of those who threaten his people’s freedom and lives. All beasts should run free beneath the open sky, or their oppressors will meet with the Ghost.”

Koda had been about to reprimand the two for spinning tales, but the reverent way that the braves spoke the last part stopped him. He’d heard and spoken the line aloud many times in the past, and every time it rang true to him like a silver bell held to his breastbone. This time, it was different, though.

Koda felt that resonance echo through his bones and down the ancestral chain into his soul. The words echoed into his being, and he felt his beast rumble contentedly, as if the words were a hand stroking the ears of a massive cat or petting a lounging dog. It warmed his soul from its very depths, without losing the reverence with the addition of the second part.

All beasts should run free beneath the open sky, Koda thought, as if tasting the words with his soul.

The same clarion feeling ran through him, but rather than following his ancestral chain, it echoed into the bond he had with Thera. And he felt a pulse of affection return from his goddess, despite her having to remain distant from him.

The small motion of Agatewhisper swaying slightly on her heels drew him back out of his thoughts, and he locked eyes with the dwarven woman. She flinched—a faint motion but still able to be caught—but didn’t look away, the curiosity in her eyes all-consuming.

“Yes,” Koda answered simply. A smile bloomed on Agatewhisper’s face, and she bounced in place in excitement.

The dwarven scout was opening her mouth to ask another question when a faint rustle in the grass drew Koda’s eyes to one side, and he saw the returning form of the female wolf, hurrying towards him with a small white roll in one hand.

“I apologize, Champion,” she panted, sliding to a stop a short distance from Koda. “There are no quills or paper in the camp, but Calandra had some charcoal sticks in her pack and sent those along.”

“That’s fine,” Koda reassured her. “I just wanted to make sure that Champion Stonefist knows I appreciate his advice.”

He accepted the folded bit of parchment and the writing implement—a thin stick of charcoal with cord wrapped around the bottom four-fifths to keep from smudging one’s hand.

Squatting down, Koda used his thigh as a table and quickly wrote a reply note to Stonefist, doing his best to match the neat letters that Stonefist had used.

Son of the Mountain,

I appreciate the warning you have sent and will do what is necessary to ensure my people are safe. I expect you to do the same, as you are a diligent and honorable dwarf.

I also wanted to tell you I wish we could meet and speak more plainly. Maybe in the future, if the goddesses smile upon us. My mate spoke well of you, and I trust ‌her judgment.

Koda read back over that section and considered the two hints he’d buried there. His instincts told him to do this, and the beast in his blood purred its approval as well. The reference to his mate approving of the champion would remind him of Calandra, and some subtle inquiries would likely lead the dwarven champion to Silverstone, and that might allow him the chance to speak with what he hoped was a friendly champion.

But the first clue, that one was simultaneously the most subtle and the most dangerous of the two.

Goddesses.

As in plural.

If he figures it out, he’ll understand. Otherwise, it can easily be brushed off as a spelling mistake or referencing one of the other goddesses, Koda thought before nodding and continuing his writing.

My people send their thanks to you as well for your understanding and the kindness Chandra has offered them. Rest assured, they will not squander the opportunities given to her sister’s kind.

The reunion of family is a wondrous thing. I consider you a battle-brother, and look forward to reuniting with you in the future, though maybe with more beer and less blood involved.

I will shed whatever blood is needed to reunite family, both those of born family, and those bonded by blood and oath. This is my promise as a free beast who chooses his own path.

May all beasts run free beneath the open sky, or their oppressors will meet with the Ghost.

Ghost Aegisclaw

Koda stared at the last line for a long moment, feeling the echo of the words ringing in his heart like a litany before his instincts took over once more.

The totemic gauntlet on his left hand vanished in a flare of ruby flames, making Agatewhisper jump in surprise. All three of the wolf beastfolk’s tails whipped faster, excitement in their bearing as they anticipated what was to come.

Using the right-hand gauntlet—the same one that was Thera’s first gift to him, formed from her last remaining totem—Koda pricked his palm with one claw and dripped a single drop of blood on the paper.

The blood hit the paper and flared with silver light. When the light faded, it left behind a mark on the page that had changed from the droplet that had hit the paper into the shape of a hooked claw, outlined in faint glimmering silver.

Thank you, Thera, Koda thought, getting another affectionate pulse from the goddess for the marking, before he folded the two letters into the waterproof leather envelope and offered it to Agatewhisper.

“Please take this back to your champion,” Koda said with a small smile.

Agatewhisper accepted the piece of leather with an air of reverence, bowing over it before tucking the package into her top and buttoning it up once more.

“I will ensure that it is done, Ghost,” the dwarven woman said, her resolve making her voice like iron.

“See her as far back as you can safely,” Koda said, glancing towards the three beastfolk.

All three wolves gave sharp salutes before turning to wait for Agatewhisper’s cue to leave.

The four didn’t waste time, turning to race out of the concealed valley to deliver the message.

Watching them go, Koda knew he should feel worried for the future. Instead, he only felt resolve.

This whole situation would work out; he would ensure it.


Chapter Thirty




“I don’t want to return to the tribes; I can still fight,” insisted the young male auroch beastfolk where he lay inside the bunker-hill.

“Josef, you need to rest to recover,” Koda reminded him. “That spear to the gut nearly killed you. It’s going to take time to recover enough so that you can fight without the wound tearing open again.”

“But—” the young man tried to protest again, only to go quiet when Koda’s hand rested gently on his shoulder.

“I know you want to be at the front, Josef,” Koda said reassuringly, his voice firm. “But someone needs to be ready and able to guard the hearth. Your family and the tribe will need you to look after them. You aren’t being sent away because you failed, so put that idea from your mind.”

Josef, his young face still lined with pain from the bandaged wound in his gut, nodded once and relaxed back into his cot.

“Good,” Koda continued with another gentle pat. “You are a blooded warrior, and your insights will help others to prepare while you heal. While I doubt this will be resolved quickly enough for you not to recover and return, you have already done your part. Thera is proud of her mighty son and how he fought to protect his people.”

Now Josef was tearing up, but not from pain. The subtle way his shoulders squared and the slow, firm nod he gave spoke of understanding and peace.

Giving the wounded man another pat, Koda stood and glanced around the section of the bunker that served as their impromptu medical wing. Dozens of elevated biers lined with comfortable hides to make beds for the wounded, with enough space between them to give some privacy and allow the handful of healers traveling with their war-band to work and pass.

So many wounded, and so many dead. Even one more is too much, Koda thought with a frown. But more will fight and die, because we cannot reason with the Crooked. I just hope that the baron’s people can. Maybe we should just try to evacuate?

A quiet voice calling his name drew Koda out of his thoughts, and he turned to see Calandra waving at him from the concealed door that led to the outside. The frantic way she moved told Koda that he needed to hurry, so he threaded through the beds of sleeping wounded and hurried towards his mate.

“Koda,” Calandra said quickly, reaching to grab his hand and pull him with her. “Stonefist is looking for you.”

“What?” Koda asked, pulling Calandra to a stop in surprise, though she tugged at his hand to get him moving again.

“Stonefist, the other champion?” the dwarven woman huffed, her brow wrinkled in concern. “The watchers brought word that he showed up where you met the scout earlier and has been searching the area for you—frantically. Talking loudly as if the ‘Ghost of the Plains’ will pop out of a bush.”

Koda’s mind whirled with thoughts. Worries warred with concerns while supposition rode on top of it all.

Calandra, knowing the look growing on Koda’s face, was quick to anchor and reassure him.

“He wasn’t wearing his armor, Koda. That means he’s not here to fight. He had his weapons with him, because only a fool would go unarmed right now, but he wants to talk.”

That settled Koda’s mind, and he immediately started walking with Calandra.

“And if he’s risked coming out here and being so blatant, then it’s got to be important,” Koda said, finishing his thought.

“Exactly,” Calandra murmured, her gaze hard. “What did you tell him in that letter?”

“Just that we were going to listen to his warnings, and that I thanked him for being understanding and working with us. I hinted at some things, but nothing blatant that would have caused this kind of reaction,” Koda explained.

Calandra shook her head, biting her bottom lip for a long moment before speaking.

“Stonefist isn’t stupid. He may act crude, ‌but the man is a strategist and scholar, as well as a champion. He taught us small-unit tactics in the army training that led up to my guard duty. Most of the humans didn’t listen to him, but almost everything I’ve been training our tribe on for fighting together as a unit came from Stonefist or one of his assistants.”

“Got it,” Koda said with a nod as they emerged through the long, draping grass that covered the hidden entrance to the hill.

The late afternoon sun had painted the sky a glorious rose-gold, with russet clouds floating along scattered through the sky. A handful of small birds twittered in a nearby stumpy tree, carefree in this brilliant afternoon.

Koda took in a deep breath of the fresh air and smirked to realize that it tasted just as sweet as the air inside their hill bunker. Pride in his wives for how they designed the hideout swelled in his heart, but he pushed it aside to focus on the moment at hand.

“I’ll go meet with him; can you gather the girls together? I think I know what he is here to talk about, but if I’m wrong and it’s something dangerous…”

“Fine,” Calandra growled, glaring up at him with irritation born of love before pointing toward the battlefield. “Same area that you met with that scout earlier. Our scouts haven’t approached him; they just sent word about a ‘mad dwarf’ and asked what to do. I came right to you.”

Koda stole a quick kiss from Calandra, which smoothed some of the anger from her features, before breaking into a run.

Racing through the grass, Koda worked to follow the lessons that Sienna and Finna had been trying to teach him about moving silently. It was partially successful, he thought. Rather than crashing over the hills like a charging bull, Koda moved like a sudden breeze instead. The rustle of the grass shifting steadily was the only sound he made.

“Ghost? Damn it, boy. What rock are you hiding under?!”

The distant growl-shout told Koda he was getting close as he came over the ridge and spotted Raegus stomping in a circle just behind the line of trees where he’d spoken with Agatewhisper only hours before.

From this angle, Koda spotted two of the three familiar wolves that had been here earlier, only because he was at just the right angle and knew where the hiding spot for the watchers was set. A gesture of his hand when he saw the flicker of eyes turn his way told them to wait.

“Stonefist, what’s got your beard in a knot?” Koda called, pitching his voice low so it wouldn’t carry. “You are putting yourself at great risk⁠—”

Koda was cut off as the aged dwarven champion whirled, his eyes wild, and stormed towards Koda. Only the fact that the formidable warrior kept his weapons sheathed and his hands away from them told Koda that he wasn’t about to be attacked.

“Lad! I need to speak to you immediately,” Raegus growled as he closed one hand, coming up with a stubby finger raised to poke Koda in the chest. “I don’t know if you are an idiot or bloody brilliant, but you made some implications in your letter that need explaining.”

Koda sighing in apparent relief was not what Raegus was expecting, as it brought the dwarf up short.

“Okay, so that’s what’s bothering you,” Koda explained at the confused look the dwarven man shot him. “My watchers sent word that there was a mad dwarf barking at bushes, and I was worried you’d snapped suddenly.”

“I might go mad if you don’t answer me!” Raegus barked, but the anger and confusion no longer held sway in his eyes. Instead, there was a kernel of mirth in the crinkled corners of his brown eyes. “I didn’t want to risk getting caught; that’s why I sent you the letter. But with what you implied, I can’t not risk this.”

Ally. Brother. Kin, growled the beast within Koda’s blood, and its rumbling tone reassured him. He’d had a feeling this was going to be the result the moment he’d stitched those clues into the message to Raegus; he just hadn’t expected the dwarf to storm out here like this.

A gentle pressure rose in his chest as well, the weight of regard that told him Thera’s attention was focused on him at the moment. This wasn’t the first time she’d looked his way, but he could tell she was far closer than normal as well.

Koda returned his focus to the dwarven man in front of him, studying Raegus and letting his instincts speak to him.

Raegus, oblivious to Koda’s regard, couldn’t let the silence stretch on and rambled.

“I read your letter, lad. I just need to know if what you implied is true. Golieas doesn’t hold your reins, but I need to know the truth. My goddess would never forgive me otherwise.”

Koda felt it when his instincts crystallized with confidence and when Thera’s concern spiked as she knew what was coming.

“No one holds my reins, Raegus—” Koda began, only for the dwarven man to interrupt him.

“Bullshit. You are a champion, sure as I am!” Raegus protested, his gaze hardening but calming at Koda’s upraised hand.

“No one holds my reins, Raegus,” Koda began again while he locked eyes with the dwarf. “All beasts should run free beneath the open skies.”

The dwarven warrior went pale, his ruddy skin blanching against his thick beard.

“You… you are serious, aren’t you?” croaked the dwarven man, his voice shaking. “I had hoped when I saw that mark on the parchment…”

“She’s alive, Raegus. Weak, but alive.”

Koda’s words struck the dwarven man like a physical blow. Raegus reeled, one hand coming to his forehead as he stared sightlessly at the grass between them.

“You…” Raegus mumbled, and for all the world, Koda thought the dwarf might be having a heart-attack. “You don’t know what this could mean…”

“I know exactly what it means, Raegus,” Koda said gently even though the waves of concern from Thera were thickening in his mind. “Just like I know how much damage could occur if you were to speak this to the wrong people.”

“No!” Raegus exclaimed, his voice echoing like a gunshot over the hills before the dwarf reined himself in and hissed vehemently at Koda.

“No. My goddess swore a crusade to avenge her fallen sister. She believes the Beast Queen to be dead, Aegisclaw. She searched the refugees for any of her sister's priesthood and found none. Chandra knows what that means. She gave up hope. Hope crystallized into resolve…”

Raegus’ face twisted, and the old dwarf seemed to add decades to his features in mere seconds. But when he spoke, it was with iron resolve.

“No. My lips are sealed, Ghost Aegisclaw,” Raegus said, his voice grave. “Only my goddess will hear this news from my lips. I shall not even risk it in a sealed missive and risk our goddess’ treasured sister on this.”

“Thank you for that,” Koda murmured, and the two champions shared a look of determination.

In the back of his mind, Koda heard Thera’s worried fretting.

What will my sister say? Will she be upset that I continued to hide? This is such a risk. It is only going to raise the threat around Koda with more people knowing. No, I can trust my sister’s champion. Trust in Koda; you know he wouldn’t risk you.

Koda sent Thera the sensation of a loving hug before he focused back on Raegus and continued speaking.

“You know that I have to keep things quiet, but I will do anything needed to protect my people and my lady.”

“As you should!” Raegus huffed, his brow knitting again in irritation. “Anything less just would not be right. I do have one question…”

“Go ahead. I can’t promise I’ll answer, but I’ll try,” Koda replied, tilting his head curiously.

“Don’t take this the wrong way; you are an honorable man. But how did you end up her champion? Why a human?” Raegus asked, curiosity dancing like sparks in his dark eyes.

Koda smirked at the dwarven man, and his beast gave a rumbling chuckle in his soul. When he spoke next, Koda’s voice was far deeper, and he spoke with a ringing confidence that made Raegus blink in surprise.

“Who says I’m human?”
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