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The warm fire crackles in front of the group of folk, Polar Bears, Wolves, Rabbits, and various other species sit huddled in the warmth of the life-giving flames. The scent of the pine smoke fills the air with its fragrance. The chill of the snow outside makes the fire all the more welcome. Hushed murmurs fill the hut, the crackling flames punctuated by laughter and spoken tales. The hut that they all sit in, is the main gathering place, the fire always lit and welcoming to whoever wishes to sit in its warmth.

A young female wolf sits a bit away from the other folk, she’s new to this village and doesn’t know much about the ways of it. She hugs her lanky arms to her chest and tries to chase away the chill from the snowstorm outside. She knows that places like these are very close-knit, but she hasn't dared to speak to many of the other folk that live here.

She shivers, her fingers still numb. The snow had caught her unaware when it had started. The wind had howled its anger and blew drifts as tall as she is against the buildings as she tried to get back home. She had seen the gathering area lit up and warm and had struggled just to make it there. By the gods, she hates the north, too much snow and ice for her. But, her family is here and she needs to stay to take care of her father.

Shivering again, she stretches her stiff fingers out to the flames in the center of the hut. Feeling the warmth sink into her bones she heaves a sigh of relief.

There’s a creak as a large male Polar Bear sits next to her, he towers over her small frame. His white fur glittering under his scarf and vest. The Bears tend to not wear all that much clothing, even in the harshest of winters. They like the chill.

Shaking her head, the She Wolf tries to ignore the male.

“Are you alright?” A deep, rough voice asks.

Looking up, she gets lost for a moment, the voice belongs to the male Bear, his gaze focused on her as she shivers in her jacket. “Just cold.” She replies with a shrug. His voice sent her thoughts reeling, it made her shiver with something other than cold. His deep voice was rough but filled with concern, and the timbre of it sent trembles straight to her core.

His eyes as he gazed at her, warm golden brown with flecks of silver in their depths. They looked at her with concern as well, but she felt herself falling into them, like pools of temptation.
Shaking her head, she forces herself to look away, back toward the fire. “I’m just cold.” She repeats, hugging her arms to her chest.
“You’re not from these parts are you?” The male asks, his voice pitched low so only she can hear him. “You do know it will only get worse as the winter persists.”

Clenching her jaw, she turns a glare up at the male. “I’m here to take care of my family.” She says, a snarl to her voice. “I know it’s going to get worse. I have no option to leave.”

Raising an eyebrow, the male looks at her with surprise. “Are you Kieve's daughter?”

Wincing at her father's name, she nods once. “I have to take care of him.” She says shortly.

“I’m Sterker,” The bear says, his voice holding a note of amusement. “What’s your name?”

Caught off guard, the she-wolf speaks without thinking. “Yuki. Your name, doesn’t it mean strong?”

Puffing out his chest, Sterker nods. “It does! I was given my name because my da is the chief of the bears.”

Snorting a laugh, Yuki looks up at the bear with renewed interest. “My father told me about yours. He said that he was too big for his britches, but his son was going to be the one to unite the folk out here. He can't have been talking about you.”

Deflating, Sterker looks down at her with a sad expression. “What do you mean by that?”
Laughing, she grins at him. “You're too nice.”
Gaping at her, it takes a moment for him to realize she’s teasing him. When he does, a grin stretches across his muzzle. “I am nice.” He says with a laugh. “Just don’t get on my bad side.”

“Father has told me about the battles you’ve been in to keep the peace out here,” Yuki says after a moment. “Has it really been that hard to keep the savages out?”

Sterker frowns and looks toward the fire, all amusement gone from his expression. “The bandits have been trying to get to our stores of food. It’s been a chore to keep them away from it. But other than that and some high tensions between species, it really hasn't been that bad.”

Yuki stares up at the bear, her head spinning. Reaching out a hand, she takes his massive one in hers and squeezes gently. “I’m sure you’re doing your best.” She says quietly, trying to offer the male some comfort.

Looking down at their hands, Sterker gives a soft smile. “I appreciate that,” He murmurs.
Feeling a thrill go through her, Yuki strokes the surprisingly soft fur of his hand, the white fur stark against her dark grey. His hand is huge, able to envelop hers with his soft pads. She stares with wonder, she’s never held a Bear’s hand before.
Sterker watches her, his gaze hooded as he lets her fingers explore the pads of his hand. “Have you never seen a bear up close?” He asks after a moment, shivering as her nail flicks against the skin of his palm.

Startling at his voice, Yuki pulls away, only to have her hand captured by the warmth of Sterkers hand. She stares at his fingers wrapped around hers, clearing her throat she tries to speak. “No,” She admits quietly. “I’ve never been this close to a bear, let alone someone as big as you.” She gives a shrug of her small shoulders.

Chuffing a laugh, Sterker brushes a thumb over the back of her hand, smoothing the grey fur he had ruffled. “And I’ve never been this close to such a small wolf.”

Feeling her ears heat in embarrassment, Yuki hunches her shoulders. “I am aware I’m small.” She says bitterly, the pain of being the runt running deep in her mind. She shouldn’t have survived as long as she has. Her father had sent her south so it would be easier, but now with him being sick. She had to come back. To the cold, cold north. Gods how she hates it.

A gentle claw pulls her chin up, drawing her gaze to the smiling eyes of the large Bear next to her. “That is nothing to be ashamed of.”

Snorting another laugh, Yuki looks away from his mesmerizing gaze. “Says the giant.”

Chuffing again, Sterker brushes a thumb over her cheek. “You’re beautiful, and I can sense your fire.” He says quietly. “You don’t have to be large framed to make a difference.”

Yuki feels her ears flushing again, and she pulls away from the bear. “I appreciate the compliment.” She says quietly. “I should probably get going though.”

Frowning, Sterker tries to take her hand again. “It’s still storming.” He says with worry pitching his voice.

Shaking her head, she pulls back. “I still need to go check on father.”

“Let me accompany you.” The bear says, his tone worried and a note of fear adding a shrillness to it. “The storm is dangerous, and I’d like to know you got home safe.”

A flutter of joy brushes through Yuki’s chest. He wants to make sure she’s safe, how very sweet. “Very well.” She says, dipping her head. “You can come with.”

“Thank you,” Sterker says, relief washing over his face, his golden eyes softening at her words. “I wouldn't want you to get lost in the snow.”
——-
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AFTER THE BEAR DROPS her off at her home, Yuki ends up snuggling in front of the fire with her lap covered in a thick wool blanket. She sips at a cup of hot tea and waits out the storm that blazes around them. Her mind wanders to the white-furred bear, he had been so nice to her, so welcoming and protective, she’s never met someone who was, just nice. It’s refreshing. It doesn’t hurt that he was handsome and his scent made her heart race.
By the gods did she want to have him wrap his large, muscular arms around her, his spicy scent made her want to be held. But she had ignored that urge. She’s a wolf. She shouldn’t be seen with a bear.
Sighing heavily, she sips at her drink. It’s already cooling thanks to the blizzard raging outside. A frail voice calls from the other room, she stands and makes her way to the door.

Her elderly father struggles to sit up in his bed, his already gray fur turning mostly white with age and his yellow eyes filmy with cataracts. She moves to his side and helps him to sit up. “Take it slow, father,” She murmurs, gently helping him to drink a sip of water from the pitcher at his bedside. “We don’t want you to overexert yourself.”

Coughing, the elder wolf gives a half-hearted glare to the younger woman. “Yuki, I may be old but I can still punish you for your impudence.”

Laughing lightly, Yuki gives the older wolf a small kiss on his temple. “Yes, father.” She says softly. “What did you need?”

“Have the bears stopped by yet?” He asks, his voice softly wheezing as he settles back into the pillows that line his bed. His expression is worried, the bears were supposed to be here a while ago.

Yuki smiles. “I spoke to the son of the Leader.” She murmurs. “He was kind enough to escort me back from the village center. A blizzard had started while I was on my way home.”

The elder wolf purses his lips and taps a shaking finger on the bedspread. “Did he mention any of the plans they have in
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