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      Nora says she’s happy.

      Dagesh isn’t so sure. He loves his pretty human mate and wants nothing more than to bring a smile to her face…so she’ll go running into his arms. When he asks the tribe what she’s missing, someone suggests a wedding.

      All right, then.

      He’ll throw the best barbarian wedding ever.

      So how does Nora tell her determined, thoughtful mate that what she wanted wasn’t a wedding…but something a little different in bed?
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        (Mild spoilers ahoy?)

      

      

      

      Hi readers!

      I’m trying to be better about including possible triggers in my books, and so I wanted to include a few notes about the story here so you can decide if this is right for you.

      This story deals with issues of consent and lightly toys with a bit of sadism. The heroine wants a very firm hand in the furs and the hero is a vanilla virgin. The story is about them coming together to figure each other out. Consent is always included, but if the following bothers you, please skip this story:

      
        	References to/and hair pulling

        	Spanking

        	Bruising in sex

      

      On a scale of one to ten, one being ‘no sex’, five being ‘vanilla/normal sex’ and ten being the deep end of BDSM, this story is about a six. AKA, if you’re looking for wild stuff, it’s not here. If you’re scared it might be too much for you, think of it as a little more spice instead of mild.

      I hope that helps you decide if it’s right for you.

      Happy reading!

      — Ruby
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        Current Day

      

      

      NORA

      Some days, being a mom is utterly exhausting. 

      I rub my throbbing forehead as the girls squabble and argue over bits of scrap leather. "That's my piece," Anna declares, snatching a bit out of Elsa's hand. When her sister picks up another scrap, Anna grabs for it. "That one, too."

      "They can't all be yours," Elsa complains. She looks over at me. "Mama—"

      Whatever happened to twins getting along like two peas in a pod? The older they get, the more Anna and Elsa bicker. "Share, girls. There's plenty of scraps to go around for everyone."

      "But I wanted the ones with the red tones," Anna complains. "Mama, my tunic is going to be all red colors! Hers is pale. It won't look right if she takes all the bright scraps." She tries to snatch another piece out of Elsa's hand, but Elsa holds it out of her reach.

      "I want a red heart in the center of my tunic," Elsa declares. "I can do that if I want to!"

      "No you can't—"

      "Yes, I can—"

      "Girls!" I snap. Most days I can handle them fussing at each other, but today, it is getting on my last nerve. "Please. Why don't you put your sewing away for today? We'll look at it again tomorrow."

      "But I want a pretty tunic," Elsa whines, and Anna thrusts her lip out, pouting. They're at that age where they can go from cranky to cute in less than a breath, and it's making me crazy.

      "Then we'll go and visit the others and see if they have scraps they can give you. Sound good?" I wave a hand at them. "Help Mama up."

      Elsa jumps to her feet and grabs one of her father's spears while Anna gets my shoes. I immediately feel guilty, because they really are great girls. They're just bored and being kids, and it's not their fault that I'm short-tempered as the birth of my third one gets closer. I roll onto my knees, huffing and puffing. My belly feels as if it weighs fifty freaking pounds, and my back is killing me. Using Dagesh's spear as a prop, I push myself off the ground and shove my feet into the sandals Anna's retrieved for me. The girls put on their warm fur shawls and Anna hands me mine even as Elsa gets their hand baskets. 

      They really are good kids, and it makes me weepy. "I'm sorry, girls. I just want you both to know I love you very much."

      Anna goes in for a hug while Elsa gives me a sassy look that is far too adult for her seven-year-old body. "Mama, you always apologize and cry lately."

      "Do I?" I swipe at my face. "It's the baby."

      "If he grows any bigger he's going to bust right out of you!" Anna says helpfully.

      Well there's a lovely image I didn't want. I just smooth Anna's pale braids, amused. The twins looked like carbon copies of one another when they were born, but the older they get, the more they look like individuals. Elsa's hair is slightly darker than her sister's, with a hint of curl to the ends, like mine. Anna's is bone straight like her father's in texture, if not color, and her features are slightly finer than Elsa's. She's the quieter one, too, shy and unobtrusive—unless she's around her twin. Then she screeches like a banshee unless she gets her way. It's like Anna has to make sure Elsa knows that Anna is the alpha of the two of them, but only for the two of them. All other times, Elsa's the leader. "How do you know it's a boy?" I ask, smoothing Anna's hair back. "Did your father ask Rokan after all?"

      If so, I'm going to have to have a talk with my mate. We agreed that we weren't going to ask Rokan about the sex of the baby, just because it would be a lovely surprise to find out later. We don't even know if it's one or two—though I'm carrying differently than with the girls, so I'm hoping it's just one big fat baby instead of twins again. I don't know if I can handle another set of twins. I would love them dearly, of course, but four children under the age of ten makes me tired just thinking about it. Plus, I remember how hard it was to nurse both of the girls at once.

      "Papa hasn't asked Rokan," Elsa says, skipping toward the door hide of our hut. "Anna asked Analay."

      Hmm. "Did she now?" 

      Anna just smiles sweetly up at me, as if she wasn't in a screaming fight with her sister over leather bits two minutes ago. Elsa nods triumphantly. "It's because she's gonna mate him when they get older. Analay says it's true."

      Not this again. It distressed me to hear it the first time Analay brought it up, and it distresses me that my girls are repeating it as if it's set in stone. I put a hand on my enormous belly to support it and lean in toward Anna, cupping her chin and making her look up at me. "It doesn't matter what Analay says unless there's resonance, baby girl. You know that, right? You can romance any boy or any girl you want to as long as you're happy."

      "But Analay says we're going to resonate," Anna says simply.

      "We'll see about that," I huff, straightening. I don't like the thought of anyone deciding anything for my girls in advance. Analay's a sweet boy, but I want them to have choices. If Anna grows up and decides she wants to hook up with Esha or Sessah or wants to travel the mountains alone, I will support whatever she wants to do. She doesn't have to be tied down to anything. She certainly doesn't have to be tied down to resonance at the age of seven. I pat my stomach, making a mental note to talk to the girls' father when he gets back from hunting. "Analay's only a little boy and he might be making stories," I say. "After all, this baby might be another girl. Or two girls."

      "It's a boy," Anna says simply. Her face brightens. "Can we go see Analay and his mama this morning? And the new baby?"

      I really like Ariana. There's not a mean bone in her body and she adores the children. She's so patient with them as she teaches, too. But I'm in a cranky mood and there's no way I can sit in her hut and socialize and not snap at her for Analay's insistence that Anna's his future mate. "Let's go visit Asha and Hemalo, shall we?"

      Both girls groan. "But Shema's such a baby," Elsa complains as she heads out of the hut, leading the way. "She doesn't play right."

      "That's because she is a baby," I remind them. "She's full sa-khui, like her mother and father, and she's going to age differently than you guys. Be nice to her." Shema is about three turns of the seasons old, but she's very much a toddler and the girls get impatient with her, though Shema adores them and tries to copy them both. "I bet if you ask Hemalo nicely, he'll have some good scraps."

      That excites them, and we leave the hut and head into the heart of our small village. I move slow, because my feet are swollen and my sandals make it difficult to walk. I keep my hands under my heavy belly, doing my best not to waddle (and probably failing). The village is a little quiet this morning. It's cold out, but clear, and that means everyone that can hunt is out checking traps or pulling meat from the nearest caches. I'm more than ready for the brutal season to be gone already. When the weather gets warmer, I can send the girls hunting with their father again, but for now, it's just too cold.

      I wave to people as I walk, the girls bounding ahead of me with so much energy that it feels unfair. I'm definitely nearing the end of my pregnancy, I muse, because right now I hate everyone and everything around me. I don't, really. I'm normally a pretty even-keel sort, but being late-stage pregnant makes me grumpy. Everything hurts, nothing fits right, everything's swollen, and everyone's too loud. Yup, that sounds about right.

      Kate and Summer pass by, large leather satchels strapped to their backs. They beam at my girls and look over at me. "Oh, you look good today, Nora," Summer says. "Your cheeks are so rosy and fresh! I love it. What are you using on your face? Is it fish oil? Or fat? Because Sevvah says she uses fish oil on hers when it gets dry but I don't want to smell like ice planet trout. What do you think?"

      Kate's mouth just twitches as Summer rambles. She looms over the smaller woman, tall and fit and strong. She must be six feet easily, with broad shoulders and a sturdy build. She wouldn't feel as if the baby in her belly was a boulder, and her boobs wouldn't feel like watermelons. For a moment, I'm hugely envious of her. 

      I slide my hands under my uncomfortable belly, rubbing it. "It's a pot of some face stuff Maylak gave me. It doesn't smell like fish, though. It smells like…" I blink, because my brain has given out on me. I turn to my daughters, who are busy skidding their booted feet across a patch of ice and giggling. "Girls, what does Mommy smell like at night?"

      "Daddy," calls Elsa. "You smell like Daddy."

      Kate snickers.

      I rub my forehead. "Sorry, pregnancy brain is getting to me. Tell Maylak it's the same thing I use, or come by later and you can have some of mine," I promise her. I really just want to sit down. My lower back feels tight and terrible. "Or all of it."

      "Are you sure?" Summer asks. "I can—"

      Kate touches her arm, silencing her, and I want to kiss her. Summer is a nervous talker. And a happy talker. And okay, just a talker. And normally I love hearing how her mind works because there's not a bit of pretentiousness in her and she's as open as she is chatty—but not today. "Did you and the girls want to join us?" Kate asks. "We're off to collect dirtbeak nests for fuel."

      I shake my head. The dirtbeak nests are in a blind canyon a short distance from camp, but it feels like an eternity today. "We're visiting Asha and Hemalo and then heading back to the hut for a nap." Man, a nap sounds awesome.

      "We'll leave you to it, then," Summer says cheerily. "You know where we are if you want to join us!" 

      They head off, and I gather up the girls, heading for Asha and Hemalo's hut. My friend and her mate tend to be a little more private than some—I think Asha worries people don't like her, and Hemalo likes to spread out with his projects—so their hut is at the edge of the village, next to an empty one that Hemalo uses for skinning. He's in there right now, with Asha at his side, her baby on her hip. She's toying with a lock of his hair and giving him an affectionate look as he gazes adoringly up at her. They're sweet together, and I'm glad that they've settled into happiness.

      Asha looks up as we approach, and her lean face brightens into a smile. "Ho, beautiful females! Are you about to go hunting?" She gives me a teasing look. "If you are seeking mates, mine is taken."

      My girls giggle.

      "The only thing I'm hunting is a seat and a cup of tea," I tell her, smiling. "The girls wanted to ask Hemalo something, though."

      As though unleashed, the twins rush forward to Hemalo's side, baskets in hand. "Do you have any scraps for us?" Elsa gushes. "Mama's teaching us how to sew and we're making tunics!"

      "I want red scraps," Anna blurts out. "Mine's red!"

      "I want the white ones!" Elsa continues. "You'll give those to me, right?"

      They aren't even giving him a chance to respond. I wince at their bad manners, but Hemalo takes it all in stride. He glances over at me with a smile and then pats the floor next to him. "I was going to check on some dyed leather this morning, actually. Would you like to join me? I am certain we can find some scraps for you."

      He's so good with the kids. Asha leans over and gives her mate a kiss on his plated brow, then turns to me. "Come on. Let us get that tea you mentioned, yes?"

      "Will you be okay with the girls here, Hemalo?" I ask, just to be sure.

      "Of course. They will be my helpers, will you not?" He hands a scraper to Anna. 

      "We will!" Both girls drop to sit next to him, all excitement, as if they've never scraped a hide before. I guess it's more fun when it's someone else's work. I fight the urge to roll my eyes.

      Asha heads over to her hut, pulling her braid out of Shema's mouth as she does. "You look tired this day, my friend," she says to me. "Does your back ache?"

      I groan, following after her. "Constantly. I'll never get used to these fifteen-month pregnancies. How did you manage to be pregnant for three years without going crazy?" 

      "How do you know I did not?" she says with a laugh.
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        * * *

      

      Asha and I spend most of the morning chatting and drinking tea. She tidies up and then works on sewing decorations onto a small tunic for Shema while the baby naps, and we talk about mates and the weather and nothing at all in particular. Asha's got a clever mind and doesn't really gossip, which is nice. She never says anything she wouldn't say to your face, and even if her words are sharp, there's no malice in them.

      We talk about children, because babies are the biggest parts of our lives. I rub my belly as we chat, trying to get blood flowing.

      "You look bigger today," Asha points out to me. "Do you think your kit will be born soon?"

      "I sure hope so. I'm ready to have my body back."

      She snorts. "That will not happen until you stop nursing."

      "Thanks, sunshine," I grump, but she's not wrong. It's sleepless nights and shoving a tit in the baby's face every time he—or she—is hungry, until they're old enough to eat regular meals with the family. "I'm just hoping for one this time."

      "It is just one," Asha agrees. "Your bottom is not as big as it was the last time you were carrying."

      Damn. Harsh truth, but she's not wrong. And really, I don't mind hearing it. I'm hoping for just one. I love both my girls, but they were a lot to have all at once. "It'll be nice to have quiet time with my mate again that doesn't involve him massaging all my hurting parts," I joke. "I feel like that's all we do now."

      Asha's mouth curls into a sly smile and she begins to speak, and then pauses, because the girls rush in.

      "Mama, look at the scraps we got," Elsa bellows, her sister right behind her.

      I put a finger to my lips, indicating that they should be quieter, but luckily Shema keeps on sleeping. The girls settle down in front of me and pick through the bits of leather that Hemalo has given them. They're pretty, the little castoffs, in all kinds of colors and shapes. I'm teaching them to sew them all together, and once it's made a patchwork fabric, we're going to cut it down into a tunic. I figure if they practice on scraps, they won't waste good leather…plus the patchwork effect is rather nice and it gives them something to do while I nap all the damn time.

      Asha leans over and points at one of the scraps. "This is very pretty. Zalene has a tunic in this color, yes?"

      Elsa nods.

      My Anna turns to me and gives me a thoughtful look. "Mama, how did you and Daddy resonate?"

      I blink, my tea cup halfway to my lips. "Uh, where did that come from?"

      Asha just smirks. She gets to her feet, snatches my tea cup from my hand, and goes to refill it. "Yes, No-rah. Why do you not tell the girls about your resonance?"

      That shit-stirrer. I arch a brow at Asha for being, well, herself. "I'm just curious how this came up."

      Anna blinks those big eyes—so like her father's—at me. "Analay asked his mama and she told him. And Zalene heard about that and so she asked her mama and her mama told her their story. How come you haven't told Elsa and me your story? With Papa?"

      "You've never asked," I bluster, blushing just a little. I can feel my face getting hotter and hotter, and Asha's smirk of amusement just grows. "Besides, it's not much of a story. We saw each other and boom, resonance."

      Asha holds the tea cup out to me. "Oh, but that is not the full story, is it?"

      I glare at her as I take the cup. She knows as well as I do that the full story is far too dirty for children's ears. She's overheard some of our…nocturnal happenings with those sensitive sa-khui ears of hers, and she knows darn well why I've avoided the subject. "It's not," I admit when both girls turn to look at me. "And maybe if you're both good, I'll tell you the story tonight before bed."

      Elsa and Anna smile at me, straightening in place, and I know they're going into “well-behaved” mode. They play quietly while Asha smirks at me. 

      I don't care. I've bought a few hours at least. I sip my tea and try not to think about what to tell my kids. Mommy likes being spanked and held down by Daddy. Isn't that romantic? 

      But of course, it wasn't always like that…not that I can tell them those parts either.
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        * * *

      

      The girls are on their best behavior for the rest of the day, much to my chagrin. Anna and Elsa share their toys, play quietly together, and even help me make dinner. Dagesh will be home soon, and I'm ready to see his smiling face. He keeps his hunting nearby during the brutal season, especially now when I'm heavily pregnant, so he can be back every night. Normally he's back before the suns go down, so today must be productive for him. I hope he's not too tired when he gets home, because then I feel guilty that I can't help more. I'm not much of a huntress, so I handle the home stuff and raising the girls. Lately though, he's taken on a lot more in the house because I've been so damn tired, and that just makes me even more guilty. I sit near the fire, drowsing, thinking of my mate's gorgeous smile and the way he crooks it up in the corner when he's watching me and he thinks I haven't noticed…

      "Mama?" Anna tugs on my hand. "You look sleepy. Don't sit near the fire when you're tired or you'll fall in." She uses on me the same imperious tone she uses on her sister. 

      I blink, sitting upright. Oh. I look over at Anna. "I'm okay."

      "You're tired," she says firmly in her little tyrant voice. "Go lie down until Papa gets home. We'll stir the stew."

      "Just let it simmer," I tell them, yawning. I push off the enormous rock I'm using as a seat. "Wake me up if you need anything. I'll just take a quick nap."

      Both my girls are there, pushing me into bed, and Elsa tugs the blankets over me as I shift my weight and get comfortable. I mean to only close my eyes for a moment, because even though the girls are far more self-sufficient than I was at their age, they're still young and I should watch them but…

      …I jerk awake to the sound of Dagesh's laughter. It rumbles, smooth and pure and deep, echoing in our small hut. Rubbing my eyes, I try to roll over so I can look at them. My efforts fail spectacularly and all I do is flail on my back like an upside-down turtle. 

      "Did we wake you, my pretty one?" Dagesh asks, hovering over the furs and holding a hand out to me.

      I push my hair out of my face—it got loose from my braid while I slept—and take my mate's hand. "How long was I asleep? How long have you been home?"

      "It does not matter," he says in that easy way of his that tells me he's been letting me sleep for a while. He hauls me to my feet, effortlessly strong, and then curls a big arm around my back and puts a hand on my belly. He nuzzles my neck affectionately, his teeth scraping ever so lightly against my skin in the way he knows I love. "How do you feel?"

      Better now. I suck in a breath, because it doesn't matter that I'm ridiculously pregnant and half-asleep and it's been a long day and he smells like sweat and hunting—I'm utterly turned on. I cling to him, wondering if we'll have another night tonight like last night, where I was too big and ungainly to do much, so Dagesh just murmured naughty things in my ear as he worked my clit until I came, quaking in his arms. "I feel good."

      "Yes, you do," he teases. "Food is ready. Are you hungry?"

      "I should be taking care of you," I protest. Some people might not like to be a homemaker, but I really love it. I love making my little hut snug and taking care of my loved ones. I love making sure that everyone around me is comfortable and happy. Maybe that's one reason why I'm so bad at being pregnant—everyone takes care of me instead of the other way around. "Take a seat. Let me fix up a bowl for you."

      Dagesh presses a kiss atop my head and then steers me toward my normal seat by the fire. "Hush. You are tired and your belly is big. Let me take care of you."

      It doesn't matter how much I protest. Within moments, I'm tucked in securely in the most comfortable seat in the hut, a bone-lattice making a firm back for the chair so I can relax against it. Anna tucks a thick fur around my legs while Elsa hands me a bowl of food, and Dagesh moves behind me and begins to braid my hair so it's out of my face. I want to protest again, but my mate's fingers on my scalp feel so good that I bite back a moan.

      It's quiet except for the click of bone spoons against bowls as the girls eat and I manage a few mouthfuls of food.

      "Have we been good enough for a story tonight?" Anna asks.

      Oof. I was hoping they'd forget.

      Dagesh just chuckles, dragging his fingertips along my scalp in a way that sends prickles up my spine. "I wondered why you two were so very quiet. Did you make a deal with your mother?"

      "Mama said we could have the story of how you two resonated if we were good." Elsa holds out her empty bowl. "And I ate all my stew. That means I'm good!"

      "Did she?" My mate sounds amused.

      "Girls, take your bowls and wash them out please?" I say, and they race away to the far side of the hut, where our tiny “kitchen” is set up. The moment they do, I grab Dagesh's big hand. "Help me," I whisper. "They've backed me into a corner and they want to hear our story and all I can think about are the dirty parts."

      He rumbles with amusement, and he sounds sexier than ever. This big guy can still make my toes curl with arousal even after eight turns of the season. We rarely argue, the sex is scorching, and he loves to rub my feet or my head and dote on me. I absolutely scored with this man. 

      "I will tell them our story, then," he offers and then leans in to nip at my ear. "But perhaps not all of it."

      Oooh, he's frisky tonight. It doesn't matter that I'm heavily pregnant and feel ungainly—this man is absolutely getting the best hand-job in the world the moment the girls are asleep. I give him my best sultry look…and then my back cramps, ruining the moment.

      "Come and lie down in the furs, my pretty No-rah," my mate says. "It is hard to carry our kit in your belly all day long. Do you want me to rub your feet?"

      I groan, because I really do, but I bet he's tired. "I'm so sorry, Dagesh. I hate for you to wait on me. I'm terrible at being pregnant."

      "You are perfect at it," he reassures me, helping me back over to the furs so I can recline. "In fact, you are so good at it that you did twice as much as everyone else on your very first time."

      A helpless giggle escapes me, because the thought of being “better” than someone else at pregnancy is just the most ridiculous thing ever. Of course, giggling makes my back hurt and then I have to pee. It's always something when you're pregnant.

      Dagesh is patient, though, helping me move around and get comfortable as the girls clean the dishes and change into their pajamas, still on their best behavior. If I wasn't so mortified at telling them “our” story, I'd use this sort of thing as bait more often, because they've really been great today. Normal days are filled with bickering and fighting over sharing, and the occasional hair pulling. Today they've been angels.

      "Do not worry," my mate reassures me, brushing a kiss over my knuckles as I lie down in the furs and try to get comfortable. "You relax. I will give them a very soft story of how I saw their mother and my khui sang to her." He rubs his lips over my knuckles, a promise in his eyes. Oh yeah, the moment the kids are asleep, I am absolutely touching my mate in all kinds of filthy ways. I don't care how pregnant I am.

      With that, he smiles at me and then turns to the girls. "It is late, and fierce little huntresses need their sleep. Come. Your father will tell you the story your mother promised, yes? And then you will sleep."

      I've never seen the girls scramble into bed so quickly. Amused, I lie on my side, my head cradled against my arm, and watch as Dagesh tucks them with great care into their sleeping nook. He kisses their two bright heads, sits down next to them, and thinks, his tail occasionally flicking against the floor.

      "When I was a young hunter, I thought I would always be alone," he begins, his voice a soothing rumble as it drifts through the hut. "My family all died long ago. My mother died not long after I was born, when the brutal season did not provide enough game for us, and she was weak with feeding me. My father died during the time of the khui sickness. I was young—about Sessah's age when he died—and for many turns of the seasons, I had no one. I lived with the unmated hunters and spent my days in the snows, hunting and tracking and surviving. I did not dare to hope for more."

      His tail flicks lightly against the floor.

      "And then one day, my chief Vektal returned to our cave with a scrawny female clinging to his back and said that his female had companions in need of rescue…"

      I settle in to listen to his story, but my mind can't help but fill in the blanks, the parts that he leaves out, all the filthy, wonderful, sordid bits…
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        Eight Years Ago

      

      

      DAGESH

      I stand near the entrance to the human's strange cave and try not to be obvious as my khui hums in my chest. The song is distracting, especially since it seems to be affecting my cock. It strains against my leathers, oblivious to the tears of the females who wake up from their strange sleep to find themselves in a new world. If Vektal's new mate Shorshie is to be believed, the land they come from is nothing like this one, and it must be shocking.

      Even more shocking, they will resonate the moment they receive khuis. At least one of them will. I resist the urge to rub my chest, because Vektal is peering at all of us suspiciously. I think he suspects we will carry off the females and make him look bad in front of his new mate. 

      I cannot carry off my female. I do not even know which one it is. They all cluster together, their scents intermingling, and it is impossible to tell which one my khui has decided is my mate. I must wait and see. I scan the strange surroundings of the strange cave that the female Shorshie says was part of a cave that fell from the sky. It looks like no cave I know of, the walls a flat, dark gray I have never seen in nature. The interior of the cave smells odd, too, as odd as the flat walls and square shape. Shorshie told Vektal that other peoples—strange-looking peoples—made this cave with their hands, but I do not believe this is true. 

      A cave is found. It is not made like a spear or a basket.

      Despite all this strangeness, I resonated the moment the scent of the females brushed my nose. I clutch my spear and try not to stare in their direction even as I guard the entrance to the cave. The cave is set below the snow, buried deep, and the entrance is on the top instead of on the side. I am guarding to ensure that no metlaks drop inside and scare the females who are huddled on the other side of the square cave near a fire.

      I do not dare look in their direction. I keep my tail still, because it will give away my agitation. Pashov jogs up to me, his face eager with excitement. "Did you see how many females there are? Twelve of them! So many—" He pauses as he approaches me, his eyes widening. "Are you—"

      "Say nothing," I hiss, deliberately not looking over at the females. "I do not want to be sent away. Pretend I am silent."

      My friend exhales a deep breath. "You are lucky. My chest is silent." Pashov glances around. "I think most chests are silent. Someone else resonates, but I have not yet determined who."

      To think there are so many females here—a wealth beyond imagining—and only two of us have resonated. It seems a cruel trick of nature, but I remind myself that the females do not yet have their khuis. Things might be different then. "We must wait and see," I say to Pashov. "Until they have their khuis, I must stay back." 

      Back…and away from my chief, who prowls like an overprotective snowcat. If he suspects I am resonating, he will send me away until after the sa-kohtsk hunt, so I do not frighten the females. I do not want that. I want to watch them all, to see if I can tell which one it is that has made my khui sing at last.

      I will no longer be alone. The thought is overwhelming in the joy of it. After all this time of having no family, I will create one. I will have a mate. And a kit. My knees grow weak at the thought and I lean heavily on my spear. In this moment, I do not care if Vektal is furious. I need to know which female is mine.

      So I turn to Pashov. "I am going to find out which female is mine," I say to him, my voice low so no others can hear. "Take my spear. Watch the entrance."

      His eyes widen and for a moment, he looks as excited as I am. "How will you know which one it is?" he hisses, switching places with me. "She has no khui yet. There is nothing for yours to respond to."

      "But if my khui is already singing to her, then it should sing louder when I approach, yes?" I reach out and take the heavy fur cloak from his shoulders, wrapping it around my chest to muffle the song that vibrates through me. "I must know, my friend. I must."

      "I understand. Good luck." He gives me a rueful nod. "If anyone asks, I have heard nothing."

      I grin. "There is nothing to hear. Nothing at all." I glance around, wondering how I can approach without making Vektal and his second, Raahosh, suspicious. I need some sort of plan to get near them. I study each human's face, noting how round and soft they are, how smooth their brows. They look so delicate, as a group, and I worry that I will break my mate if I touch her. I look down at my hands. Never before have they seemed too big, but they seem too large now. Whoever I resonate to, I will have to be extremely careful that I do not hurt her.

      I must be the gentlest of mates to my female.

      With this thought in my mind, I glance over at the fire. Tea is warming in a pouch, and I go to fill my skin. If I am offering the females a drink, they will not be able to chase me away, will they? I am simply being helpful. So very, very helpful. Using the bone cup nearby, I fill my skin and then straighten, glancing over at the cluster of females. They huddle together, holding on to one another. A few are wounded and one is weeping as if her heart is broken. I will be happy with any female but…a selfish part of me hopes it is not her. I do not know what to do around tears. I have no mother or sisters and no experience with females. Surely my khui knows this, though.

      I clear my throat, tightening the layers of fur over my chest to muffle my khui's song, and rumble low in my throat. I even rumble low in my chest in an old song that we hum at celebrations, just to try and cover the sound. I feel obvious. Very obvious. Zolaya frowns at me as I walk past. He thinks I am acting strange…because I am. I am not one to sing much, even when the elders lift their voices in song. 

      My face burns with embarrassment as I approach the females, holding out the water skin. The tearful one flinches as she sees me, but then she offers me a watery smile and takes the skin. Her fingers brush mine and I feel…nothing. It does not mean she is not my mate, but I think I would feel something? I hope? I nod at her, taking the skin back and moving on to the next one. And the next. I study the faces. One female has specks of dirt on her skin, and another has brown skin. Others are in varying shades, their manes going from deep black and curly to pale and straight. It is fascinating. Some of the females are taller and sturdy, with big teats and hips, and others look small and fragile.

      I hope for a husky female, one that is big and strong…but if she is small and weak, I will give her my heart anyhow. I am thrilled to have a mate. Any mate. I know my khui will choose well.

      I am so excited about the prospect of my mate that I almost stumble over the next female. She is outstretched on the floor, her hand behind her, and she glares up at me as I hold out the water skin.

      Our fingers brush as she reaches for it…and my khui thrums louder in my chest, the song so fierce it makes my cock shiver. I stare at her, wide-eyed.

      She is perfect. So perfect.

      I want to grab her hand and haul her to her feet. I want to run my hands all over her and reassure myself she is well, that she has not been hurt. I want to learn her body with my touch.

      I want to fulfill resonance. Right now.

      Biting back a groan, I cast one last look at her and then force myself to pull away. She has yellow streaks in her mane. She has large teats and a small build. She has strange brown eyes and a round face and looked at me without fear. There was curiosity there—beneath all the glaring—and I cannot wait to speak to her. I cannot wait to hear her name.

      But…I cannot do so right now. I will not be able to control myself. I stagger back to the entrance of the small, strange cave and to Pashov.

      He watches me with wide eyes. "Did you find her?"

      I nod, not trusting my voice. "I…cannot stay in here. I need to go out." I grab the tall lip of the cave's entrance and haul myself up, out into the refreshing snow. Out here, there is no overwhelming scent of humans, no alluring resonance mate, no nothing. Just snow and wind and the occasional tree. I take several deep breaths, trying to calm myself, and it is useless. My cock feels heavy like stone, and the ache in my body tells me to go back down into the strange cave of the humans, to snatch my female away from the others, and take her to a private corner where I can shove her thighs apart and sink deep.

      I groan at the image. I need to handle this, handle myself…

      Frantic, I look around for something, anything that will ease my need. There is a snowdrift not too far away, butting up against the cliffs. Good. Perfect. I race toward it, and when I approach, I dig out a narrow hole at hip height, using my fingers. Shame burns through me as I free my cock from my loincloth and then thrust it into the snow.

      It feels nothing like I imagine my mate would…but I use it anyhow. I thrust and thrust against that narrow hole, wishing it was warm and had give, like I imagine my sweet human's cunt will be. I have never touched a female, never mated, so I can only imagine. It does not take long for me to come, and with a low growl in my throat, I clench my fist against the nearest rock and spurt hot seed into the snowbank.

      I do not know how I am going to last. I can only hope that a sa-kohtsk is near. Very, very near.
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      NORA

      I clutch the fur blankets to my chest, not sure if I'm still hallucinating or if this really is my new reality.

      "Come," the man (actually I guess he's not really a man, he's an alien) near the entrance to the ship ruins says. He points at the hole in the ceiling. "Give me your foot and I will lift you out."

      It's colder than a witch's tit inside this damn ship. I can't imagine voluntarily going out into the outdoors to watch a hunt of some kind. I absolutely do not want to go, but Georgie is smiling encouragingly at all of us and making sure our boots are laced tight and we're covered in furs.

      Furs. Leather boots. Because even though I'm sitting in the ruins of a crashed spaceship (hallucination number one), the people that are rescuing us are spear-toting blue barbarians (hallucination number two). I'm surrounded by strangers and I've been told that I was going to be a sex slave in space, but I've been rescued and now I'll be living the rest of my days out on an ice planet instead of back on Earth.

      It's…a lot to process.

      I pinch myself as Georgie ushers us toward the entrance. My arm throbs from where some strange metal device was cut out. It looked like a tiny button just under the skin, but I sure don't remember it being there. One of the girls—Kira, I think her name was—has some weird metal contraption in her ear and a worried look on her face. She says the aliens are coming back, which has Georgie and the blue guys worried. Me, it hasn't sunk in yet so I'm not panicking. These big blue dudes are the first aliens I've ever seen, so another set on their way doesn't exactly fill me with terror. It still feels like a dream.

      Some of the girls are badly wounded, so I guess I should count myself lucky that I'm only naked and wearing borrowed clothes instead of sporting a broken leg. As far as I know, I haven't been raped by any aliens, either. So…lucky.

      Or hallucinating. It's too weird to be true, and I worry that I'm definitely hallucinating. Someone on the subway smoked a bowl of something weird and I sat too close to them. It rubbed off on my clothes or something. It's a stretch, but then again, so is aliens.

      And ice planets.

      The big alien gestures impatiently at me. "Time to leave."

      I clutch the strange clothing tighter against my chest. None of it fits right. I'm swimming in an oversized tunic and pants, and the boots flop on my feet. But considering that I woke up naked? I'll take it. I hesitate for a moment longer, then give the alien my hand. The moment I put my boot onto his leg, it's like I'm flung into the air, only to be caught at the top by another alien.

      The bitterly cold air practically smacks me in the face, sucking my breath away. It howls, too, loud and overwhelming. I whimper, staggering, and big hands straighten me out. "The cold will get better soon," the alien holding my waist murmurs. "I promise this."

      I look over at him in surprise, because it's an awfully nice, understanding thing for someone to say. Half the time, these aliens are looking at us with impatience, like they don't understand why we're freaking out. I want to grab the vest of one of them and scream, “Of course we're freaking out! You would be too!”

      Instead, I just stare at the nice guy. The alien down below was dismissive and abrupt. This one stares at me. Hard. He sets me down carefully and stares at me for a moment longer, then rips his gaze away. As he does, he rubs his chest. I continue to watch him, even though he's deliberately not looking at me. These aliens are tall and muscular, as if they've never had a lazy day in their lives. Everywhere I look, it's pectorals and delts and biceps and obliques, all so perfect they could be made of marble. These men are all blue skinned, too, though the one up here was slightly paler than the others. Large, curling horns frame their heads, and some arch into the air. To a one, they have thick black hair, and most wear it long and braided, like the one standing nearby. He's covered in furs, but the hand that brushed mine felt warm and friendly, even if it only had three fingers and a thumb.

      Oh, and they have tails, too, because of course they do. Every good hallucination should have a tail, I think.

      "Over here, Nora," someone calls. I don't know anyone's name yet, but I obediently head over to join the women, because they're standing near a tree that might block out some of the horrible, wailing wind that rips at my hair and clothes.

      As I step forward, my boots sink into the deep snow and I shudder. It snows at home, but not like this. At home, this would be a whiteout situation. Here, the aliens are wearing loincloths and the occasional fur tossed over their chests as if it's just another day. They haven't blinked an eye at the snow pouring from the gray skies. It worries me that this is normal weather for this world, and if it is…yikes.

      Then again, it's not like I can leave, right? I screw up my face, determined not to scowl as I approach the other women. It won't do any good, after all. I can be as upset as I want, but it won't change anything, so I might as well try and get along.

      "Is everyone up here now?" Georgie asks as she approaches with the last of the stragglers. "Is everyone warm enough? Does everyone have shoes?"

      "What if we have shoes and fur and we're still freezing our tits off?" I ask.

      She gives me a wry look, but I notice her jaw is clenching like she's trying not to let her teeth chatter. "I'm told it'll be better once we get the khuis."

      Right. The parasite that everyone says we absolutely have to get or we'll die. I open my mouth to complain about that, but then one of the girls near me breaks off into a racking cough, practically doubled over, and one of the big alien men races over to pick her up. Okay, maybe we do need that thing to live. I hug my furs closer, trying not to show my worry. This is all a lot to take in. A whole lot.

      Georgie counts heads, and as she does, the big, scary-looking alien she says is her mate comes to her side. He puts a possessive hand on her shoulder. "We must go. The sa-kohtsk is near."

      She nods. "Everyone's here. Okay, guys. It's just a short hike. If you can't walk, someone will carry you, all right? Don't be afraid to speak up if you're having trouble. If we're all good, then let's get moving." She gives us all a bright smile, as if it's taken care of, and then starts walking.

      I stare after her as she heads down a rocky, snow-covered slope. "She's joking, right?" I whisper to the woman next to me. "I hope she's joking."

      "I don't see a trail," the brown-haired gal next to me agrees. "But it beats staying here, right?" She shrugs and walks forward.

      I'm not so sure it does. As I hesitate, I watch the brown-haired woman follow after them. As she does, one of the aliens peels off from their group and moves to her side. She stumbles a little in the snow, and he's right there to offer her a hand. Ah. So that's how it is. Even if we wanted to stay behind, I'm not sure they'd let us. Someone would “help” us move along. I purse my lips, watching as a few of the more injured women—including the cougher—are scooped up and carried forward.

      "Do you need to be carried?"

      I yelp in surprise, turning as a big alien suddenly appears at my side. It's the one wearing the furs, the guy that stares a lot. He's dressed more than any of the others, bundled up in layers. His long black hair is pulled back in a tight, long braid at the back of his head, but he has a nice enough smile…for an alien. He's smiling at me right now as I stare up at him.

      "Should I carry you?" he asks again when I don't speak up. "Are you injured?"

      "No," I admit. "Just cranky."

      "Crank-ee?" He thinks for a moment. "I do not have this word."

      "It means I'm in a bad mood."

      "Why?"

      I shoot a look over at him, wondering why he's so chatty. "I mean, you wouldn't be thrilled if you were in my situation. Look at where we're at. And the whole parasite thing? I'm not sure—"

      "Ho," barks one of the other male aliens. He glares at the one trotting next to me and gestures that we should move up. "The female needs to join the others."

      "I'm going," I mutter, wrapping the furs tighter around me as the wind rips at my face. The guy at my side melts away without a backward glance in my direction, and the one yelling at me scowls until I jog up to reach the others.

      Some saviors. I feel like a cow being led to the slaughter.
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      DAGESH

      Raahosh and Vektal cast me suspicious looks all through the hike toward the valley where the sa-kohtsk was spotted. I do my best to keep my head down and to steer away from the others, all the while my khui thrums and throbs in my chest, so loud and insistent that surely everyone must know by now that it is me that sings.

      I must stay away from the females, lest I be sent away. So even though it is difficult, I force myself not to look at my female, the one that is crank-ee, the one with the sharp tongue and bright eyes. I want to talk to her more, but I tell myself there will be more time once she has her khui.

      The females are gathered near a cluster of thin trees as if it will somehow provide them shelter, and only one or two males are left behind to guard them. The rest of us go to hunt the sa-kohtsk, to herd it into the valley and close to the females. The largest, strongest creature in the land, it is tradition for a sa-kohtsk to be brought down for a new birth, and the heart pulled free. Only a sa-kohtsk has many, many khui inside it, and we will take the strongest for a new kit…or in this case, the twelve females.

      I glance over at the females even as we harass the sa-kohtsk with our spears. I look for my mate's soft brown mane—No-rah the others called her. No-rah. No-rah. I catch a glimpse of her, that stubborn, unafraid look on her face even as she braces herself against one of the useless, bendy sashrem trees. A female clings to her for support, and—

      The sa-kohtsk pauses in its slow gallop, and Zolaya gives me a push, shoving me out of the way moments before the creature can flatten me with his foot. I roll in the snow, righting myself, and my face stings with embarrassment. A kit is hunting better than I am this day. I cannot concentrate, and I do not miss the irked look that Vektal sends in my direction. I am normally the reliable one, the sturdy, capable one that he can count on to do the job without fuss. He will suspect me now, but it does not matter.

      The moment my female has her khui, she is mine to claim.

      I fall back, letting the others rush the creature, and pretend to circle wide. In truth, I just want to be nearer to No-rah. I am grateful when Vektal flips atop the sa-kohtsk and dispatches it with a well-timed stab to the eye, slicing into the brain. The thing crumples and one of the hunters lets up a cheer.

      I rub my chest as Zolaya comes over to me, frowning. "Are you well, brother?"

      "I have never been better," I admit. The females are moving, and I want to watch them as they approach the sa-kohtsk. Even now, the others are gathering around it to crack open the ribs and give the females the gift of life. They must hurry, because the khuis will fade and die if we take too long, but the females are in sorry shape. Some of them can barely move, and I jog over to help, only to have Aehako stop me with a shake of his head.

      "Give them a moment to breathe, my friend," he says in a low voice. "Your khui will wait a bit longer."

      So he knows I have resonated, then. Or he's guessed.

      I clench my jaw and glance over at the females. "I did not know it would feel like this," I admit to him, pacing. "I am going mad with it."

      "How does it feel?" he asks. There is such curiosity in him. He studies me with fascination, leaning over to examine me as if he is looking for changes. "Like you drank too much sah-sah? Is your cock hard all the time?"

      I shove his shoulder when he leans in close, as if he is trying to listen to my chest. "Do not ask me about my cock and then try to press against me, idiot."

      Aehako just laughs, delighted at my response. "I merely wish to know how it feels. Mine is silent." He taps his chest. "Come and listen. My chest is as empty as Cashol's head."

      I tug the additional layers of furs off and toss them to the snowy ground. It is far too warm to wander about covered up like a metlak, and it does no good anyhow. If Aehako has discovered my secret, he will have told half the hunting party at this point. There are very few secrets amongst our people. "I know what a silent khui is like. Mine has been just as silent as yours through all these many seasons." I rub my chest, because my khui still sings wildly, reminding me that my mate is near. "It is very…distracting, though."

      "Which is why you almost let a sa-kohtsk step on you," Aehako agrees. "Your mind is not in your head at the moment. It is in your loincloth."

      He is not wrong. I resist the urge to rub my cock—not because I cannot control myself but because I am very…aware of it right now. I am very aware of the blood pumping through my veins, of the breeze that makes my loincloth flutter over my groin. I am very aware of how the thrumming song of my khui shivers all the way through my body, especially between my thighs. "I just…I want to touch her. I want to know my mate. I want to hear her speak."

      Aehako gives me a pitying look. "Did you not talk to her earlier? She was the one you were gaping at, yes?"

      I sigh, thinking of No-rah with her abundant teats and her soft-looking mane. "She was beautiful, was she not?"

      "Eh," Aehako says.

      Angry, I give him a hard shove.

      He tumbles back to the ground and laughs, clutching his sides. "That got you! She must be your mate indeed." He chuckles, utterly amused. "It is not like you to be so sensitive, Dagesh! What has happened to the steady and true hunter?"

      I scowl. It is as he said—my mind is in my loincloth. "Why are you being so annoying?"

      Aehako sits up and rubs a hand over his shorn scalp. He is the only one of us that cuts his mane down to the scalp, preferring not to wear one at all. "Partly because I am curious…and partly because I wished to distract you while your mate received her khui so you did not panic."

      She what?

      I whip around so fast that my braid smacks my chest. Sure enough, the females are laid out in the snow, Vektal and Zolaya moving over them. They look like they are sleeping, lined up in rows and not moving at all. Vektal steps away from the bloody chest cavity of the sa-kohtsk and Pashov squats near one of the females. I want to snarl at all of them for standing over my No-rah, for giving her a khui without telling me. I should have been there. I should have—

      Aehako is suddenly at my side again. He puts a hand on my shoulder, stopping me. "Save your rage, brother," he says in a soft voice. "No one is hurting her. Our chief will take good care with all the females, because his is included."

      "But No-rah—"

      "Does not know she has resonated," Aehako says in that reasonable voice. "Give her time to wake up. Let her come to you. Otherwise you will scare her."

      I groan, running a hand down my face in frustration. He is right. His words are sensible, but…they are not what I want. I want to cradle her in my arms. I want to be the first thing she sees when she awakens. I want my mate. After so many turns of the seasons alone, with no one to return home to, I want my family.

      I do not want to lurk in the shadows, waiting for her to notice me. I want to stand tall and proud next to her. I want to see her smile when she hears her khui's song. Aehako gives my shoulder another friendly pat, but I push him away. I move over to Vektal, where he sits in the bloodied snow, his hands on his knees. At his side is his mate, Shorshie, her eyes closed and her face pale.

      I sit next to him, leaning back on my haunches.

      "Was it you?" he asks, not looking up from his mate's still form.

      I know what he asks. Was it me that resonated and did not speak up? "Yes," I say. "No-rah is mine."

      "Let her approach you first," he says. "The females are skittish. My Georgie is very protective of them. I will not have her upset."

      I clench my jaw, but nod. I will sit here and wait. And hopefully when No-rah opens her eyes, she will see me…and she will smile. I have been patient for this many turns of the season. Surely I can be patient a little longer. My hands form anxious fists and I stare at the sleeping females. Worry pounds in my chest. What if they do not awaken? What if they are too old to take a khui? Too sick? What if…I bite back the worried questions that rise to my tongue. Vektal does not have the answers, either. I feel I must say something, though. "I am…overwhelmed," I admit. "I did not expect resonance to feel like this."

      He grunts.

      "Have you been walking around like this for days now?" I ask, in awe. I cannot imagine. My head feels like a bigger mess than one of Hemalo's tanning pits. My body aches for my mate. My cock…well, I will not think about my cock, other than that it aches, too.

      Vektal nods. "You must go slow with your mate," he warns me. "Be very gentle. They are fragile, humans…but the feel of your resonance mate underneath you is worth it."

      Careful. His words echo my thoughts. I must be careful with No-rah. "I will remember, my chief. You have my thanks."
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      NORA

      I wake up to gray, wintry skies with two pathetic, pale suns overhead and the cootie-thing moving in my chest. I shudder, because no one told me that I'd be able to feel it moving. I swear it feels like it's squirming or drumming or something in my chest, and I'm not sure I like the sensation.

      "You all right, Nora?" Georgie asks, holding out a cake of the ultra-spicy alien food.

      I nod. "I'll manage." I take the cake from her and nibble on it cautiously, and I'm surprised when it doesn't taste nearly as awful as before. That's…confusing. I look around, curious. Is my vision better? Does everything smell…louder than before? Can smells even be loud? I rub my weird chest, contemplating that. The cootie is supposed to equip us for better life out here on this icicle-crusted planet, but I didn't expect to feel different.

      I do, though. It's hard to say just HOW I feel different, other than the jiggling worm in my chest. Things feel sharper, or I feel more alert. Just…different. I look around and everyone's got creepy glowing blue eyes. Funny how it looked kind of normal in the big blue aliens, but on us it looks unearthly. I try not to stare too much at the others, because I imagine I look just as strange.

      A girl sits next to me, the one that cries a lot. She's got soft-looking dark hair and a pretty face, but she also looks utterly miserable. She clutches furs to her chest as we talk about nothing in particular. I'm having a hard time concentrating, because it keeps feeling like my cootie is moving. "Do you feel yours?" I ask the girl—Ariana.

      She shakes her head, her eyes brilliant blue.

      "Huh. Maybe I got a super-active one." I tap my chest, as if I can tell my cootie to calm the fuck down, but it just keeps on doing its thing. The wind tears at our clothing and our hair as we finish our food, but I have to admit I don't feel nearly as cold as before. It's still not quite what I'd call “comfy” but I no longer feel as if my lungs are going to freeze with every breath I take.

      I'm about to point this out to Ariana, when I see movement out of the corner of my eye.

      It's one of the male aliens, walking past. I think I recognize him from before, the one with the long braid and the staring eyes. He stares at me again today, and as I watch, he runs smack into another alien, who frowns and gives him a shove. The starer looks flustered, and I giggle to myself.

      That draws his attention again. Ariana's saying something to me, but I'm not listening. I'm fascinated by the sight of that big alien as he approaches. For an alien, he's kinda…handsome. His horns are tall with just a hint of curl to them, and he's got a long, thick braid that falls heavily to his waist. He's not wearing the furs like he was earlier—instead, he's bare to the waist, and I can see an amazing set of pectorals and pale blue skin. He hesitates…and then approaches where I sit.

      And I keep smiling at him. For some reason, the sight of him just makes me…happy. Like everything's suddenly falling into place.

      As he moves closer, the cootie in my chest practically dances with delight. It moves so violently that I press my hand to the front of my tunic, startled, but I can't bear to look away from the guy approaching. I can hear the cootie in my ears, and it's moving so much that it sounds like the hum of a thousand bees. I want to get to my feet, because it feels strange to just keep sitting when everything else seems to be surging inside me.

      Before I have a chance to stand, though, the guy moves to my side. He drops to his knees in front of me.

      Oh.

      He gives me a wide-eyed look, his gaze on my breasts. For a moment, I want to joke that my eyes are up higher, but then I realize he's humming as much as I am. That my cootie isn't squirming in my chest. It's resonating.

      To him.

      He's my mate.

      Oh.

      As I realize this, Tall, Dark and Braided puts a hand over his heart as he gazes up at me, and I practically melt at the sight.

      "I'm Nora," I tell him. I sound all breathless and husky, even to my own ears, but I can't be embarrassed. Not when he's looking at me like he wants to eat me up with a spoon. Those eyes. I could drown in them. And those big shoulders. He's got strong features on his face—a large nose and wide mouth—but the more I look at him, the more I like the way he looks. The more I want to stare at him.

      And he can't take his eyes off me. "I am Dagesh."

      I'm pretty sure I can't pronounce it like he does. He swallows half his name in this weird, throaty sound, but more than that, I'd forgotten how deep and delicious his voice is. When he talks, I swear I feel it between my thighs. I want to say hello, but it just comes out as a little moan.

      I can't even be embarrassed about that, either. Does it matter if I'm moaning? I know I don't give a fuck. All I know is that I need to touch this guy right now. Hopeful that he won't mind my impatient hands, I reach out and brush my fingers over the hand he has placed on his heart, where his khui is loudest. Mine is so dang loud it's like a drum is beating in my chest, and my nipples are so hard they feel as if they're going to stab through the leather of my tunic. "Are you…I thought mine was moving."

      "It resonates," Dagesh tells me in that syrup-rich voice. "You resonate for me. You are my mate."

      "Oh." Fuck yeah I am. I can't stop staring at his chest, where my hand is resting over his. He's resonating so loudly that I can feel it thrumming through my skin, and it's just making me…aroused. Actually, right about now, everything is making me aroused. I could rip off all this leather clothing right now and tackle him in the snow, and I don't think I'd care. My lips part, and I try to think of something to ask him. Anything.

      My mind is a blank. I just want to keep touching him. 

      Does…does he want to touch me? Ever so slightly, I press on the hand under mine. 

      Dagesh gets to his feet. He holds his hands out to me, a clear indication he wants me to stand up, too. I do, and he hauls me up to my feet as if I'm light as air. I've never felt “light as air” in my life. I've always been the girl that needed to lose ten pounds, the girl that developed boobs before anyone else, the girl with the butt that was too big to fill out her jeans right…but with his big hands on mine right now? And the way he stares at me?

      I feel like a goddess.

      I'm practically beaming as I stand next to him. Our khuis sing to one another as we stand, hand in hand, and it really does feel like a song. It's like they're humming to one another, the sound becoming more urgent the closer we stand. 

      Then, Dagesh scoops me into his arms.

      I bite back a sound of surprise, because he hefts me into his arms as if I weigh nothing at all. He cradles me against his chest and turns away from the others, walking quickly through the knee-high snow as if it doesn't bother him in the slightest.

      "W-where are we going?" I ask as I slide my arms around his neck, breathless.

      "To fulfill resonance, my pretty one," he tells me. "We will find a private cave and become mates."

      Well, that was rather sudden and decisive. I like it, though. "You didn't even ask me," I point out, a little amused. "Shouldn't you have asked?"

      "What is there to ask?" He looks puzzled as he carries me away. "It is resonance. Our khuis have decided we are mates. There is nothing else to be decided."

      Well, he’s very confident about that. “You’re lucky you’re cute, then.”

      "Cute?" He makes a face as he heads toward the fire that’s been built for us humans. He settles me onto my feet, lays out a fur for me to sit on, and then gives me the cloak off his back.

      I curl up under it as others begin to trickle toward the fire, and I’m not entirely surprised when Dagesh sits next to me and pulls me against him. I want to keep touching him. I want to feel what it’s like to have sex while resonating. I want a lot of damn things, and right now, they’re all tied in to him.

      “No-rah,” he breathes, his hands roaming over me. A moment later, he’s got them under my tunic and he’s pushing at my pants. Others sit down nearby, but no one’s looking over at us. It’s like they know exactly what we’re doing, and they’re giving us privacy by deliberately not looking in our direction.

      Part of me wants to tell him that I want to go somewhere quiet where we can be alone, but the other part of me is far too hot and bothered to care. Under the furs, I shove my pants down to my ankles and slide to the ground. Dagesh is immediately on top of me, tugging my feet free from the too-big leggings and then spreading my legs.

      A moment later, he’s inside me.

      I let out a gasp of surprise, because he’s big. Not that I mind big. I like big. I was just hoping for an ounce of foreplay. It doesn’t seem to be in the cards, though, because he pumps into me twice, grunting, and then collapses.

      And…okay. It’s not exactly a stellar start for my life on an ice planet.

      My new mate groans, burying his face against my neck. “I am sorry. That was too quick. I…I did it all wrong.”

      “It’s all right,” I murmur, glancing over at the people near the fire. I stroke his long braid, needing to touch him. Needing more than a quick pump and dump. “Maybe we…maybe we go someplace quiet and get to know each other better?”

      Dagesh looks up at me and our eyes meet. I can tell he’s chagrined by how fast that was, and how it’s obvious I didn’t enjoy it like he did. He nods, then fumbles with my pants under the blankets. I help as much as I can, and when I’m dressed, Dagesh gets to his feet and adjusts his loincloth, then picks me up, blankets and all.

      Without a word to the others, he turns and begins to head away from the group, heading for a distant snowy hill.

      “Should we say something?” I whisper. “Tell them we’re going?”

      “They know we are resonating. We will be back later. They will not wait for us.”

      “Oh, okay.” I watch his face as he carries me like a bride over the threshold. He seems…a little stiff. Embarrassed. It wasn’t exactly great sex. In fact, it might hit a record for the fastest sex I’ve ever had, but I’m not upset. I don’t want him to feel ashamed. If what I’ve been told about the barbarians here is true, they don’t have many females. I’m guessing Dagesh doesn’t get a lot of chances to fool around. I reach up to skim my fingers over his big chin. He really does have great big features. I mean, he's supersized compared to humans, so they don't look strange. I just find his face…fascinating. I find all of him fascinating, really.

      Resonance means having sex, Georgie explained to us. It's a mating call set up by our khuis in order to get us to fuck until we get pregnant. I should probably be mad about this, but I'm secretly thrilled. My khui has absolutely picked out the guy I would have picked for myself, and the more I gaze at that big strong chin and wide mouth, the more I want to bite all of it.

      And the more I want him to bite me back.

      I am absolutely horny for this big alien man and I need more touching. Lots more.

      "Have you done this before?" Dagesh asks me, slightly breathless as he storms over snowy hill after snowy hill. His grip doesn't ease on me in the slightest, which means that the breathlessness he has is from my nearness, and that sends another thrill shooting through me. “Before now, I mean?”

      "Resonate?" 

      He laughs. "Resonance is only ever between one pair. Once a khui has chosen, it has chosen its mate for life." He glances down at me briefly, and I'm entranced by those fascinating, deep eyes of his. "I meant mating."

      "Oh." Is this a conversational lead-in to some slut shaming? Because I've definitely gotten around in the past. I had a few wild teenage years, much to my family's chagrin, and well…I just really like dating. And sex. I've never had a guy ask me how experienced I was. Usually when we established a safe word, it was kinda understood that I knew my way around a dick. "Is…this a trick question?" 

      I'm afraid to answer. Because what if I say "Yes, oh yes, I love cock!" and Dagesh hates the thought that his precious mate isn't a virgin? What if he wants his junk to be the only resident to my lady town, ever? Our resonance—heck, our happy ever after—will be over before it even began.

      "There is no trick," Dagesh says easily. He continues to move over the landscape as if he knows exactly where he's headed. Which is good, because it all looks the same to me. "I merely wish to know if that is your first time as well."

      "It was your first, then?" I don’t feign surprise. There’s no point. We both know that quick two-thrust interlude wasn’t how things were supposed to go.

      He nods. "My tribe does not have many females. They were able to choose the pleasure-mates they liked amongst all of us, but I am not nearly as interesting as others." 

      "Then your ladies are blind." I put a hand on his broad chest, because goodness, they must really be picky women if he's considered “not exciting enough.” Just looking at him is making my mouth water.

      "You are influenced by resonance. If we were not singing to one another, you would not notice me either." He says this in a cheerful voice, as if it's a given.

      I think he's wrong. I've been eyeballing him ever since I woke up. But I also don't want to argue over something as silly as how hot someone might or might not be to alien eyes. "Their loss is my gain."

      My answer seems to make him happy. Dagesh's smile broadens, and his hands squeeze me to his chest a little tighter. I drag my fingertips over his bare chest, learning the texture of his skin as he walks. "I like the way you feel," I tell him, fascinated. "Your skin is like the softest velvet here." I trace invisible lines across his skin. "But you're plated and hard here." I touch the hardened, textured spots on his skin, one right over his heart. "My skin isn't like this."

      "You look soft everywhere." His words are thick, husky, and he glances down at me. There's such hunger in his eyes that it takes my breath away.

      "I am." I want to squirm in his arms. Our conversation has taken on a decidedly sexual tone, and I'm absolutely into it. "Can I keep touching you? Or is this bothering you?"

      "Touch me…as you please." His big jaw clenches. "I think I will die if you stop." If anything, he walks a little faster.

      I keep touching him, since I have free rein to do so. I love the way he feels under my fingertips. I could just stroke his skin all day long and never get tired of it. It's that fascinating mixture of ultra-warm skin clashing with the chill of the air, the strength flexing under that soft skin, and the scent of him. I don't think I've ever been so aroused in my life, and I know it's all thanks to the khui.

      Well, some of it is, anyhow. The rest of me just finds Dagesh utterly delicious and I figure if I'm stranded here on an ice planet for the rest of my life, I might as well enjoy myself. And I suspect I will with this big, handsome brute as my mate. I shiver at the thought.

      "We are almost there," Dagesh rasps.

      “Where are we going?”

      “Away from the others,” is all he says. “Where we can be alone. It will not be much longer.”

      "Take your time," I say dreamily, lifting my hand and caressing the strong lines of his jaw. "I'm enjoying the journey." It occurs to me that he might be growing tired, and I inwardly wince at how insensitive I am. "Should I walk?"

      Dagesh takes a deep, shuddering breath and does not answer for a long moment. Finally, he speaks. "If I set you down, I will lose control. Your feet will hit the snow and then I will be on you like a wild metlak in rut."

      Oh.

      Oh dear…that sounds delicious. I bite my lip, holding back a moan. This is a problem to him? It's not a problem to me. I've never wanted anyone as much as I want this alien man right now. But I remind myself that this is all very new to him. So I just pat his chest. "You lead the way."

      "I am. I shall."

      The determination in his voice makes my pussy clench, and I fight the urge to shove a hand between my thighs and take over matters. I've never been so damn turned on. It's shocking in how hungry I am for him. I've never had a hair-trigger before. In the past, I've always needed a very specific set of elements to make me come—a heavy hand on my neck, or a hard spanking, being dominated, things along that nature. But right now I'm practically squirming as Dagesh carries me toward a distant jumble of rocks, and I can hardly wait to have sex with him again.

      I just know this time we’ll get it right. This time, it's going to be explosive.

      "Up ahead," he tells me, and I start to pant. My khui is shivering so hard in my chest that it shakes my entire body, and I want to whimper with how aroused I am. I'm so ready. So darn ready. I cling to Dagesh as he staggers toward what looks like a small cave mouth, and it hits me that I'm going to be living in caves for the rest of my life.

      That dims the fires a little.

      But then Dagesh growls like a starving beast, and before we even go into the cave, he drops me to my feet. I touch the ground no longer than a second before I'm in his arms again, this time with him pulling my legs around his waist. A split second later, my back hits the rocky cliff wall and then Dagesh's face is inches from mine.

      He looks utterly tortured. "I cannot wait any longer, my mate. My beautiful one."

      With that, he grabs the borrowed leather leggings I'm wearing and instead of pulling them down, tears them from my waist. I smother a little sound of surprise as he rips the crotch open and then presses his hand between my thighs.

      I'm so wet. He hisses the moment his fingers brush over my folds, as if he's realizing this, too.

       Our eyes meet, he makes that hungry, needy sound in his throat again. Dagesh hikes me up, just a little, and then I hear the sound of more ripping leather. In the space of a breath, I feel the head of his cock pressing against my slicked skin, bigger and thicker than I remember.

      And then he thrusts deep, and all the breath leaves my lungs.

      Oh have mercy. Nothing has ever felt better. I'm in a haze of bliss, all brought on by the big, enormous, wonderful cock inside me. I grip Dagesh's shoulders, digging my nails into his skin, and squeeze my thighs around him, a silent request for more. Maybe it’s the moment, but this is all ten times better already. He feels bigger, and harder, and I’m so damn ready.

      He gives another one of those animalistic growls, and then Dagesh grabs my hips and starts fucking me. Hard. I whimper and hold onto him as he slams into my aching, needy body, and each time he does, it's magic. Somehow the angle he has me at is sheer perfection, because every time he rocks into me, he somehow manages to rub against my clit. I want to see his alien equipment, but I don't want him to stop, either.

      Not that I think he can stop. He's pounding into me with all the pent-up force that's been eating at him this entire walk. I know just how he feels, too—I guess I wasn't the only one utterly turned on. My khui keeps singing louder and louder as our bodies crash and crash and crash together. I'm so wet that my pussy's making obscene noises every time he strokes into me, and I can't seem to stop whimpering.

      Sex has never been so good.

      I gasp again, and Dagesh fucks me even harder. The rocks I'm leaning against grind into my back, and I'm pinned between him and the cliff wall as he pumps into me faster and faster. My clit's being rubbed so damn hard and between it and the wild thrusting of my mate, I feel like I'm spiraling out of control. "Harder," I moan again. "Oh, go harder."

      His hands clamp down on my hips, and that's all it takes. The next time he strokes into me, I come with a choked cry, my entire body clenching up with the sheer pleasure of it. My legs stiffen and I gasp, stunned, as the orgasm slams through me with all the intensity of a tornado. Dagesh makes a low sound in his throat but he doesn't stop fucking me. He just keeps going until he comes a few hard, deep thrusts later. I clutch at him as he releases inside me, and maybe it's the fact that his body's warmer than mine, but I could swear I feel it as he empties out.

      Then, gasping, he collapses against me and I hold onto his long braid, stroking it as pleasant aftershocks roll through my body.

      If this is what life is going to be like on the ice planet, I think I will be a very happy camper indeed, caves and all.
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      DAGESH

      A rock tumbles to my feet and smacks against my boot, bringing me out of my sated reverie.

      I do not want to move. I want to remain like this forever, my cock buried in the warm, wet heat of my mate's body, her softness pressed against my chest, her breath fanning over my skin. I have never felt so…content.

      Against me, No-rah shifts her weight a little, sending a shiver of pleasure through my cock. It causes another rock to tumble to the ground, and I open my eyes. I did not realize I had closed them. Now, though, I see that my mate is pressed against a bed of shale and more rocks are in danger of tumbling around us. She shifts again and I watch as the shoulder of her tunic catches on the sharp rocks and tears.

      I realize what I have done and I am aghast. Vektal told me to be careful with her. That she is fragile. And here I have thrown her against the cave entrance—not even inside the cave itself—and rutted on her like a beast. Twice now, I have messed up our matings. Carefully, I tug my mate away from the rocks. "No-rah? Did I hurt you?"

      She sighs, a smile curving her mouth. "It's all good."

      It is not good. She says that because I did hurt her. My shame grows. I help her back to her feet and try to piece her leggings back together, but I have torn them asunder. Mine are completely useless, too. My face feels hot as I pick up the scraps. "I have ruined your clothes."

      "Well, they weren't really mine to begin with," Nora says, her tone pleasant. She reaches for my braid, playing with it. "It's all right. I didn't mind."

      I am silent.

      I mind.

      A mate is to be treasured. A mate is to be cherished. A hunter with a mate is luckier than all others because his khui has selected the best of females for him, and they will make kits together. And me? Within moments of receiving the greatest gift…I have used her. Twice.

      Vektal would banish me if he knew the truth.

      No-rah gives a little wiggle, adjusting on her feet. She moves as if she is in pain, and ice-cold fear slithers down my spine. "What is wrong?"

      She bends over toward me, her teats pressing against the front of the borrowed tunic, and my cock surges again at the sight. Her gaze is not on me, though. Her expression is thoughtful. "I think I pulled a muscle in all that. I guess I must have slept weird when I was in those pod things." She straightens and smiles at me, her expression achingly sweet. "It's nothing. Don't worry, I promise. I'm perfectly fine. Can we go inside?"

      I nod.

      My mate turns to enter, and I see her tunic is shredded. The soft leather has been torn apart by the rocks she rested against, and her back is scratched and covered in welts. I suck in a breath and grab her, pausing. "I did this to you?"

      As if it is nothing, No-rah just laughs. "The rocks did it to me, if you want to get technical."

      She makes more excuses for me. I am not worthy of such a good mate. I should turn around and march her back to the others. I should confess to my chief that I have hurt my mate, that I am not fit to be with beautiful, soft No-rah. That I cannot control myself around her.

      But if I do…what if they give her to another male? What if they let Vaza welcome her to his hearth? He has made it clear to Vektal that if the human females are interested, he would take a pleasure-mate to his furs. Vaza is a widower and cannot resonate to another, but that will not stop him from trying to entice a female to his arms.

      I just spilled my seed into No-rah as well. Twice now. What if she carries my kit?

      I cannot tell the others that I hurt her, because they will take her from me. I must bear this shame alone. I press my hands to my plated brow, wondering how my life can be so amazing in one moment and then so wrong in the next.

      "Are…are you all right?" No-rah watches me with a puzzled expression. "Can we go inside? Or is there some sort of mating ritual we're supposed to do now? I'm not familiar with your customs."

      I am selfish, because I cannot let her go. Even now, I want to drag her back down into the snow and plunge into her again. "No customs," I say thickly. I cannot resist touching her, and I take her hand in mine. Her smile grows wider, and she squeezes my fingers. "No-rah…we must never speak of what happened here."

      She hesitates, a look of uncertainty on her face. "Were we not supposed to have sex again?"

      "Not like that."

      "Oh…is that against the rules?” She looks confused. "I didn't even bother to ask. I just assumed…"

      I realize to my horror that she has never mated before either. I took her so roughly and her first time was by the fire just recently. She will still be sore. More shame piles upon me, and I cup my mate's face in my hands. "Next time," I vow. "Next time I will do it right."

      The third time will be the best time.

      Her brows furrow but she gives me a bright smile. "Okay?"
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      NORA

      I'm getting whiplash from Dagesh's emotions. I watch as he storms into the cave, his tail swishing back and forth. It's clear he's agitated about something, but what? He said we had sex wrong but…I've never come so hard in my life. There was absolutely nothing wrong in that for me. Maybe it was the position? He didn't like holding me up? Doing it outdoors? Was there some custom we skipped over?

      And how soon can we do that again?

      I watch him make fire in the small pit in the center of the cave. It's mostly dark inside, with a bit of light spilling in from the entrance behind us and a bit more provided by our glowing blue eyes. I can see just enough that this cave is rather rough-hewn, with a few stalactites dripping down from the ceiling in the back. It looks like someone else's stuff is already here, which is odd to me, but then again, what about this entire situation isn't odd?

      "So, Dagesh," I say brightly when I can't stand the silence any longer. "What's the rest of your name? Or is it just Dagesh?" I try to say it like he did, but I'm pretty sure I fumble it spectacularly. "Dageesh? Dayuush? Oy vey. You're a bit of a tongue twister."

      He glances up at me, so handsome, and his expression is baffled. "Dagesh is all of my name. You have more of a name?"

      "Well, yeah. On my birth certificate I'm officially Nora Esther Leah Broder, after both the grandmothers, but I just go by Nora." I smile at him and sit down near the fire, because it feels strange to keep standing near the cave entrance with my ass to the breeze. I tuck the tunic down over my lap, hiding my pussy in an attempt to be modest just in case he doesn't like boldness in a girl. "You?"

      "I am just Dagesh."

      I practice saying it again, trying to swallow the “G” sound like he does, and I know I mangle it badly when a hint of a smile touches his mouth. "I'll get it right eventually, Dagesh."

      "However you say it, it is beautiful," he promises me. "Human tongues are perhaps a little different."

      "I can show you my tongue later, if you like," I say, giving him an encouraging smile. "I think you'll like it even if it's different."

      He places something round on the fire, washes his hands with a bit of water from his water skin that he keeps at his belt, and then gives me a woebegone look. "We should talk, my No-rah."

      Oh no. Is this the breakup conversation already? I've known him for like, half a damn hour. "Let me guess…you don't think it'll work out between us?" I keep my voice light, trying to hide the hurt that's brimming through me. How is it that I land on an ice planet and get a fated mate and get dumped? That has to be a record.

      Dagesh runs a hand over his mouth, looking sad. "I am a bad mate for you."

      "So you're getting rid of me?"

      He pauses. "What?"

      "What?" I echo.

      "I do not follow."

      "That makes two of us!" I cross my arms over my chest, trying not to cry. "You're dumping me?"

      "Dumping you? But you are already on the ground." He tilts his head, as if regarding my feet.

      "You're breaking up with me?" Then I realize that can be misinterpreted too, if you're not familiar with English. My breath hitches. "You're ending things between us? You don't want to be my mate?"

      "What? No, that is not it at all." Dagesh moves forward, scooting to my side. He reaches out and brushes his knuckles gently against the side of my face. "From the moment you opened your eyes, I could look at no one but you, No-rah. You are everything I have dreamed of as a mate. There is no other female that I want."

      "But?" I prompt, wiping a tear that spills down my face. "There's always a but."

      He grabs my wrist and twists my hand, turning my palm face up. There's the mark of a fingerprint on my skin—unsurprising given our vigorous wall sex, and I've always been the type to bruise easily. "That, No-rah. That is why I am a bad mate. I was unkind to you. Our mating should have been…better."

      "We'll practice," I promise him. "Unless you don't want me."

      "Practice," he muses thoughtfully. "This is a good idea." He clasps my hand in his. "I wish to be a good mate to you, my No-rah. Forgive how I touched you earlier?"

      "I…guess? Okay? I swear it was fine—"

      He shakes his head, his khui singing loud in the quiet of the cave. "It was not. It can never happen again."

      Never is an awfully long time. "What about it was so wrong? Can I ask that? Because I don't understand. I feel like we're both new to each other and we need to talk this out."

      Dagesh nods at me, his thumb stroking over my fingers. I have to admit, I love that he's grabbed my hand and keeps touching me. I love all of the gentle caresses and how he can't keep his hands off me. It makes me feel cherished…despite his worrying words. "I was rough with you," he confesses. "Your back is scratched up. You have bruises. I did not take the time to be gentle with you. This was my mistake. Next time, I will be gentle."

      Oh. I exhale deeply, relieved. "But we're still going to have sex, right?"

      "Do you still want me after the way I treated you?"

      Do I still want him? Is he kidding? Right now, I would cheerfully shuck the remnants of my clothes and climb all over him if I knew it wouldn't freak him out. I have to remind myself that he' was a virgin as of an hour ago. This is all new to him. If he just wants to do sweet, gentle sex because he doesn't like how rough turns out, I understand. He won't be the first vanilla guy I've ever dated.

      Except…this is my mate. I'm still humming, my cootie singing as much as ever.

      But then again, this is also an ice planet. Maybe it's time to give up the past. Maybe I just couldn't have fantastic sex with human guys because they couldn't fulfill my needs. Maybe an alien can.

      I grab his braid and drag him toward me, smiling. "How about we kiss and I show you just how much I want you?"

      His gaze slips to my mouth and then back to my eyes again. "This is…a mouth-mating, yes?"

      "Oh yes." Actually, a mouth-mating sounds a lot sexier than just kissing.

      "I have never done this before."

      I'm dying to point out that he'd never had sex before and he did just damn fine with that, but it's clear that Dagesh doesn't think so. And now that I've brought up kissing—excuse me, mouth-mating—I really want to see what it's like to kiss him. I get on my knees and crawl over to his side, mindful of the fire. He stays seated, his gaze locked on me, but I can hear his khui humming wildly. His tail flicks and I glance over at it…and realize that my mate is completely and utterly naked and I hadn't noticed until just now.

      Okay, he's not completely naked. He's wearing his furry boots. But his loincloth and leggings? Gone. I vaguely remember him tearing them away just like he tore mine, and my breath quickens. "I'll kiss you first," I offer to the fascinated alien. "Then you can tell me if you like it or not."

      And I place a bold hand on his thigh. His very naked, very big and muscular thigh.

      Dagesh's breath quickens. Mine does, too, and I reach up and brush my fingers along his jaw, guiding him toward me. Our faces are more or less level, but I'm on my knees and he's seated on his ass because he's so much bigger than me. I guess I'm a size queen, because I absolutely love the size difference between us. It turns me on like crazy. "Just a quick kiss," I whisper to him. "Nothing big."

      I keep my hand on his thigh even as I lean forward. I want to reach over and grab his cock, to stroke him until he's hard and aching and so he'll take me hard and fast like he did before. He's an until-very-recently virgin, though, and I have a feeling I should move a little slower. So I brush my lips over his in the lightest of kisses. I press my mouth gently against his once, twice, three times. Then, I pull away.

      He looks confused. "Why is it called a mouth-mating if that is all it is? Not that it was not nice—"

      So greedy. I press my lips to his again, and this time I use my tongue. I make the kiss deeper, wetter, my lips moving over his in utterly explicit ways. I mouth his full lower lip, then tease it with the tip of my tongue. I run it along his upper lip, and I tease him with tiny flicks. I make the kiss as utterly filthy and blatant as I can until he opens up for me.

      Then, I really taste him.

      Using my tongue and my lips, I put every bit of longing into the kiss. I caress his tongue with mine, I lick him deep. I bite on his lips and then thrust my tongue into his mouth in a simulation of fucking. He's hesitant at first, as if he's not quite sure what I'm doing, but his hand is locked on my elbow, as if he's not about to let me get away before we figure this out. Just when I'm about to pull away, Dagesh slides his tongue against mine.

      I moan with need.

      His tongue has ridges, just like his chest. Those ridges drag against my tongue, teasing it as he mimics my movements, licking and sucking at my mouth with enthusiasm. I slide closer to him, locking my arms around his neck, because I want more of this. I want more of these devouring kisses, and as Dagesh grows in enthusiasm, I rise to meet him. Pretty soon, we're making out so intensely that I'm dazed, my world ceasing to exist outside that delicious mouth and wicked tongue.

      When he breaks the kiss, I whimper a protest. "More."

      He groans, burying his face against my neck and kissing me there. All right, I like this, too. I run a hand through his now-messy braid, freeing his hair as he kisses and nips at my neck. I'm panting with excitement, waiting for him to fling me down on the floor and have his filthy way with me again. "Let me mouth-mate you," he rasps, moving up to my ear and nipping it.

      Oh mercy, this man is a fast learner. "I thought that's what we were doing?"

      "Everywhere. I want to mouth-mate you everywhere." And he tugs at my tunic.

      Does he think he needs to ask permission? Or that I'm shy? Oh, this sweet man. He could rip my tunic from my body and I'd be gleeful. I grab my tunic and drag it over my head, flinging it to the ground. Now I'm only in boots, too, and I boldly straddle his thigh, rubbing my pussy along one thick, plated muscle.

      Dagesh groans, devouring me with his gaze.

      "Where do you want me?" I ask, casually looping my arms around his neck again. "Against the wall? On my back? In your lap? Or—"

      "I will make you a fur bed," he promises me, and kisses the tip of my nose. "Wait here."

      And then he gets up, disentangling himself from my grasp, and heads to the back of the cave.

      I want to pout like a toddler. Like I give a crap about soft blankets? I want him to ravage me. Frustrated, I watch as he grabs a roll of furs and unties a knot holding them together. He unrolls blanket after blanket, making me a cozy spot in the otherwise chilly cave. If I wasn't so perplexed by how he can just walk away from me like that, I might be happy about the furs. As it is, I just want to get on with the show.

      Our kissing was amazing. I might have started it, but he'd quickly taken over and now I want more.

      Dagesh eventually looks over at me and gestures at the pile of furs. "For you, my mate."

      Does this mean we're getting on with the show? Because I am more than ready for round two. My khui is singing to his as loud as ever, and I practically race to the furs. I'm ready for more kissing. Or touching. Or whatever he wants to do. I sink onto them and then pat the furs next to me, encouraging him to join me.

      To my surprise—and pleasure—he watches me recline on the furs, and as he does, he strokes his cock. And…oh. Oh wow, is that ever a cock. I don't know how I missed it before—too dark in the cave, I suppose—but Dagesh is both familiar and alien. He's got a big dick, all right. Given that he's an absolutely enormous alien man, I expect him to be size appropriate. He's bigger than any human man I've ever seen, and I can see the same kinds of ridges dancing along his shaft that grace his tongue.

      Oh boy. How did I miss the ridges before? Maybe it was the angle of our bodies. Because my mouth is absolutely watering at the sight of that now, along with the prominent head, so flushed with blood that he's practically a bluish purple. He strokes his hand up and down his length, regarding me, and I bite my lip. "Are you just going to stand there all day or do I get to touch you again?"

      "Soon," he promises. I'm disappointed when he lowers his hand. I liked watching him touch himself. I wasn't trying to get him to stop. If he wants to stand there and jerk off, I will absolutely enjoy watching every moment of it. Instead of stroking that beast between his thighs, though, he moves to the fire and stokes it with a nearby stick.

      I want to scream in frustration. Weren't we just kissing passionately? Weren't we just having an amazing time? And now he's going to go and stare at…the fire? Oy vey. Is he being shy? Just a short while ago he was so deep inside me it felt like he was rearranging my organs. Why is he awkward now? Because he thinks he hurt me?

      I reach out to touch his tail. "Hey, Dagesh, is everything okay?"

      The moment my fingers brush over his tail, he jerks to his feet.
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      DAGESH

      This is more difficult than I thought. I stare at the fire, wanting to bury my face in my hands…or my cock into my mate's soft body.

      Control, I remind myself. I must have control. I cannot attack her like I did before. I must be gentle.

      "Hey, Dagesh?" No-rah asks. "Is everything okay?"

      And she touches my tail.

      The breath hisses from my lungs and I grab my cock and squeeze the head tight. It's either that or I will erupt everywhere, spilling my seed into the fire instead of into her. I suck in deep breaths, trying to regain control. "A moment," I manage. "Need…moment."

      "I'm here if you need me." She touches my tail again, her fingers stroking down it in a feather-light way that is impossible to ignore.

      With a strangled sound, I come. Hot seed spatters into the fire, and there is so much of it as I shamefully pump my cock that I threaten to douse the flames. My face heats with embarrassment and dismay. I have not been able to control myself, and now my mate will think of me as a foolish kit.

      But No-rah just giggles and pets my tail again. "Feel better?"

      I dare a glance over at her, surprised.

      She just smiles at me, her expression enticing. "What? You looked like you were hurting. I'm not going to judge." She tilts her head, regarding me. "Though I'd prefer if you paid more attention to me instead of the fire…"

      "I…must control myself," I tell her, panting.

      "Must you?" No-rah trails her fingers through the furs. "Or you could come lose control on me."

      She is a tease, this female. I like her smile, though. I like that she does not seem to be bothered by my lack of control. I give my cock one final jerk, shooting the last of my seed into the fire, and then wipe my hands clean. Now I can look at my beautiful mate without fear of losing my mind when I see her. Perhaps it is good that I already came. Now I can take her properly.

      No-rah is on her side, reclining on the furs, her teats utterly soft and touchable looking. Her eyes shine with excitement as she looks at me, and I can smell her arousal, hear her khui. She is eager for another mating, my pretty female. I want to please her. More than anything, I want to please her. I want to give her such pleasure, just as she has given me. "I will not hurt you," I remind her. "Never again."

      "Never say never," she tells me, and pats the blankets again.

      In this, she is wrong. I will not hurt her, and I mean it. I will be the gentlest of mates this time, now that the unbearable urgency has been sated twice in such a short time. Now I will be able to control myself a bit more.

      "May I touch you?" I ask her. "Or do you need more time?"

      "Dagesh," No-rah says, and her tone is full of frustration. "Did we or did we not just mouth-fuck for the last ten minutes? Of course I want you to touch me." She reaches out for me. "Please. I promise you I'm not scared or upset. I'm really, really turned on and want to have sex with you again."

      "It is the khui," I remind her. "It is enticing you to like me."

      "I don't need much enticing! I like you. I find you attractive. I like your smile. I like your voice." She licks her lips and studies me again. "I really like the way you kiss."

      I bite back a groan, because it is not taking much for my cock to stiffen once more. It should be tired, yet the khui is fueling this endless hunger through both of us. I cannot deny her any longer. I move over to her, entranced by her smile and her soft, supple body. She is so strangely shaded, her color not anywhere near blue. Her teats are tipped with brownish-pink tips that look far too enticing, and her hips are curved and padded. She is nothing like a sa-khui female, and yet I cannot take my eyes off of her. I cannot stop thinking about the hot clench of her cunt around my cock as I thrust into her.

      I must get this right, because I have never wanted anything as much as I want my pretty No-rah.

      I move over her, fascinated by her body. "I can taste you anywhere?"

      "Absolutely." She reaches up and caresses my cheek, her thumb skimming over my lips. "Let me reassure you again I am not a fragile flower. Do whatever you like with me. I promise I'll enjoy it."

      "Do not worry," I reassure her. I lean down and kiss her mouth, loving the feel of her lips on mine. Why have my people never kissed before? It seems such an obvious thing now. "I will be the gentlest of mates from now on."

      "Oh. Okay. Great." No-rah gives me a bright smile.

      I press a kiss to her shoulder and then look up to see if she likes it. She runs her fingers through my messy mane, brushing it back from my face in a tender gesture, and so I continue kissing her, pressing my mouth down her body and tasting her. When Vektal told us of Shorshie and the other females, he swore that the saying is true—that nothing tastes better than a resonance mate on your tongue—and I am eager to experience this for myself. I kiss down her arm and then across her soft abdomen.

      I head lower, between her thighs, to where she has a charming tuft of dark hair concealing her cunt. I love the sight of it, and brush my lips over it before heading lower, to the source of her rich scent.

      She moans encouragement, and I press my mouth to her folds. I dip my tongue into their depths, wanting to taste her, and moan as the flavor of my mate dances over my tongue. She is musky and sweet, tasting just like her arousal smells, and nothing has ever been better. With a wild growl, I clutch at her thighs, pushing them farther apart so I can feast upon her. I move my tongue over her folds, pleasuring the little bump there—the third nipple, as Vektal called it once. No-rah likes this, and she calls out softly to me as I lap at her, drinking her in.

      "Dagesh," she whimpers. "I need more. Need you inside me."

      "Soon," I promise her. I want to make her come with just my tongue. I want to watch her clench up with her release.

      No-rah has other ideas, though. She grabs a fistful of my mane and tugs, frantic. "Now," she pants. "Come inside me. Resonance."

      I am weak. So weak. Because I cannot resist the temptation of sinking into her.

      I cover my mate, and her thighs eagerly grip mine. She reaches for me as I move over her, and when I sink deep, she hisses with pleasure. And then…I am lost again. Nothing feels as good as the clasp of her hot cunt on my cock, the way she grips my length as if she was made for me. I pump into her slowly, deliberately, wanting to make this good for her. To be careful with my fragile, precious mate. I must remember that she needs a tender hand, not a rough one.

      So I am gentle with her. I move slowly. I watch her face for pleasure as I take her, each stroke careful and restrained. "More," she pleads, giving me a sultry look of encouragement. "More."

      I keep moving at a leisurely pace, my teeth gritted. I cannot give her more. If I do, I will lose control. I reach up and caress her bouncing teats instead, brushing my thumb over the nipple of one. She gives a little quiver and cries out, her cunt clenching once around my cock.

      It is enough. With relief, I stop holding back, pumping into her with a few more strokes before I release. It is not as wild as before, but I do not mind. I lean over my mate and kiss her soft, sweet mouth as I shudder over her.

      Gentle matings are much better.
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      NORA

      Gentle sex is a nightmare.

      I stroke Dagesh's shoulder, trying to hide my frustration. The sex was fine. Not mind-blowing. Not amazing. Just…fine. I had a tiny orgasm. Just a tiny one. It's fine.

      It's all fine.

      No matter how much I ask him to be a little rougher, a little fiercer, he won't. He doesn't like the idea. He sees the bruises on my skin and feels like a monster, not realizing that they don't bother me. That to me, they're just signs of a good time. I'm starting to worry that the explosive wall sex was a fluke. That I'm not going to get taken hard like I want.

      I'm going to be stuck with gentle vanilla sex for the rest of my days.

      It's fine. Really. It's fine.

      It's just…different. I really like Dagesh. I like his body. I like his voice. I like his smile, his earnestness, his determination to be a good mate to me. I'm realizing quickly though that no one on this planet is into kink. That my new handsome mate is going to be revolted at the thought of being rough with me, even if it's what I want, what I need to get off.

      And this thing between us—this resonance—is so new. Everything is lining up to be great except for the sex. A relationship can still be built on decent sex, right? On tooth-achingly sweet, gentle sex?

      I'm sure it can. So I play with his hair, and when he presses a kiss to my lips again and asks me how I feel, I smile and tell him I'm great. That I'm happy. There are bigger problems, I figure, than if my mate spanks me or not.

      He's a virgin, too. Or he was. Maybe in time he'll want to explore things a bit more.

      I can be patient.
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      DAGESH

      No-rah and I stay out in the hunter cave overnight, and we mate several more times before we fall asleep, twined together. When I wake up, we no longer resonate to one another. The tone of our khuis has changed, the song becoming softer and more relaxed. I spend the morning kissing my pretty mate, beyond happy, and then we return to join the others.

      We stay for a time at the ancestors' cave, and then head on to the home cave. Others have resonated—Zolaya has a female, now, and Zennek. Pashov is all smiles, hovering over his new mate, Stay-see. There is so much joy in our small group of hunters. To think we were to spend our lives alone, with no families of our own, and now we will have everything.

      I go to sleep every night with my pretty mate in my arms, and I cover her with kisses and tell her how happy she makes me. Whenever I reach for her, No-rah is eager.

      And yet…I feel as if something is missing.

      But what?
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        Many Days Later

      

      

      DAGESH

      Underneath me, No-rah pants, her teats jiggling as I pump into her.

      "Harder," she tells me, lost in the moment. "Pull…pull my hair, baby."

      I stroke her mane, instead. "I am here, No-rah. I have you."

      She just buries her face against my shoulder and meets my thrusts with additional force. It makes me slow down, because I do not want to hurt her. I do not want to bruise my No-rah, and my pretty mate bruises easily. So I grab the hand she twists into my mane and ease it back down to the furs, linking my fingers with hers.

      This time, like many times recently, I watch her face. I want to see her come, and lately I have not been able to feel it when she has her release. I stroke into her until she lets out a small whimper and her legs tighten. There it is. I thrust harder, desperate to reach my own climax, and she sucks in a breath, almost as if she is about to come again.

      "Oh," she breathes. "Oh, Dagesh."

      I come, flooding her with my seed, and then it is over. She holds me as my breathing returns to normal, stroking my mane with her small hand.

      "You hunting today?" she asks in a drowsy voice.

      I bury my face against her neck, breathing in her scent. She smells so good. I press a kiss to her throat, careful not to hold her too tight. "Yes. I wish I could stay in with you, but there is too much to be done outside the cave."

      "Try not to miss me too much," she teases.

      I kiss her neck again. "Impossible."

      I detangle from her warm body and she sighs, the sound almost…disappointed. I study her face as I wash up, then dress, worried. "Was I too rough with you?"

      Her mouth twists. "No. Don't worry about it. It's fine."

      "And you…you came? It was good for you?" She always seems happy…except in the furs. Every time we mate, it is wonderful, but in the aftermath, I always feel as if I have done something wrong. That she is…unsettled.

      No-rah just grabs my hand and presses a kiss to the palm. "I did. It was lovely, baby. Go hunt. I promise you I'm absolutely fine."

      Still I hesitate.

      She gets to her feet and helps me with my loincloth, sliding her hand over my cock. "I love you with all my heart. Please don't worry, okay? It's not you, it's me."

      "But that means it is something."

      No-rah shakes her head again. "I promise, it is nothing worth being unhappy over. It's just minor stuff. I love you and I love our life." She touches her belly, where there is yet no sign of our kit-to-be. "And I'm going to love being a mom. So please don't worry."

      I pull her to me and kiss her again. It is an argument we have had many times in the last few weeks. There is something that makes my No-rah sad, but when I ask her about it, she will not share. All she has said is that I would not understand.

      I want to understand. I want to understand desperately. No-rah is everything to me. She has changed my life in the short time she has been here, and I cannot imagine a day without her bright smile in it, or the touch of her soft hand in mine.

      "I hate that I must hunt," I confess. "Vektal wishes for us to make sure all the caches are full before the brutal season arrives, since we have so many new tribe members."

      "You do what you have to do, baby." She gives my tail a little stroke and then pats my behind affectionately. No-rah loves to touch me all over, her caresses playful and full of love all at once. "I'll sit by the pool and maybe do some sewing. Gossip with the others. I'm making you a tunic, you know."

      "I have seen it." I smile at her, caressing her head. It is the ugliest tunic I have ever seen, and I will wear it with so much pride. "I will return quickly once I have checked all my traps. This I promise."

      "I'll be fine," she tells me again, a hint of exasperation in her voice. "You worry too much."

      Of course I worry. I have so much to lose now, and I never did before.
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      I think about my No-rah all morning as I hike through the snow, checking the traps I have left along the trails. It is a path I have walked handful after handful of times before, and my feet know the trail well enough that I can lose myself in thought. I think about my mate and the fact that she is not telling me something. But what? She says she is happy, and most of the time she is. It is just that sometimes, I feel as if she pulls away, or she is frustrated, and it confuses me.

      I am so very careful with her. I do everything I can to please her, and yet…I worry it is not enough. Other females have discarded their mate once resonance was fulfilled and sought pleasure from others. It is not common, but it has happened before. Has she…does she care for another? Do I make her unhappy? My heart clenches at the thought. She says she loves me and she touches me constantly. She smiles.

      I do not think she wants another mate.

      I just…do not know what she wants.

      As I ponder this, I see another heading down one of the trails. I stare at the distant figure for a moment. It is Pashov, evident from the way he walks and holds himself. I raise a hand in greeting, moving to meet him. My traps can wait a time. Perhaps I need to speak to someone else about what is troubling me.

      "Ho," I call out to him. "How is your luck this day?"

      "Rotten." He jogs toward me, a smile on his face. "I would much rather be at my mate's side instead of pulling trap after empty trap. You?"

      I shrug. "Some luck. Some not." I take one of the hoppers hanging from my belt and offer it to him. "For your new mate. I have enough for mine this evening."

      "My thanks, brother." Pashov takes it and ties it to his belt, shaking his head. "It seems like there is never enough meat in the brutal season to go around, and to think of all these extra mouths to feed is a bit worrying…and yet I would change nothing."

      I nod in silence. If I had to give up every meal so my No-rah can eat, I would gladly do so. Her health—and the health of the kit she now carries—is the most important thing. "How is your Stay-see?"

      I did not think it was possible for him to smile any wider, but the grin that splits his face is enormous. "She is perfect. Just perfect. I never thought I could be so happy with a mate. She is smart, too. You should see the things she cooks for me. It is like she sees the food we have and makes it better. And in the furs…" he sighs, utterly content. "No male is as lucky as me." He pauses and then laughs. "Other than you, of course. And Zolaya. And Zennek. And Vektal. But I feel…I feel like Stay-see truly was meant to be mine. The moment I saw her, I knew. And I have been floating in the clouds ever since."

      It is hard not to smile at his earnest enthusiasm. All of us who have resonated feel changed. And yet…I think about my No-rah and how she sometimes seems very far away from me. I worry I am doing something wrong. That I am somehow not pleasing her. "Are your matings good with your female?"

      Pashov looks confused. "Of course. Why would they not be? You know to touch the third nipple, yes? The clit?"

      "Yes, I know that." I try not to get irritated. Pashov is as inexperienced as I am when it comes to females, and I do not need him educating me. It must not be mating that bothers No-rah, then. I always touch her clit, and she says she always comes. I ponder this and decide mating cannot be the problem. "Has Stay-see talked to No-rah lately? Has No-rah said if something is bothering her? Sometimes I worry she is sad, but when I ask her, she promises nothing is wrong."

      "And you think it is mating related?" Pashov asks. "You are certain you touch her correctly?"

      "It is not mating related," I snap, fighting back annoyance. "It is something else. She will not speak of it to me, but I wonder if she has said something to the other humans. I feel as if there is something I am missing to make her happy."

      Pashov rubs his chin, thinking. "We can ask my mate. She has not said anything, but perhaps it is a human thing that they only share with other females. Remember how strange Jo-see and Meh-gann acted when Vaza said he could not take them hunting because he could smell their monthly bleeding."

      "This could be it." The human females are very shy about certain aspects of their bodies. I remember the indignant and horrified sounds that the unmated females made when the elder brought up their moon time. It is a natural body function, just like matings, but some of the females are shy about that, too.

      This makes me feel better. I exhale with relief. It must be some human custom I am overlooking and No-rah does not wish to hurt my feelings. "Stay-see will know the answer, then." Pashov gestures that I should follow him. "I am heading back. My traps are as empty as Harrec's skull this morning. I would rather spend the time with my pretty mate than chasing my tail here in the snows."

      I hesitate for a moment and then nod. My traps can wait another day. If I can find out what is bothering my No-rah, it will be worth anything. "Very well."

      We hike back to the home cave, Pashov full of conversation. He has always been an easy one, full of stories of his brothers Zennek and Salukh, and always teases his youngest sibling, Farli. He talks of his parents and how they are trying to teach Stay-see many skills in the cave—tanning and sewing, preserving food and gathering plants. How Stay-see is not interested in hunting, but loves to try new flavors for food and new combinations of roots with meat. This is another thing that makes me feel guilty. Stay-see and Pashov have a large family. Both of Pashov's parents are alive. His brothers and sister are all alive and Zennek now has a mate. Stay-see has many faces she can call family, many hands that will help her out if she is troubled.

      Perhaps that is the problem with my No-rah. She wishes for a large family and all she has is…me. The thought hangs heavy on my heart. I would give my No-rah anything…but I cannot make my family return to life.

      As we head toward the home cave, Pashov tilts his head and then gestures in the distance. "I smell my mate on the breeze. Stay-see must be gathering tea leaves with my mother. Come. We need not go all the way back to the caves."

      We find the two females a short distance away from the cave, woven baskets in hand. Stay-see is indeed with Kemli, the older female showing the younger how to strip the leaves from liidi without harming the vines that crawl between the rocks. Stay-see looks up with delight as we approach. "Pashov! Back so early?"

      Stay-see's eyes are bright as she gazes on her mate, and I am not at all surprised when he moves forward and gives her a big, hearty kiss in greeting. His mother just shakes her head with amusement, as if she is used to such antics from her son. When Pashov finally releases his mate, Stay-see looks dazed, her mouth red and swollen from Pashov's enthusiastic kisses. "Dagesh has a question for you, my mate," my friend says. "If you have a moment."

      "Oh, of course." She looks over at Kemli.

      The elder waves a hand at us. "Go on, go on. I can pluck leaves on my own."

      Pashov pulls his mate away from Kemli, and I follow them. I feel a bit foolish. Kemli has been mated for more seasons than I have been alive. Surely she will have answers to what makes my mate unhappy as much as newly mated Stay-see does? But Stay-see is human, as is No-rah. They are…different.

      I am learning that many of the differences go just beyond smooth brows and an extra finger.

      Stay-see and Pashov turn to me when we are a short distance away, and Pashov indicates I should speak. I clear my throat, shifting my feet. "I worry that…No-rah has a secret that makes her unhappy."

      "A secret?" Stay-see's brows furrow together. "Why are you asking me?"

      "It is not necessarily a secret," I continue. "But perhaps a human thing I do not understand. It is difficult to explain, because I do not know what I am missing."

      "Missing?" She glances over at Pashov. "Is she not happy? Every time I talk to Nora, she seems happy to me." Stay-see reaches out and touches my arm. "If you're worried, the only things she's ever said to me about you are very positive. She's happy here, and she's happy with you."

      I sigh. "This is what she tells me, too, but sometimes I feel as though…I do not know." I drum my fingers on my arm in frustration. "It is like there is some component of our mating that I have missed out on. And I do not know what it is."

      She regards me closely. "Like…a marriage ceremony?" Her eyes widen and she gasps. "Oh, Nora's Jewish! Maybe she wanted a Jewish wedding?"

      "Yoo-eesh?" I echo. "What is this?"

      "Oof, that's a hard one to explain without getting into the nitty gritty of religion." Stay-see chews on a fingernail, thinking. "It means that Nora comes from a people—a tribe—that has very specific ideas of how your life should be lived. What kinds of foods are proper for you to eat, how you worship, and how you live your life. They have beliefs of what happens to you after you die, and these concepts drive how they live their lives, if that makes sense."

      My eyes widen. "No-rah and her people know what happens after you die?"

      Stay-see winces. "I mean, they think they do? I think? I’m not an expert. But other groups think they have a different answer, and I'm not going to get into a theology debate today." She studies us for a moment and then sighs. "Okay, let's try it this way." She grabs her mate by the arms and pulls him over to her side. "Let's say Pashov lives in another cave with a different tribe. Let's call them the Blue Stud Tribe." She takes me by the arms and shuffles me in the opposite direction. "You, Dagesh, live in the Spurs Aplenty Tribe."

      From afar, I hear Kemli laughing quietly to herself.

      Stay-see clasps her hands together. "Now these two tribes are all people, yes? But because Blue Stud lives over here, and Spurs Aplenty lives over here, you grow up with different ideas. Maybe Spurs Aplenty likes to make sure that everyone uses red roots instead of white roots when they make stew. And Blue Stud Tribe likes to thank an animal that they kill for its meat, because they believe that this is how you respect nature. Do you follow me?"

      I shrug. I do not see what this has to do with my mate, but I try to follow along.

      She gestures at me. "Now let's say that Spurs Aplenty Tribe has kits, and their kits have kits, and those kits have kits. And later on, those people believe that not only do you use red roots instead of white roots, but that you absolutely must use red roots. That it is insulting to consider anything else. And then you meet up with a kit from Blue Stud and he's insulted that you don't thank your kills before you eat them. What do you think of that?"

      Pashov scratches his ear. "I am still wondering why white roots are bad…"

      His mate thwacks him in the gut. "I'm asking Dagesh."

      I spread my hands, because I do not know. "Does it matter? If he wishes to thank his meat, why should I care?"

      "An excellent question." Stay-see pats her mate on the arm. "Now what if a kit from one tribe marries into the other? Whose customs are right?"

      It is as if the suns have come out from behind the clouds. "My mate has customs of her people and she is sad that we did not follow them." Of course. It makes so much sense. Has not No-rah told me many times that it is a problem, but not one I can help her with? It is because she believes different than sa-khui people and she is…hurt? Or she wants to thank her meat?

      I am getting a little confused. But I grasp Pashov's mate and squeeze her in a thankful hug. "This must be it. You have my thanks for helping me understand."

      "I hope I helped?" Stay-see chuckles. "I'm not sure if that was the best explanation for a really complicated topic, and I'm completely glossing over how shitty one culture can be to another and how Jewish people have had the brunt of that sort of thing for a really, really long time…" She shrugs. "But maybe it can get the ball rolling."

      "Wait, which tribe had the ball?" Pashov asks.

      Stay-see just groans.
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      NORA

      Most days there's a hot meal simmering over the main tribal fire, along with herbal tea. The tea today is a strong one, so I decide to make my own over the small fire we keep going inside our cave. I'm still not as skilled as my mate with keeping house, even in a cave. Sometimes the fire dies and there's nothing I can do to possibly get it going again. I've cried over fire more than once since getting here, but today, tea is my particular enemy.

      I frown at the pouch and tripod we keep in the back of our cave and pull out when we want to cook or make tea. Dagesh put it away yesterday, and I figured how hard could it be to set up a tripod, right? I study the tall lengths of bone, trying to figure out which end is up. Each of the three legs is about four feet long, so that when the pouch hangs over the center of the fire, it's not so low that it drags in the coals, but it's low enough that it gets warmed by the heat. The leather pouch is shiny and soft with repeated use, and I tug it off before trying to prop up the bone tripod. The legs of the damn thing won't stand, though, and no matter what I do, I can't get the tripod to work. Each time I try, the bones collapse and start to fall into the fire, and I have to hastily rescue them.

      I'm ready to scream with frustration—or snap one of the bones over my knee like the Karate Kid—when my mate pokes his head into the cave. "Are you hiding, my pretty one?"

      I let out a frustrated breath. "This…thing," I shake one of the tripod legs, "Is going to give me an aneurysm."

      "A what?"

      "It's going to make my brain explode." Close enough. I hold the offending tripod out to him. "I know you've shown me at least three or four times, but can you show me again? Please?"

      He takes it from me, pausing for a moment. "You…your brain will truly not explode, will it?"

      I have to giggle a little at that. "It's just me being dramatic because I'm angry at this dumb tripod." I gesture at it, but it's hard to stay mad when my cute mate is gazing down at me with that slightly worried expression on his face. I never get tired of seeing Dagesh. It's been almost a month now and I keep expecting for things to feel humdrum with him, for the two of us to somehow drift apart, or for me to discover some sort of dealbreaker between us. It hasn't happened, though.

      I keep liking him.

      I like his laugh. I like his scent. I like his big stinky feet and the way he snorts in his sleep sometimes. I like that he's a cuddler and I like his long braid and the way he dotes on me. I like his silly jokes and the way he's just so damn steadfast, and I know I can count on him for anything. If the sex is a little too vanilla for me to be truly happy, it's a small price to pay. Dagesh has made it clear that he's horrified at the thought of being rough with me, and it's just something I'll have to get used to. It's not his fault he ended up with the kinkiest bitch this side of the galaxy.

      I'm pretty sure I'm the only girl that likes spankings on this planet. We all talk back and forth and none of them have ever shown any kind of inclination for anything like me and my friends were into back on Earth. It's something I've come to terms with…well, for the most part.

      Sometimes I just wish my mate would grab me by the neck and hold me down as he fucked me raw, but I guess a girl can't have everything. I'm happy with my gentle giant. If our mating isn't a perfect ten, it's at least a nine point five. Me wanting something he can't give me isn't his problem, it's mine. It's something I'll just have to get over.

      So I smile up at him as he takes the tripod. He touches the ends. "Remember the notches? They must all lock in place."

      I smack my forehead. "Oh. Right. I'm such an idiot." He's shown me that before and each time, I forget. "Is it too early to blame pregnancy brain?"

      "As long as it does not explode, you can blame your brain for everything."

      I laugh. "I promise, no explosions." I watch as he sets up the tripod effortlessly and hangs the pouch off of it. I'll get the hang of it someday. For now, I'm content to watch him handle it. He's so big and strong and utterly dependable, my Dagesh. I really do adore him. I hold out a skin of water so he can fill the pouch. "I'm glad you're home early."

      He smiles over at me and then pauses as he pulls out the leafy crap that we use for tea. "Do you care what color the roots are?"

      "Um, no? As long as they taste good?" Dagesh pulls out a handful and I do notice one that I don't find particularly tasty. "Wait, not that one."

      "Which one?"

      I reach over and pull it out of his hand. "The one with the white needles. I don't like the taste."

      "Aaaah." The look on his face is triumphant. "So you do have a preference."

      "I guess?" I shrug. "Everyone has certain flavors they like. Why?"

      Dagesh just smiles at me like he's somehow figured something out. It's weird. He drops the rest of the leaves and bits of root and nuts into the pouch of water, then moves toward the storage baskets in our hut. My mate pulls out a large piece of the spicy cakes they call “trail rations” here and offers some to me. "Hungry?"

      I shrug. I can always eat. The diet here is a lot leaner than the one back home, because there's not much in the way of grains. It's all meat and the occasional vegetable, and I find I'm hungry a lot. Either that, or I'm burning a lot more calories. "Thanks, babe." I take a bite of the cake…and pause, because he's watching me with that weird look again. "What?"

      "Do you…wish to thank it?"

      I eye him as I chew. "Thank…what?"

      "Your food." He gives me an encouraging look. "Yes?"

      Did my sensible alien husband fall into a patch of alien mushrooms or something? "Babe, are you feeling okay?"

      "I am fine," Dagesh says. "I just wish to understand you."

      "That makes two of us right now." I smile to take the sting out of my words, but I'm more than a little bewildered at his actions.

      But he just grins at me and leaps to his feet again. "I will return soon. I must go clean a kill."

      "Um…okay." I watch as he hustles out of our cave. Seriously weird.
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      DAGESH

      I rush to the cave that Pashov shares with his mate, full of excitement. I am closer than ever to understanding my mate. The privacy screen is not across the threshold, so I enter without a second thought.

      The moment I do, I see Pashov with his mate pressed down in the furs, one of her pale legs wrapped around his waist, his tail pinning it there in place.

      Stay-see gasps the moment I come in, squirming underneath her mate. Her flanks are bare and shudder with each pump of her mate into her body.

      "Are you almost done?" I ask. "I must talk again."

      Pashov glances over at me out of the corner of his eye, even as he thrusts into his mate again. "You are a very inconvenient visitor."

      "Your screen was not up," I point out.

      Stay-see murmurs something indignant and Pashov pauses in his strokes to pull the furs over his bare behind and cover them. He glances over at me again. "Let us finish."

      "I will be just outside," I tell them, full of excitement. I head to the front of their cave and put the privacy screen in place. I hear a few more low sounds from inside their cave as I wait, and Stay-see makes a gurgled cry at some point. I pick at my nails as I wait, bored. Surely Pashov will be done with his mate soon.

      It is a bit longer before either of them comes to pull the privacy screen aside. Finally, though, Pashov appears and grins at me. He has a loincloth on again, and reeks of mating scents, but there is a smile on his face. "Should you not be spending the afternoon in the furs with your mate so I can go back to mine?"

      "Soon," I tell him and step inside again. I nod at the female by the fire, who is covered in furs. Her cheeks are flushed. "Stay-see."

      "Sorry if that was awkward," Stay-see murmurs, her face turning redder. "I didn't realize we'd forgotten the screen."

      "It was not awkward," I reassure her. "I have seen Pashov's naked backside many times before. As for matings, I have seen—and heard—much louder, more vigorous situations."

      "Ouch," Stay-see says with an amused glance at her mate. "Don't take that personally, sweetie."

      Pashov just gives his mate a silly grin, and it is clear she holds his heart in her hands. I am happy for him—Pashov is a good friend. He glances over at me. "Why are you back so soon?"

      "No-rah does not like white roots," I explain triumphantly.

      They both stare at me.

      "This makes her yoo-ish, yes?"

      Stay-see groans and puts her hand on her brow. "No, I mean…you can't…actually, never mind. You weren't trying to uncover if she's Jewish. We already know she is. I was just wondering if she wanted a Jewish wedding ceremony. They're more in-depth than your average one."

      "So everyone has this ceremony?" Pashov asks, curious. He moves to sit by his mate and takes her hand in his. "Do you want one?"

      She snorts. "Not at all. I'm perfectly fine, thank you. And I'm not a religious girl. I didn't think Nora was, but who knows? It might not be a Jewish wedding that she's sad about after all. Maybe she had a big family that she left behind. Maybe she misses her friends." Stay-see lifts one shoulder in a shrug and the fur falls down her arm. She blushes and quickly tugs it back up again. "I'm just saying, there's a lot of things for us to be a little sad over. Give her time."

      I am normally the most patient of males, but when it comes to No-rah and her unhappiness? I cannot sit and wait. "Who would know more about this yoo-ish wed-ding?"

      Stay-see looks over at her mate. "I mean, I don't know. I guess I can ask around on the sly, if you're looking to surprise Nora."

      A surprise. I think my mate would like that. "You will do that for me?"

      "Why, sure. Nora's my friend, too." She smiles. "We're all in this together, right?"

      I nod. "How soon before you will know?"

      Pashov loops an arm around his mate's shoulders, pulling her against him. "Give her time, my friend. She has to pay attention to her mate before all others."

      "I promise I'll report something back tomorrow," Stay-see offers.

      It must be enough for now.
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      The next day, I return to the cave with four fat, fresh hoppers. My other kills went into a cache, but it seemed a shame to let so much fresh meat go to waste. I bring them in and offer one to the elders for their fire, one to Hemalo and his mate, and bring the other to Pashov and his mate.

      Pashov declines the hopper. "I brought a quill-beast back earlier and Stay-see is roasting it with roots. Give it to Haeden. His traps were empty this day."

      "I shall." I hesitate, because I know I am painfully obvious. "Has Stay-see found out anything?"

      My friend nods. "She says Arr-ee-yon-uh has been to a yoo-ish mating ceremony. Wait here and I will bring the females over."

      I sit inside his cave, anxious. Arr-ee-yon-uh is Zolaya's new mate, the one that cries often. Her name is impossible to remember, but we all know of her through her tears and misery. He adores her, though, so she must be different in private. Perhaps I am harsh, though. Not every female can be as perfect as my No-rah.

      I bite back a sigh of frustration. I hope this is the answer to No-rah's lingering sadness.

      A short time later, Pashov, his mate, and Zolaya's mate enter the cave. The female gives us a shy smile before sitting down by the fire next to Stay-see and clasping her hands in her lap. "You…Stacy said you had questions about a Jewish wedding?" She glances between us. "I'm not Jewish, but I've been to two Jewish weddings and I figured maybe I could help a little."

      "Anything you can tell me would be very welcome." I try not to seem too eager. "I worry my No-rah is sad she did not have one and wish to do what I can to make it up to her."

      "Well." Air-ee-yon-uh pauses, thinking. "They're definitely more of an elaborate affair than the Christian weddings I went to."

      "Krees-tee-ahn?" I ask.

      Stay-see touches the other female's hand and shakes her head. "Trust me, you don't want to go into that right now."

      "Other weddings," Zolaya's mate amends with a small smile. "The first one I went to was outdoors, but they had this intense-looking canopy for the bride and groom to stand under. The bride got up there and circled the groom seven times. And they exchanged their vows and rings, and…" She thinks for a moment. "And they broke glass."

      "Glass?"

      "Glass," Air-ee-yon-uh confirms. "Stemware. At least it was at the wedding I went to. The bride and groom had them wrapped in napkins and they stepped on them. Then everyone called 'mazel tov' and that was the end of the wedding. And then at the reception, there was a lot of circle dancing." She gestures. "Everyone held hands and danced to ‘Hava Nagila’ while the bride and groom were lifted up in chairs. I remember clapping and singing along, and everyone just had such a great time."

      Stay-see leans in. "Oh man, this sounds like fun."

      Air-ee-yon-uh nods, smiling. "It really was. Both of them were so much fun. It was just a big party. Lots of food, lots of dancing and celebration. I don't remember a lot about the ceremonies themselves, but I do remember the circling, the stomping on the glass, and the chair dances. Other than that, just a big party, I think."

      "Well, we can do that," Stay-see says, leaning back. "A party with lots of food and dancing? That's easy."

      "A canopy for the bride and groom," Air-ee-yon-uh muses. "They stand under that and declare their mating, and then they need to break something together. We don't have glasses, though, or pottery."

      "The elders have a few pots but I think they'd kill us if we tried to toss one to the ground," Stay-see says. "Maybe a cake? Or we could freeze some ice in the shape of a bowl and toss it down?"

      "Or bone cups," Pashov adds. "If you need something to shatter?"

      His mate snaps her fingers and points at him. "You're a genius, love."

      He grins and looks over at me. "What do you think?"

      "You all would help me with this?" I am humbled. "To create this dance party for my mate?"

      "Oh, of course," Stay-see gushes. At her side, Zolaya's mate nods. "We'd love to help. Nora's a friend, and an excuse to have a party is a good one if you ask me. Do you mind us helping or do you want to handle it on your own?"

      I gesture at Pashov's mate. "Your help is very welcome. I cannot thank you enough."

      She waves a hand in the air and turns back to Air-ee-yon-uh. "We'll have to plan out what food to make. And get some chairs. And some extra cups so we can break them. And this needs to be on a day that everyone's going to be around the caves because we want everyone to feel included…"
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        Days Later

      

      

      NORA

      The bathing pool is full today, which is weird. I normally take a soak in the middle of the day because most of the hunters are out at that time and I don't feel bad for lounging around for a while. But today, the pool is full and I watch as Ariana sits on the edge of the pool, a blanket over her nakedness as her mate relaxes in the water between her legs. She braids his hair for him as he talks to one of the elders, and both Georgie and Stacy are in the water, along with their mates. Oh. I hesitate and then turn around to head back to my cave. It's not that I don't like them. I do. But the water can only hold so many bodies, and the thought of rubbing up against my tribes-mates naked—because everyone swims naked—is a little weird to me.

      I'm feeling a little restless, though, and when I go back to the cave and see my mate, I'm relieved. Here's the distraction I need. "Hi there, stranger." I grin up at him. "Did you come looking for me?"

      He looks a bit guilty at the sight of me. "Are you not going to bathe?"

      "Do I need to?" I shrug and move over to the spot where my folded clothes are laid out. "The water's full anyhow. Everyone's hanging around today for some reason."

      "Ah." Dagesh nods. "The weather is not good. That is why everyone stays."

      "Really? It seemed all right to me." I glanced at the main cave's entrance just briefly, but what I remember seemed to be sunny—or at least as sunny as this planet gets.

      "Rokan says he has a feeling it will get bad," Dagesh says. He tugs on his ear, looking flustered.

      "That'll do it, then," I say cheerfully. "Well, if it's not too bad yet, do you want to go with me to pick berries or tea leaves or something? I'm feeling a bit restless."

      "I…" My mate hesitates. "I have other things I must do. I am sorry."

      "Oh. Okay." I study him for a moment because he seems distracted. "Are you all right, love?" I bite my lip, and it's on the tip of my tongue to ask if something's bothering him. A specific something about last night, in which I faked yet another orgasm. It's not that I don't like the touching or the sex—I love all of that—but he's not giving me what I need to climax. I've been faking small orgasms for a while now. Not every time. Sometimes I still manage to have the occasional orgasm. But lately it's been harder and harder for me to get my mind to that place where I can just let go, and I worry he's noticed.

      I love Dagesh. I don't want to hurt his feelings over something like this. He's grossed out by the thought of rough sex, and yet rough sex is what I need to really come hard enough to see stars. It's a pickle, but it's also not worth fighting over. I'm happy with him. Sex isn't all that important in the big scheme of things.

      I…can't believe I'm telling myself that, but it's the truth. If having Dagesh means having vanilla sex for the rest of my life, then it'll just be a little boring. I'm fine with that. I really am. The feeling of missing out will eventually go away.

      "You…sure you're okay?" I ask him again.

      He moves to my side and puts his hands on my shoulders. "My mate, you have my heart. Do not worry over anything." He presses a kiss to my forehead. "All will be well, I promise."

      So does that mean they're not well right now? I frown, about to ask this, when there's a scratch at the privacy screen over the front of our cave. "It's me, Stacy," calls a cheery voice. "I'm about to head out and gather some soap-berries. Did you want to come with?"

      Dagesh springs into action. He grabs my clothes and pushes them into my arms. "You should go with her. We can use more soap-berries."

      "Oh, uh, okay." I try to hide my frown, because I wanted to spend the day with my mate, not with my friend. But it feels almost as if Dagesh is trying to get rid of me, and I worry I've somehow offended him. Chewing on my lip, I hesitate, then decide to push it aside. "All right. Give me five, Stacy. I need to dress."

      "Cool, I'll wait out here!"

      Dagesh gives me a bright-eyed smile and hands me my boots. Jeez. Now it really feels like he wants to get rid of me.
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      If I seem a bit mopey, Stacy doesn't comment on it. We pick berries and chat while staying somewhat close to the cave, and the weather never turns, much to my surprise. By the time we head back to the cave, we've got full baskets of soap-berries, enough for both of us for several months and enough to share with others. As we head into the cave, Pashov is at the entrance. Instead of greeting his mate, he immediately dashes inside.

      "That was weird," I comment.

      Stacy gives me a sly look. "It was, wasn't it?"

      I frown at her, but don't comment on it. Everyone's been a little weird all day long, if I'm being honest. Maybe I'm just being sensitive. Maybe it's pregnancy hormones. Is it too early for that sort of thing? I have no idea. No one knows how long a human-sa-khui pregnancy is going to be, and it's all guesswork from here on out.

      Dagesh appears at the entrance, meeting us and taking the basket from my hands.

      "Oh, hi," I breathe, pleased to see my mate. "You didn't have to come out here to get me."

      "I did," he says, and I expect him to heft the basket and bring it back to our cave. Instead, he sets it down near the entrance and takes my hands in his. "Come."

      "Uh, I'm coming. What's going on?" He's got such a bright-eyed look on his face that it makes me wonder, just a little, what he's up to.

      Dagesh just grins wider and leads me in. My eyes adjust to the darkness—I didn't realize how bright it was out in the snow—and when I can see, it looks as if the entire tribe is gathered in the main section of the cave. I look over at Stacy, but she's grinning. Dagesh tugs me forward, leading me to the center of the group, and as he does, I smell food and the sour scent of the ice planet version of alcohol, a fermented drink called sah-sah.

      As we move forward, Kemli puts a string of colorful seeds around my neck. Georgie moves forward and puts a headband on my head, and attached to it is a decorated piece of leather. "It's not exactly a veil," she says, "but I hope it'll do."

      Dagesh pulls me past them, gazing up at the ceiling. As he does, I realize he's tugging me under a canopy that someone's set up. Well, I guess it's kind of a canopy. It's two big, shaggy furs mounted on spears, and he ducks under it and pulls me with him.

      "What's going on?" I ask, bewildered. "Is there a party? Is it someone's birthday? Mine's not until the summer, and you guys don't even have summer."

      My mate just tugs on my hands until I'm positioned under the canopy, and he beams at me. His braid swings as he looks around, as if making sure everyone is gathered, and then he sets my hands down. He takes a small leather package that someone hands him and then looks me in the eye.

      "This is for you, my mate."

      He throws the wrappings down to the ground and stomps on them.

      I blink. "Um. Babe? Are you mad at me?" I glance around, worried, but no one else seems to be bizarred out by this. He hands me a leather pouch, then gives me an encouraging look. "What's in this?"

      "It is not a glass," he admits. "But I hope it will do."

      A glass? I open the pouch and see the bone cup inside. It's not one of the more carved ones, but it's as delicate and fragile as porcelain. As I stare at it, Dagesh gives the one under his foot another helpful stomp. When I look up, he gives me a worried glance. "Am I not doing it right?"

      Doing it right?

      I blink. Then, the light goes on slowly.

      A veil.

      A chuppah.

      We're breaking cups. Not glassware, but cups. Oh my. He's marrying me.

      "Dagesh? Is this a wedding?" I cry, my hand going to my breast in surprise.

      He just grins at me, so boyish and handsome. "I wished to honor your yoo-ish ancestors. I worried you were not happy because we did not have ceremonies like your people. So I have had help putting this together." His expression grows slightly worried. "Have I done wrong?"

      "No, no," I say, and hot tears threaten. This might be the nicest thing anyone's ever done for me. "This is lovely, babe. So lovely."

      He gestures at the cup in my hands, waiting.

      I laugh, set the bag on the floor, and stomp it with my snow-damp boot. It doesn't crack as well as glass does, but I don't care. I only have eyes for my sweet, thoughtful mate who wanted to give me a proper Jewish wedding, ice planet style.

      After we smash the cups, Dagesh takes my hands and says sweet, loving things to me that I suspect are supposed to be his vows. He circles around me seven times, and I don't have the heart to point out that in a Jewish ceremony, the bride is the one that circles the groom. It's the thought that counts, and I love how much effort he's put into this. Once our little ceremony is over, we're grabbed by the tribe and hauled onto stools that are hefted into the air. The drums start, and then we're carried around the cave, laughing, by the hunters of the tribe. Everyone looks thrilled—well, except Haeden, who looks like he was born with a burr up his backside.

      The dancing turns into drinking and eating, and Dagesh insists on doing everything for me. He makes me a plate of food and fills my cup with sah-sah, which I have to turn down due to my pregnancy. He is a little crestfallen at that, but it's quickly replaced with tea. "With no white roots," he tells me proudly, as if that is supposed to mean something specific to me.

      All around us, everyone is eating and drinking. People come up to me and shout “mazel tov” in my face, and it's so funny to see the sa-khui get so into the celebration. A lot of them have no idea what they're saying, but they say it with such glee that it's adorable. The women in the tribe kiss me on the cheek and give me small presents—from tea to roots to a pair of small, carved hoops for my ears.

      "I feel a little guilty," I confess to Georgie as she brings her gift of a few tallow candles. "No one else had a wedding and now I'm having an enormous one."

      "No one else wanted one," Georgie says, waving aside my concerns. "Dagesh told us all about how upset you were about not having a proper Jewish wedding, and well, the rest of us aren't Jewish, but we did what we could. I hope it's okay?" She gives me a searching look. "We want you to be happy here. All of us, of course, but especially your mate."

      I look over at Dagesh, who hasn't left my side since the moment I stepped into the cave. He's got an intense look on his face, as if he's searching my eyes for some sort of answer. I reach out and squeeze his hand, and smile at Georgie.

      I don't know where they got the idea that I wanted a big Jewish wedding. It's incredibly sweet of them, but I've always been a bit of a bad Jew. I'm terrible at observing the Sabbath, and while I've always stuck to kosher, that's a lot harder to do here in our current situation. I figure the Almighty will understand.

      But I never expected to have a big Jewish wedding back home, much less one here. And yet…somehow Dagesh got the idea in his head that I did? I wonder who told him that…because it wasn't me.

      It's a conversation for later, though, when we're in private. For now, I smile and laugh with the others, and look like I'm having a wonderful time. I am. I'm so thankful and pleased with how much thought everyone has put into this. I feel like the entire tribe has welcomed me all over again, and I'm on the verge of tears with how lucky I feel to have this big ice planet family.

      I hug everyone.

      I eat so much feast food that I bloat up.

      I hold Dagesh's hand the entire time.

      And when the hunters are drunk on sah-sah and want to get us up on the stools to carry around the cave again, I put my foot down. I don't trust them not to accidentally dunk us into the pool at the center of the cave. "I'm going to take my mate and we're going to have our wedding night," I tell them, giving my leather veil a flick.

      Harrec and Hassen look fascinated. They exchange a look. "Does something different happen on a wedding night?"

      "Wouldn't you both like to know?" I grab Dagesh by the arm, link my hands in his, and drag him towards our cave.

      "We would like to know," Harrec calls after us. "That is why we asked."

      "He is drunk," Dagesh tells me, chuckling. "But I would like to know."

      "You already know," I point out, leading him to our cave. "But I'm open for another demonstration if you like."

      "I always like touching you," he tells me, following eagerly behind. We duck into our cave, and before anyone can follow us, Dagesh puts up the privacy screen. In the distance, I can hear the thwarted groans of Harrec and Hassen. I snort with amusement. As if I'd demonstrate for them. No thanks. I love the tribe, but I don't love them that much.

      Dagesh pulls me into his arms the moment the screen is up, kissing me. I wrap my arms around him, leaning back into the kiss. He always has to hunch over to kiss me like this, and for some reason, I find it endearingly sweet. Do I wish he'd pull on my hair? Sure. But if he doesn't…I still adore him. His mouth is hungry on mine, and he pulls the leather veil off my head, then lifts his face to study mine. "Was it everything you wanted?"

      "The ceremony was absolutely lovely," I tell him with a smile. "I feel twice as mated to you."

      "And it was…what you wanted?" The look he gives me is searching.

      Since he brought it up… "Dagesh, it was a gorgeous ceremony and it made me happy to feel so loved and have everyone celebrating our union. Where did you get the idea that I wanted a Jewish wedding, though?" I smile to take the sting out of my words. I don't want to sound accusing, because it was a lovely, thoughtful gesture. It's just that I don't talk religion with my mate. It's always been personal to me, and they don't have the same belief systems we do here. I'm not sure they have much of one at all, other than they join with the universe after death or something.

      Dagesh doesn't know anything about being Jewish. Or weddings. I'm just curious who filled his head with the idea that I needed one.

      He searches my face. "I want you to be happy with me."

      "I am happy—"

      "No," my mate says. "You have said before that there is something that holds you back. Something you need. I think it is this yoo-ish wedding, and so I ask others to help me make you happy." He takes my hands and brings them to his mouth, kissing my knuckles. "I can feel it when we are together, in the furs. You draw away from me in your mind. Is it because we were not mated properly in the eyes of your people?"

      Oh boy. We had this conversation once and he made me feel like a degenerate for even asking for more in bed. But if he's noticed that I'm not as…into sex as he is, we need to have the conversation at some point. I steel myself for a moment, taking a deep breath, and then speak. "Dagesh, baby, when I said I wanted something you couldn't give me…I didn't mean a wedding."

      "What was it, then?" He looks crushed. Absolutely crushed that he went to so much effort only for it to not be what I needed.

      I feel like such an ass. I pull my hands from his, pacing. "It's just…something in bed." How do I explain this without sending my poor alien mate running for the hills? I think for a moment. "You know how with the trail cakes? How some people really like the food super, super spicy and others like them…uh, not spicy?"

      I wanted to say “bland” or “normal,” but those two words would have such bad connotations in this conversation.

      He watches me intently, and nods. "Humans do not like the spice that sa-khui tongues do."

      "Right. Okay. Now let's take that thought and apply it to sex. Some people like it…spicy." I give him an encouraging look.

      Dagesh blinks. "You want food when we mate?"

      Oh yeah, this is going so great. "No. Babe. I'm saying that I need a little something…more when we have sex. Something that maybe the others don't when they have sex. For it to be what I need, it has to be…more."

      "More what?"

      I bite my lip, because I know he won't understand. Best to just rip the band-aid off quickly. "I need you to hurt me."

      His eyes widen and he looks slightly aghast, just like he did when he bruised me before and I loved it. "You what?"

      "I like rough sex," I say bluntly. "I'm fine with regular, vanilla sex, but…it's just okay for me. It doesn't hit all the cravings I have. It's just…nice." I'm on the verge of tears, because it feels as if I'm stabbing my sweet, wonderful mate in the heart. "It's not your fault, babe. I mean it when I say it's not your fault. It's just that…for me to truly, truly get off, I need you to be rougher with me."

      Dagesh looks at me with wounded eyes. "You want me to harm you?"

      "I know," I say dully. "You don't do that. It's wrong of me to even ask you. It's not your thing. But…you asked what I needed. And…it's not a wedding."

      "You need me to…make you suffer." He says the words as if he's the one suffering.

      I shake my head. "It's…it's not like that. It's a kink. Some people like sex from behind. I like my hair pulled or my ass slapped or when you get really rough with me. It's not that I want to be in pain. It's just…it's hard to describe when you look at me like that." A hot tear slips down my cheek. I feel so stupidly exposed and yet I know I'm doing him a disservice, because I'm having a difficult time talking about it. "I don't know how to make you understand."

      "My No-rah," Dagesh says in a soft voice. "You have my heart. I have never been so happy in my life as I have been in these last hands of days when we mated. But I cannot hurt you. It goes against everything that I am."

      "I know," I say sadly. "Trust me, you already made that really clear. I'm trying to be happy without it. I really am." I smile brightly at him. "It's just sex, right? It doesn't change how I feel about you. That's why I didn't say anything. And I was hoping that maybe in time, I wouldn't need that feeling anymore."

      "But you still need it now?" he asks.

      I think. Do I? I imagine my mate shoving me down into the furs and holding me down as he fucks me roughly, and it sends a hot tremor through me. Oh yeah. I still need it. I nod.

      Dagesh runs a hand down his face. "I…I must think."

      "It's okay if you can't give me what I need," I tell him softly. "Not everyone likes that kind of thing." In the past, if I was dating someone that wasn't into what I wanted, we'd just go our separate ways. We'd break up when the sex was no longer doing it for either one of us, and that would be the end of it. But I've never felt for anyone like I feel for Dagesh. I've never wanted someone to change in bed for me.

      And I want it now, and that's wrong. I know it's wrong. So I say nothing, because what is there to say?

      Dagesh watches me, his heart in his eyes. He rubs his face again, then turns and leaves our cave, pulling the screen behind him once more. Giving me privacy. I know he needs to think about what I've told him. I know he needs to process it.

      It still hurts, though.
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      DAGESH

      The moment I exit my cave, I am thrown back into the festivities.

      The festivities that my mate did not want…because she was not sad about yoo-ish weddings. She was sad because she does not like our matings. She is sad because she wants to be hurt when we mate and I am too gentle with her. The thought makes my gut clench. How can I hurt my mate?

      How can I do anything to harm her? It goes against everything that I am. A mate should be cherished and adored. I think about our first mating, when she came so hard I felt her ripple around my cock and clench around me so tightly. I have not felt that again…because I bruised her in that first mating and was ashamed. I have been careful ever since.

      Too careful, it seems.

      My heart hurts. I smile as the chief and his mate wave at me, but I do not approach them.

      I need to think. I cannot think with everyone passing sah-sah around and laughing as if they have not a care in the world. My world feels as if it is tumbling to pieces around me. How did I not notice this before? Am I so blind to my mate's happiness? I knew something bothered her, but I did not think it was our matings.

      She wants me to…harm her.

      I shudder, tugging on my long braid as if it will somehow help me clear my mind. I head for the cave entrance, needing air. I need to draw a few deep breaths to calm myself. I step outside, and the air changes from over-warm to briskly cold. Good. I need this. I take a few more steps into the snow and suck down deep breaths, willing myself to calm down. To think about No-rah.

      I have said I would do anything for her…but I am not sure I can do this. I look down at my hands. They are so much bigger than her small ones, and I could easily crush her underneath me. The thought makes my stomach clench miserably again.

      "You okay?"

      The voice is small, timid and female. I glance over and see one of the human females—an unmated one—sitting on a rock outside. She has a large fur bundled around her shoulders to keep her warm, and when she offers me a faint smile, I try to recall her name. She is a chatty one, I think. The one that had a broken leg when we rescued them and talked to Haeden as he carried her, making him so utterly annoyed that he could not wait to get away from her.

      "Yo-see?" I ask?

      "Close enough," the female says. "Josie." She lifts her chin at me. "You don't look happy. Is everything okay?"

      "I am well, Jo-see," I say automatically, and then laugh harshly at my own lie. "No, I am not well. I am miserable."

      "Oh." Her quiet answer hangs in the air between us. "Do you…need to talk to someone?"

      "I do not know." I move toward the rock where she sits, tugging on my braid again. "Why are you out here?"

      "You're not the only one miserable tonight." She gives me a faint smile. "I'm a little envious of the wedding. Okay, a lot envious. It was sweet and beautiful and I worry I won't ever have a mate. So I'm moping to myself out here in the cold when I should be in there partying. That's my big secret." The smile on her face does not reach her glowing eyes. "You won't tell anyone?"

      I shake my head.

      "Cool. I don't want Nora feeling I'm not happy for her. For you both. I really am. I'm just…sad for me."

      "You will resonate soon," I promise her, not knowing what else to say.

      "No." Jo-see sighs. "I don't think I will." She studies me as I move to stand near her. "I have to admit I'm kinda surprised to see you out here, though, given that you're the happy groom. Did you and Nora fight? Before you answer, you should know she absolutely loves you to pieces. You're all she talks about and she's so happy." That wistful expression crosses her face again.

      I groan and sink to my knees in the snow, burying my face in my hands.

      Jo-see is quiet for a moment. "Did…did I say something wrong?"

      I glance over at her. She is young, this female. No-rah says they are all around the same age, but this one seems younger than my practical, smart-mouthed mate. "Do you know much of human mating?"

      "More than I ever wanted." She lets out a bitter laugh. "Water under the bridge though, right?"

      I do not know what a bridge is, but I suspect it does not matter. I am desperate to talk to someone about No-rah and perhaps this Jo-see will have ideas of what I can do. "No-rah has told me something and I do not know what to think."

      "Oh?"

      I try to think of how to say it without making it sound strange, but it all seems strange to my ears. "No-rah has told me she likes…a certain kind of mating."

      "Like butt stuff?"

      I pause, confused. "Butt…stuff?"

      Jo-see nods. "You know. The dark hole. The wrong door." Her voice drops into a whisper. "The brown star. Some girls are into that."

      I stare at her, trying to follow what she mentions. The wrong…oh. Heat flushes through me, and of course, now I am picturing my mate below me as I stuff my cock into her backside. It is a strange visual, but an enticing one. "She did not mention that to me. Humans do that?"

      "Oh, my friend, humans do everything." Jo-see chuckles. "So what was it that's got you so rattled if not butt stuff?"

      I tug on my braid again. "She…she has said she wishes for me to be rough with her when we mate."

      "Okay. And?"

      I frown over at the small human. "There is no 'and.' That is the problem! I do not want to be rough with her!" I grit my teeth, burying my face in my hands again. "She is small and delicate. I do not want to hurt her."

      "Buddy, it's okay." Jo-see pats my shoulder. "You're freaking out over nothing. Look. Humans like to do a lot of crazy stuff, some more crazy than others."

      I sneak a glance over at her. "You have done this?" I am shocked. Jo-see is even more delicate than No-rah. "How did your human mate not break you?"

      Jo-see just giggles. She glances around and turns toward me, leaning in. "I had an ex that was into it. We didn't date long, but yeah, I've done that sort of thing." She shrugs. "It's not that weird. People like what they like in bed. I'm not going to judge."

      "Hurting my mate is wrong." I shake my head. "I should be cherishing her, not hurting her."

      She is quiet, and I look over at her again. Jo-see's lips are pursed and she studies me hard, as if she is trying to figure me out. "Here's the thing, Dagesh." She mangles my name but continues on. "It's not that she wants you to drop your pants and then beat the shit out of her. Ask her what she likes. Ask her what turns her on. Maybe it's not your thing, but maybe you guys can meet in the middle of that's what she needs."

      "But—I cannot—"

      "It's about consent, dude." Jo-see reaches over and pats my shoulder again. "I'm glad you think it's wrong to hurt your mate. That puts you leagues ahead of a lot of humans. But here's the thing. It's about consent. If you're in bed and Nora says 'Will you please spank me' and you spank her, then you're giving her what she needs. If you show up and smack her in the face for no reason, she didn't consent to that. Does that make sense?"

      In a way, it does. "So I should only hurt her when she asks for it?" I am still baffled by the concept of hurting my mate—willingly harming her—but what Jo-see says is also logical.

      "Right. It's about consent. Nora will set boundaries with you as to what she wants. You just need to talk with her and establish how things are going to go. It's like…" She thinks for a moment. "It's almost like choreography. Not that you know what that is." She taps her chin with a small finger. "Okay, it's like…you're planning it all ahead, if that makes sense, so the other partner isn't worried. And if you're too rough with her she'll let you know. And if you're worried she won't like something, ask permission."

      "Ask permission," I repeat. This makes sense. It is not about hurting my mate because I am angry. It is about giving her what she needs, as Jo-see said.

      "Absolutely ask permission. She'll give you a safe word, too, but that's a conversation you should have with her."

      I consider this. It still feels wrong, the thought of harming my mate. But if it is as Jo-see says, if it is what she needs, why can I not be the one to give it to her? "May I ask you something, Jo-see?"

      "Sure."

      "What if I do not like it?"

      She smiles. "If you don’t want to do it, you don’t have to. Nora wouldn’t want you doing something you find unpleasant. Consent goes both ways.”

      I nod.

      “And think about it. How do you know you won't? From my experience, a lot of the time it's about control and heightening emotions rather than actually someone beating the crap out of you. A little pain—or a little domination—just adds an edge to everything."

      I envision putting my hands on No-rah's soft skin. I remember the bruises I left before and feel sick. "I do not know if I can do this."

      "You didn't know you liked kissing until you tried it," Jo-see points out. "It's not a sa-khui thing, right? But everyone's kissing everywhere I turn nowadays, so it can't be that bad."

      I stare at her. Jo-see is right. When Vektal first told us of mouth-matings, I did not know what to think. It seemed bizarre to stick tongues into each other's mouths, and yet…it is one of my favorite things to do now. Maybe mating No-rah in the way she wants will be one of my favorite things, too.

      The female laughs at my expression, patting my shoulder again. "It's just sex, buddy."

      It is more than that. I worry if I do not please my No-rah, I will not be able to keep her. And I worry that if I do as she asks, I will no longer be myself. I will be a thing of loathing—a male that beats his mate. "I do not know what to do."

      "I know what you should do," Jo-see says briskly. "Quit talking to me and go in there and talk to your mate. Have an open conversation about what she needs and how to establish consent. Isn't she worth at least trying it out?"

      She is. No-rah is worth everything. I get to my feet. "You have my thanks for this conversation, Jo-see."

      "Hope it helps." The female waves. "I'm going to stay out here for a while longer. I think all the happiness inside is giving me heartburn."

      Another strange human saying. Her chest is not on fire. I nod and gaze at the entrance to the cave. I can hear laugher and the sound of drums. Somewhere in there, No-rah is waiting for me in our cave. The moment I step inside, she will look at me with such worry in her eyes…

      I turn and walk out into the night instead of returning to my mate. I need a bit longer to think.
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      NORA

      Some wedding night.

      I curl up in the furs and weep, miserable and frustrated. Every time I think of my mate, I think of the look of sheer horror and downright revulsion on Dagesh's face when I told him what I needed. No matter how I phrase it, he's appalled by the idea. It makes me feel like a freak. Like I'm wrong for liking what I like.

      Why did I even say anything? I should have just smiled and thanked him for the wedding. It was thoughtful and so very sweet. That's Dagesh, of course. He's always thoughtful and hard-working. He really is the best of guys. I feel lucky to have him. I adore him. Absolutely adore. Love. It's just this one damn snag in our otherwise perfect relationship.

      I should have never brought it up. He's made it clear he doesn't swing that way, and he's not going to, no matter how often I bring it up, so I'm just torturing myself.

      With a new round of tears, I cry myself to sleep.

      It feels as if I've barely closed my eyes when a warm hand brushes against my cheek. Sleepy, I pry my eyelids open with a yawn and look over. Dagesh sits next to me at the edge of our furs-strewn bed, his legs crossed. His braid is wind-disheveled and the strands are damp, probably from a snowy breeze. His horns have a bit of ice crusting them, and his expression is thoughtful as he touches my cheek. "I did not wish to wake you," he murmurs. "But I could not resist touching you."

      "You can always touch me," I tell him, tucking a hand under my cheek to watch him. "Are you…okay?"

      "I am a bad mate," Dagesh says softly, his finger stroking my cheek again. "I made you cry."

      "You're a wonderful mate. It wasn't your fault. I shouldn't have said anything."

      "No, you should have." He skims his finger along my jaw. "If something bothers you, we should speak of it. There must be no secrets between us."

      Easier said than done, especially if your secret is bound to make your mate miserable. I don't point that out, though. I just watch him, since he keeps staring at me so very thoughtfully. Is he…going to break up with me, I wonder? What happens in that situation? I know the sa-khui have the concept of pleasure-mates, but that goes out the door once resonance kicks in. The only unhappy resonated couple I've seen are Hemalo and Asha, and I've been told there's a lot of messy history there.

      "Where did you go?" I ask, reaching out and touching the damp tip of his long braid.

      "I walked to gather my thoughts."

      "Ah." I'm afraid to ask. I'm really afraid to ask.

      Dagesh is quiet. The moments seem to tick past like hours, and I worry he's steeling himself for something awful. Finally, he speaks. "May I ask you something?"

      "Of course. I'm your mate. You can ask me anything."

      "How did you know this was what you liked?" He gestures at the furs. "This roughness?"

      Oh. I sit up, the furs falling from my body. I'm wearing one of his heavy tunics, one that he rarely wears because the cold doesn't bother him like it does me. It smells like him, and wearing it makes me feel closer to my mate. His gaze moves to my body and I know he notices what I'm wearing, too. "Well, I didn't at first. But sex was not all that exciting for a long time. Then I met a guy that was in the lifestyle—that's what they call it back on Earth—and it was like a piece of the puzzle slid into place.

      Dagesh looks surprised. "Then our mating was not your first time?"

      "Not at all. I had my first time when I was fifteen. Young, but I was a bit of a teenage hellion." I give him an awkward smile. "I've had several relationships since then." I bite my lip, worried he's going to be jealous or upset. "You thought it was my first time? Are you disappointed?"

      His shoulder slump. "Relieved. When we first came together, I thought…I was rough with you. I thought I hurt you. I was upset with myself for not being more attentive to your needs."

      I lean forward, putting my hand on his knee. "I loved being with you like that. Was it a little rough? Yes. Did it bother me? Not at all."

      "I bruised you."

      I chuckle at that and extend my arm. "See this? I bruised myself earlier when I stumbled while picking berries. And yesterday I bruised here." I point at a different spot on my arm. "This was because I smacked my elbow against the cave wall. I bruise, Dagesh. I bruise at everything. It's not because you hurt me. That's just how my body works." I shrug. "And if something gets painful enough, I go see Maylak and ask her to heal it. It's really not a big deal."

      My mate licks his lips. He takes my wrist in his and then runs his thumb lightly over my lower bruise. "Hurting you goes against everything I believe a good mate does. But I spoke with Jo-see and she said it is not about hurting, it is about consent."

      I'm startled to hear the words coming from him. Josie talked to him about consent?

      Oh mercy, I could kiss her right about now.

      There's a knot of hope and worry forming in my throat. I swallow hard. "Consent is the biggest part of it. It's knowing the other person's boundaries. What feels good for them versus what is too much."

      "And what feels good for you?" He studies me so very intently.

      "I like…" I want to laugh, because what I like is so very tame in a lot of kink communities, and yet he's panicking at hurting me. "I like being dominated. I like it when you're rough with me. I like hair pulling and spankings. I like it when you take your pleasure instead of giving it. I like it when you boss me around and bend me to your will."

      Dagesh puts his hand in my hair, gripping a handful of it, and I hold my breath. He pauses and then releases me again. "Jo-see said we should have a word."

      She really is the best. I make a mental note to do something special for her. "Yes, most couples have a word. It's one you don't normally say in conversation, because if we're playing together and I say 'stop,' sometimes it doesn't mean stop. It means I'm playing at wanting you to stop. But if I say the random word we've established, like 'bicycle,' then you know that I'm not having fun anymore and it's our cue to pause things. Does that make sense?"

      He nods, and his expression is so very serious. "What is your word, then?"

      My heart flutters with hope. "You don't have to do this if you don't want to, Dagesh—"

      "If I do not do this," my mate says, "I will not make you happy. More than anything, I want my mate to be happy. So we will do this." He pauses. "Do I get a word, too? In case it is too much for me?"

      My heart feels like it's cracking in my chest. I sit up and cup his face in my hands, kissing him. "You can absolutely have a word, babe. I think that's a wonderful idea."

      He kisses me back, nipping lightly at my mouth. "I worry I will not be good at this."

      "We can try. That's all I ask." I press my lips to his hungrily. "Trying is more than I ever hoped for."

      Big hands roam over my body and then settle on my hair. "What is your word?" Dagesh asks in a soft, serious voice that sends shivers up my spine. "Tell me so I can begin."

      I think for a moment, though it's hard to concentrate when he's touching me, when I'm getting turned on just by the thought that we're about to actually give this a try. His hand is in my hair and I'm waiting for him to give it a firm tug. Not a yank, but a nice, hard tug to let me know he's the boss. A word. A safe word. In the past, my word was “bicycle,” but he won't know what that is, and it's important to me that I'm not talking around him. "It has to be something we wouldn't bring up in bed. How about 'Earth'?"

      Dagesh nods solemnly. "I will remember."

      "What's your word, then?"

      He considers. "Mine is 'Pashov.'"

      I giggle in surprise. "What?"

      He shrugs, and a hint of a smile curves his beautiful mouth. "I do not wish to think of him when I am in the furs with you."

      I giggle even harder, because, well, there's no reason a safe word can't be someone else's name. It just strikes me as incredibly funny, though, and I keep laughing. Maybe it's the tension of the day, but when Dagesh pulls me into his arms, I slide a hand to the back of his neck, chuckling, and snuggle close. In this moment in time, I'm intensely, utterly happy.

      Dagesh's big hand slides into my hair again, and then he grips it tight.

      I suck in a breath.

      "How do we begin?" he asks, voice soft, and my head is pinned in place.

      I bite back a whimper of arousal. "That…that's a pretty good start."

      He tilts his head, studying my reaction. "And you will tell me if I am too rough? Or not rough enough?"

      I try to nod, but my head remains locked in his grasp. I'm powerless, and the feeling of it makes me shudder with need. "Yes, Dagesh."

      He continues to watch me with hooded eyes, as if assessing my reaction. He reaches under the tunic and cups my pussy—and I'm utterly drenched. My big alien mate growls with pleasure. "This pleases you?"

      "Fuck, yes," I breathe. This is what I've wanted all along.

      Dagesh leans in and skims his lips along my jaw. He holds me tightly in place, my head tilted so I can't see his expression. I feel teeth, though—he grazes them over my skin and I moan.

      "Can I bite you?" he asks, voice low and husky.

      Okay, talking about rough sex might be almost as fun as actual rough sex. Just the fact that he's asking is making me wild. "Please."

      He bites down on my neck, at the slope where my shoulder meets, and he bites down hard. I suck in a shocked breath, startled at how powerful his bite was…and how much heat it sent through me. I whimper in distress, and he stiffens against me, lifting his head. "Too hard?"

      "I didn't use my word," I pant.

      Dagesh mulls this. "No, you did not." His hand tightens in my hair and then he bites down on my neck again, teeth grazing hard against my throat. I gasp, and he licks at the spot he bit, his tongue moving in lazy circles over my stinging skin. He lifts his head, considering. "I am marking you."

      "I don't care."

      My mate studies me. "You like biting. What other things do you like?"

      "Do what you want with me," I tell him.

      "This is not about what I want. It is about what you want," he reminds me.

      Somehow hearing that doesn't make me happy. He makes it sound like it's all me, like he's servicing me. Like he's only tolerating it because he knows I need it. "But I need you to want it, too, Dagesh." When he doesn't respond, I push at his chest. "Maybe this was a mistake—"

      His big hand tightens harder in my hair. He bites me on the throat again, his teeth digging in. He bears me down to the furs, one big hand roaming over my body as I'm pinned under him. "I am not going to lose you," he growls against my skin. He shoves the tunic up around my waist, then pushes my legs apart.

      Oh yes. Oh yes. I begin to pant as he moves over me, tearing at his loincloth. He shoves one of my legs up, exposing me wide. Oh yes.

      And then, my mate pauses. He shakes his head and rolls away. "Pashov."

      Oh no. Oh no no no.

      I sit up, reaching over to touch his shoulder. "Are you okay, babe?"

      "It did not…feel right." He shakes his head, then tugs on his long braid. "It felt…"

      I can guess. It felt like he was forcing me. He's not into the moment, like he was before. His mind is still freaking out on him. My poor, sweet mate. He's trying so hard to make me happy. I press my cheek to his shoulder. "Thank you for trying, love. It's a process, you know? It doesn't have to be overnight."

      The look he gives me is tortured. "I am trying to be the male you need me to be."

      "You already are," I say softly. I hate that this is making him feel like less. That he feels like he's messing things up. I reach for him. "Come to bed."

      "But you…and me…"

      "We can just snuggle if you want?" I offer, and hold my arms out.

      Dagesh turns and nods. We settle into the furs, my arms around him, his head pressing against my breasts. As he drifts to sleep, I stroke his hair and his horns, thinking. He's so worried about hurting me that he can't lose himself in the moment. I need to somehow get him in that moment with me, to where he forgets all about his boundaries and just focuses on taking what he wants.

      We'll get there. Eventually.

      His hand twitches on my waist, and I realize he's still awake. "Dagesh? Can you not sleep?"

      He holds me a little tighter. "It is nothing."

      I skim my fingers over his jaw. "What's nothing? Talk to me." When he's silent, I press on. "Come on. A secret for a secret. Tell me yours and I'll tell you mine."

      I mean, I'll have to come up with a “secret” but sure. Right now, I'm more interested in hearing what's going on in that head of his. What's worrying him so much that it's keeping him awake.

      "It is not really a secret," Dagesh admits.

      "Then spit it out."

      He chuckles, then falls silent again. I think he's not going to answer me at all, and then he finally speaks. "Not all of me can go to sleep."

      I chuckle at that. "Poor baby. Is your dick so hard it's bothering you?" I stroke his velvety skin, touching him everywhere I can reach. "You want some help with that?"

      "But you do not enjoy matings…not like that." He lifts his head and gazes down at me, worry written across his features. "And I am not sure—"

      I press a finger to his lips, quieting him. He's overthinking everything. "It can just be about you this time, you know."

      "How?" His lips move against my finger.

      I sit up and press my hand to his shoulder. "Get on your back for me, and I'll show you."

      Dagesh does, and I can see his cock in the darkness, stiff as could be. He must have been holding back so he wouldn't rub it against my leg and give himself away. No wonder he can't sleep. I gaze down at my big, vulnerable mate, and I'm filled with such love for him. He's trying. He's really trying. And me, I haven't tried nearly as hard, have I? I realize I've never gone down on him. Part of me just kept hoping he'd lose control or start barking orders while in bed, and I never took any kind of initiative to pleasure my mate.

      If our sex has been…not bad, but not great…it's partially my fault, too. I haven't been clear with what I needed, despite knowing that he was a virgin and inexperienced. It's time for me to quit feeling sorry for myself and go about fixing things with my mate before I mess everything up.

      I lean over him and kiss his mouth lightly. "You lay back, all right?"

      "I am already on my back."

      I giggle at his obviousness. "Well, stay there. And you can't touch me, unless it's to pull on my hair, all right?"

      He hesitates. "I am not sure…"

      Does he think I'm going to try and pressure him into something he doesn't want? "Just trust me, all right? I promise you'll like this."

      Dagesh nods, his eyes glowing in the darkness.

      I smile and kiss him again, my tongue flicking against his in a tease. He kisses me back, all hunger and yearning, and for a moment, I'm lost in his lips, letting the world ebb away. There's nothing but the two of us in the darkness, together. When I end the kiss, I move lower, pressing my lips to his chest. His khui is humming, the song gentle and affectionate, the satisfied purr of a man with his mate. It's such a different song than the one from before that was all urgency, and I press a kiss over his heart, as if I can reassure his khui that he's in good hands.

      And then I kiss lower. I trail my lips down his hard abdomen, scooting my body down in the furs as I go. To think that I've waited weeks to get my mouth on my mate like this. All of our matings have been for the most part, missionary style and quick. I've never been one to prolong things because I'm greedy in bed, but it's clear I've been going about all of this all wrong. Instead of demanding from my mate what I need, I should have been showing him all this time.

      I'm such an idiot sometimes.

      "Remember," I tell him in a husky whisper. "No touching unless you want to grab my hair."

      I kiss even lower, teasing my mouth over his obliques and skirting wide around his cock deliberately. I want to tease a bit more before I go in for the kill. I can hear Dagesh's breathing speed up, and his tail twitches on the furs next to his thigh. I know he likes it stroked, and so I take it in one hand, rubbing my thumb on the underside as I kiss the inside of his thigh.

      My mate groans. His hand twitches, lifts, and then returns to the furs. It's a good sign, though. He will pull my hair, damn it.

      I nibble at the soft skin on the insides of his thighs, rubbing his tail as I do.

      "No-rah." His breath is ragged. "Are you going to touch my cock?"

      "Oh yeah," I purr. "I absolutely am." I figure I've done enough teasing for now, and grasp his length with one hand. I love how magnificent he is here. He's at least nine or ten inches of hard, ridged cock, so thick around that my fingers don't touch. Maybe he'd be far too much for a lot of girls, but I fucking love how gargantuan he is. I run my thumb over the thick ridges, then work his foreskin over them until my hand is gliding back and forth in quick, efficient strokes. "Does that feel good?"

      "Yes," he groans, his eyes closed tight. His hands fist in the blankets.

      "Do you want more?" I ask sweetly, loving this torture of my big, delicious mate.

      He groans again, and the sound might be a yes.

      "Well then," I tease, dragging my hand up his rigid length. I work the head of his shaft a little, rubbing my thumb on the underside. There's a vein there that just begs to be licked, and I tickle it with my finger for a moment. There's just enough light in our dim cave for me to watch as beads of pre-cum form on the head and slide down the side, wetting my hand. He looks delicious.

      Maybe I've teased him—and me—long enough. I lean over, watching my mate as I do, and give the head of his cock a blatant and thorough lick.

      Dagesh nearly comes off the blankets. He makes a strangled sound, his eyes flying open, and his hips buck.

      Instinctively, I lean away so he doesn't stab me in the face with his dick. "Everything okay?"

      "You…you licked me." He sounds utterly shocked.

      My sweet, sweet mate. How have I not done this to him a thousand times yet? I really am the biggest idiot. I love his reaction. I love how completely floored he is at the thought of me licking his cock. Like he hasn't gone down on me a dozen times before? Does he think women just never return the favor? I give his shaft another little squeeze. "Should I not? Do you need to safe word?"

      His lungs heave, and he stares at me, then at my hand on his cock. I drag my thumb through the wet beads on his skin as I wait for his answer. After a moment, he makes another strangled sound and drops back to the furs. He gestures quickly with one hand, indicating that I should continue, and I have to bite my lip not to laugh. He's so cute.

      I can't resist teasing him a little more. "You sure you don't mind?"

      "I…no," he manages. "I do not mind."

      "If you're sure…" I lean down and let my breath fan over his skin. "I mean, I can stop at any time…"

      To my immense satisfaction, he takes one big hand and plants it on the back of my head, pushing me toward his cock. Hot lust blazes through me, and I make a low sound of pleasure in my throat, even as I do as he asks. I grip him just below the flaring crown and tease the tip with swirls of my tongue, licking up every bit of his salty release. I flick and tease, and when his fingers tighten in my hair again, I take the entire head of him into my mouth and suck.

      His hips jerk. He makes another choked sound that's so damn gratifying, and a fresh taste of salt bursts on my tongue.

      I can't resist teasing him a little more. I lift my head, giving him one last lick, and then glance up at him. "Do you—"

      Dagesh's hand tightens in my hair and then he's forcing my head back down onto his cock. My toes curl with bliss and I want to weep with delight. Oh fuck yes. This is absolutely what I like. I like him holding me in place like this. I like his hand tight and needy on my hair. Maybe some girls would find this demeaning or repulsive, but I've never been so turned on. I let his hand push me down, and I take the head of his cock into my mouth again, as far as I can along the slippery length of my tongue. He's so big that I can't take him very far, but it doesn't matter. I let my mouth fill with saliva and use it to lubricate his shaft as I work him back and forth.

      "No-rah," he groans, his hand like an anvil as he holds me down.

      I hum my pleasure at him, letting him know that I'm enjoying this, that I love doing this for him. That it's turning me on just as much as it's turning him on. I use one hand to squeeze his shaft and work his balls, even as I use my mouth. I suck and lick as best I can, and all the while, that big, heavy hand of his pushes his cock deeper and deeper into my strained mouth.

      It's so good.

      When he comes, it takes me by surprise. One moment, I'm trying to tease the underside of his cock with my tongue, and the next, I'm choking on a mouthful of semen. I draw back in surprise, pleased, and his fingers suddenly cover mine, gripping his shaft and working it with our joined hands. More seed pumps out of him, and I lower my head again, determined to lick up as much as possible. I'm still cleaning him with my tongue when he lets out a shuddering breath and his head falls back in the furs.

      "Feel better?" I ask softly. I love watching him come. He's like a man possessed when he does, as if it takes over every inch of his being.

      He groans. "That was…"

      "Good? Bad?" I prompt. "You hated every moment of it?"

      My mate laughs, the sound tired and breathless, and then he grabs me by the waist and flings me down into the furs. "You know it was good," he tells me. "Better than good."

      I wiggle with pleasure, beaming up at him. "I liked doing that to you."

      "I never imagined it," Dagesh admits. "Now I cannot stop thinking about it."

      "I'm glad I could help."

      He kisses my neck, his big, warm body pressing over mine. "You are a wonder, my mate." He licks the same spot that he bit me at earlier. "Did you come?"

      "Your dick was good, but don't get me wrong, it wasn't THAT good," I tease.

      Dagesh laughs, and then kisses lower on my neck, and then moves down me in the same way I did with him. "Then I should do the same for my pretty mate."

      "I thought you'd never ask." I obediently open my legs for him, because I'm not shy. I love his tongue on me. This wasn't my goal when I went down on him, but if he's offering, I'll take it. When he parts my folds and licks me, I whimper because I'm so wet I can feel the slickness as his tongue moves over my skin. "I love you."

      He lifts his head. "Before I get too distracted, I should ask what your secret is."

      My secret? I blink, glancing down at him. He's poised between my thighs, his normally tidy braid an absolute mess, and his mouth is wet from my juices. He's never looked sexier and my brain goes blank.

      "You said if I told you my secret you would tell me yours."

      Oh, that's right, I did. Inspiration strikes, and I think about the moment we just shared, how good it felt to have his big, heavy hand on my head as I worked him with my mouth. That was him in the moment, and I need to encourage more of those. "I think I would like a honeymoon to go with my wedding."

      "A honeymoon? Like Shorshie and Vektal?" Dagesh looks surprised.

      I nod. "Yup. I want to go away for a few days, just you and me." Maybe we can connect the way we need to if he doesn't have to worry about the rest of his tribe judging him. I know I can sometimes hear others when they're fucking in their caves, late at night, and I'm sure they've heard me. That has to play into Dagesh's thoughts, too. But if we're alone, we can be as wild and rowdy as we want…and if I can show him that what I want isn't a bad thing, I'm hoping he'll feel easier with it.

      We just need to figure out how to meet in the middle. He doesn't have to beat me bloody to get me off, but he also doesn't have to treat me like I'm glass.

      Dagesh studies my face for a moment, then nods. "We will leave in the morning."

      I'm excited. "Where are we going to go?"

      "I will think of something," he says. "For now, let me concentrate." He lowers his head between my thighs again, and I'm all too happy to let him work his magic with his tongue.
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      DAGESH

      No-rah does not seem upset about how last night went. I could not mate with her in the way she wanted—it felt wrong to me—and yet she is not upset. She kissed me and kissed my cock and made me come with her mouth, and after I did the same for her, she curled up in my arms and we slept.

      It was good. I woke up this morning happy, and my mate full of smiles. We pack a few things for our “honey-moon”—mostly warm clothes for my mate and some extra food. I will check my traps along the way, and the hills and streams will provide the rest. I am not yet entirely sure where we are going, but I have an idea. There is a pretty cave a little higher into the mountains, full of purple rock. It is not the most convenient of caves, as there is not much game nearby, but I do not think my No-rah is much interested in hunting.

      So…the pretty cave it is.

      After the morning meal, I shoulder our small pack and we head out. My mate is bright-eyed, her nose pink with cold, and she is wrapped so thickly in furs that only her head pokes out. She looks at me eagerly, and when I hold my hand out, she takes it and we head along the trails. I slow my steps so she can keep pace with me, and we do not make good time. No-rah is not a hunter, and she has no sense of urgency. We stop to admire the landscape, and we stop near a stream for a rest. We stop to visit one of the nearby hunter caves so No-rah can see what one is like. We check my traps. We pause to collect leaves from a particular bush because No-rah likes the taste in tea.

      When I point out that we are not making good time, my mate giggles at me. "This isn't a race, babe. We're supposed to be enjoying ourselves."

      "I am enjoying myself," I declare. "But I would enjoy myself more if we arrived at a safe place for the night."

      "We have a few more hours before dark, right?" My mate squints up at the suns, shielding her eyes as she does. "Plenty of time to get somewhere."

      "Yes," I agree patiently. "If we move faster."

      "Oh yeah?" She puts her hands on her hips and arches a brow at me. "Make me."

      Make…her? I stare at my mate, dumbfounded. I cannot force her to walk faster. Especially not in the snow. Human legs are short and tend to stumble through the snow instead of plow through it like strong sa-khui legs. "Why would I make you?"

      No-rah sighs, her shoulders slumping. "Never mind." She glances around. "Well, if we can't get to where you want tonight, is there another cave nearby? Or should we turn around and go back to the one we passed a while ago?"

      I consider the trails and No-rah's speed. "It is probably best to turn around, unless you are fond of sleeping under the stars."

      "Nope," she says cheerily. "I am not. I like a warm fire and warm blankets, thank you."

      I grunt, turning around on the trail. "Then we will go back."

      "You're so grumpy," No-rah teases. She moves to my side and pokes me with her cold finger. "Are you mad we're not getting there today?"

      "I am not mad."

      She pokes me again. "You're acting mad."

      My tail swishes with irritation. "It is fine."

      "Is it?" She acts as if she is going to poke me again, and I lightly swat her hand away. Her eyes widen and she giggles, the sound full of mischief. "Are you…are you ticklish, Dagesh?"

      "No."

      Her fingers slither all over my side. "Are you sure?" Her voice singsongs. "Are you sure you're not ticklish?"

      Is she trying to annoy me? I grab her wrist before she can tease me again, and her eyes widen. Immediately, her arousal-scent perfumes the air, thick and heavy. Her khui sings and I realize the small act of me holding her wrist has aroused her. No-rah's lips part and she gazes up at me.

      She twists her hand in my grip, but I do not let her go. I feel as if I am on the verge of understanding something very important.

      "Dagesh," she pants, and twists her wrist in my grasp again. I loosen my hold so she does not hurt herself, but I keep her trapped at my side. I take a step closer to her, looming over her smaller form. Her scent flares thicker, and the look on her face is one she wears when she is in our furs, underneath me.

      I take another step forward, and she moves backward. "You said you liked to be held down," I murmur. "Are you enjoying this right now?"

      A shuddery moan escapes her. "Does it gross you out if I am?"

      "No." Perhaps it should bother me, but it does not. I find it fascinating. I move forward and cup her jaw in my free hand. "If I held you down in the snow right now, would you come?"

      She whimpers. "It depends. Are you going to touch me?"

      "Do you want me to?"

      She nods, watching me with big eyes.

      "Out here in the open? In the snow?" We have never mated outside of our cave, but now that the idea has crossed my mind, I am fascinated by it.

      "W-what if I say no?" she asks.

      "It depends." I choose my words carefully. I try to think about what No-rah has told me she wants, and her actions. "Would you…use your word?"

      "No," she whispers, and there is such longing on her face.

      I skim my thumb over her lower lip, thinking about how she pleasured me with her tongue last night. "What if I pushed you into the snow and took off my loincloth? What if I asked you to take me into your mouth again? What if I held your head against my cock until you put your lips on it?"

      "I'd like it," No-rah whispers. "I'd like the sense of losing control. Of you demanding pleasure from me."

      A fierce growl rises in my chest. What is it about this female that makes me so wild? The thought of using No-rah like that is both appalling and fascinating. I cannot imagine her liking it…and yet her arousal-scent is so thick in the air I can taste it. "What is your word?"

      "Earth," she tells me, her eyes wide. "But I won't need it."

      "What if I am too rough?"

      "You won't be."

      I force my thumb into her mouth, as if I want to prove that I am too much for her. That she is too fragile. "What if I push you down into the snow and take you as hard as I can?"

      She shivers. Her tongue strokes against my thumb. "Do it."

      I am torn. Part of me is appalled—how can she want me to be cruel to her? Part of me wants to push her, though. To see how much I can do before she uses her word. I do not like that part of myself, either. There has to be a way that can make both of us happy. There has to be something. "I do not think I can ever strike you," I admit. "Is that something you need?"

      No-rah shakes her head, her teeth nipping at my thumb. "I like to be held down. I like to feel trapped. It doesn't have to be a beating."

      I move my hand back to her hair. "So if I held you down and mated with you…that would be enough?"

      "We can try and see?"

      I suppose it cannot hurt to try. I have my word, and she has hers. I stroke my mate's pretty, trusting face again. She is so beautiful, my No-rah. So gentle and loving. I skim my thumb over her soft mouth again.

      She bites me.

      With a growl, I grip her hair. She sucks in a breath, her eyes going wide, an excited look on her face. "You are provoking me, are you not?"

      "I am. Is it working?" Her scent is thick in the air. "Do you want me down on my knees?"

      Do I? I eye the snow at our feet. Slowly, I get on my knees and never let go of No-rah's hair, dragging her down beside me. "Hands and knees."

      No-rah trembles with excitement. Her eyes close and with a look of bliss, she gets on her hands and knees. She is so beautiful like this. I know she wants me to be rough with her, so I push her legs apart with a bit more force than I usually do. She moans and raises her hips in the air.

      Even though I am trying to hold back, I am being pulled in. It is wrong to push my mate down in the cold snow instead of a pile of warm, comfortable furs. When No-rah wiggles her hips at me, I grab one of her buttocks and hold it tightly. She squeals under my touch, trying to wriggle away from my hands, but no word comes out of her mouth.

      It hits me.

      This is not real hurting. This is a game. She needs to play a game to lose herself in the moment. And…I like games.

      I release No-rah's hair and pat her flank. "Stand up."

      She makes a sound of protest, turning to look at me. "Dagesh, really, I'm fine—"

      "Stand up," I say again, my voice soft. I get to my feet and wait for her to do the same. She does, a look of confusion on her face. I gesture at our snowy surroundings. "Run."

      Her eyebrows go up. "Run?"

      "Like a hopper," I agree, the blood pumping in my veins. "Evade me. If you win…" I pause, trying to think of a suitable “reward” of some kind. "I will give you my cock," I finally decide. "If you lose and I catch you, we will not mate."

      No-rah's mouth opens in protest. It snaps shut again as she studies my face, a glimmer of understanding in her eyes.

      Then she turns and bolts, running as fast as she can through the snow. She is not very speedy—her steps churn up too much powder, and her legs are short, but that is all right.

      I do not intend for her to win and she knows it. It is the chase that is everything.

      I growl low in my throat and then stalk after her, like a predator hunting down its prey. It takes no time at all for me to catch up to my mate, but No-rah is trying. Her steps struggle through the snow, and she is panting hard. She looks back and sees my nearness, makes a sound of dismay, and redoubles her efforts.

      I grab her fur cloak, catching it as it flutters behind her. She cries out, stumbling to her feet, and then I am on her. No-rah pants as I fumble with her leggings, eager to touch her, to feel that slippery, hot cunt of hers. I want to feel just how wet she is now that I have chased her and my blood is pumping.

      I tear her leggings down her thighs and press my fingers against her folds. She is drenched, my mate, and makes another little cry when my cold fingers touch her heat. I ignore her squirming and push into her with my fingers, two at a time, pumping like I would my cock. Testing her. Part of me feels I am still too rough, but I cannot deny that I am hard with wanting her, hard with the thrill of the chase.

      No-rah only moans and arches her hips into the air, spreading wider to encourage me.

      It is too much. Any reservations I had are lost at the sight of her pink folds spread for me. I rip my loincloth off and shove my leggings down, covering my mate with my heavy body. She squirms under me again, and I remember that she likes to be held down. I put a hand in her soft, tangled hair and hold her tight, pressing her cheek to the snow, pinning her in place.

      She gasps and goes still.

      Worry floods through me. "Is it—"

      "It's good," she whimpers. "It's good. Keep going."

      Relieved, I thrust my fingers into her one more time and then press the head of my cock against her entrance, letting her know of my presence before I do more. She moans, wriggling under my hand, and I know this is part of the game, that she wants me to hold her in place even as she makes weak struggles. So I pin her and shove my cock deep into my mate's body.

      No-rah cries out, the sound raw and guttural. Her cunt clenches tight around me, her legs shuddering, and I realize she is coming. One thrust, and she is there. With a pleased growl, I thrust into her again, rocking so hard that her flanks ripple with every movement of my body. She cries out again, and again, as I drive into my mate, and all the while, her cunt squeezes me so tight. It is like she is coming hard over and over again. She is so aroused that she makes little choked sounds in her throat every time I push deep inside her, my cock spearing her even as my spur digs into her backside.

      When I can hold back no longer, I grip her hip and lose myself in the moment, pounding into her until the release I've been holding back boils over. I come hard, flooding my mate with seed, and then collapse over her, my heavy weight pressing her deeper into the snow. No-rah lets out a giggle but does not get up or even wriggle away. She has told me before that she likes the feel of me over her, and I should have known then that my mate likes to be held down. Sometimes I am very, very foolish and blind.

      No-rah lets out a little sigh. She remains still under me, her breathing easy, and when I finally roll to the side, she makes a sound of protest and immediately turns to put her head on my chest. "I don't think I can stand yet," she tells me dreamily. "My legs are noodles."

      I run a hand along her jaw. Her leathers and fur wrappings are wet from the snow, but she does not seem to mind. "Did I hurt you? Was I too rough?"

      Her smile grows wider. "It was amazing." She presses a kiss to my thumb. "It felt so good. Just what I needed. Did you enjoy yourself?"

      I think for a moment. "I did. I liked chasing you."

      She chuckles. "I liked being chased."

      I continue to play with my mate's soft skin, musing over our mating. Things were a little fierce and I was less cautious with her than before, but it was not…bad. Not bad at all. I thought she needed me to hit her, to make her feel pain, but this was nothing like that. I think about what she said earlier, when she told me she needed me to take pleasure from her, not give it.

      I think I understand now. No-rah enjoys the loss of control. She enjoys the game of being preyed upon. It is not about harming her. It is about her bending under me.

      That idea…I like.

      We lie in the snow, content. I play with my mate's mane, unwilling to lose this moment. I love the feel of her in my arms and I can sense her happiness. Mating with her like that was…different. Normally I must watch for her gasps and her breathing slowing to indicate that she received her pleasure. This day, there was no hiding it. Her cunt seized my cock and milked it as if her walls were a fist holding me tight.

      And the way it felt…there are no words. I only know that I will settle for no less from now on. I am filled with a rush of affection and possessiveness for my mate. I may not have had it right before, but now I know the difference. Now I know how I can please No-rah and give her what she needs.

      My mate shivers against me, and I realize her layers of clothing are wet and cold. My bare behind is pressed into the cold snow but it does not bother me. No-rah is human and fragile, though, and she needs warmth. I get to my feet, retrieving my loincloth from a short distance away and tying it back in place over my leggings. No-rah stands, brushing snow off her leathers and tying her leggings at her waist. She looks so tousled, her cheeks so pink, that I cannot resist kissing her again. I move back to her side and cup her face in my hand, bending down to kiss her sweet mouth.

      She sighs happily and presses up against me. "I love you."

      I kiss her again and then heft my pack onto my shoulder. Next, I scoop her up into my arms, ignoring her sounds of protest. "You are cold, and as a good mate, I should take care of you. We are going back to the cave we passed a short time ago. We will warm up there and spend the night. In the morning, we will head on to another, better cave."

      "You're the boss." She slides her arms around my neck and nibbles on my jaw.

      So affectionate. I need this more often, I decide. Daily. I will chase her around the home cave if it means she will be like this in my arms every night instead of distant.

      I feel as if I have finally figured my No-rah out, and I could not be happier.
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      NORA

      Boy, did I need that.

      I curl up in Dagesh's arms as he carries me through the snow, and I feel…wonderful. Like I've been given what's been missing. I've been so worried that he can't bring himself to touch me the way I need to be touched. Today has proved that we can meet in the middle, though. I don't need a whipping to get off, and I know Dagesh would never want to do that. He's made it quite clear that it hurts him to think of hurting me.

      But finding out the things we can do and mutually enjoy? I feel so full of hope all over again. I don't feel like a monster for what I need. I feel like a girl who's got a kink button that's wired just a little differently than others, and Dagesh has finally opened up the instruction manual.

      We backtrack to the small cave we passed a short time ago, and Dagesh has me stand a short distance away with our pack as he pulls out one of his knives and checks the interior. "One must always be careful," says my mate, and I smile. He's never been one to rock the boat or come up with wild ideas, my Dagesh. He likes predictable things, so our “chase” game means even more to me. Once Dagesh is sure that it's safe, he gestures for me to join him, and I move inside the dark little cave. Immediately, I bump my head on a stalactite and cuss.

      "No-rah?" Dagesh is there right away, his hands in my hair. "Where did you hurt yourself?"

      "I broke the cave," I tell him, irritated. I rub the spot on my forehead that I cracked on the spiky bit of rock. "I think I broke it."

      "Your head?"

      "The cave."

      He chuckles. "I do not care about the cave. This one has a very low ceiling. Be careful."

      Now he tells me. "I'm fine." Even a lump on my head can't ruin my good mood. "You make the fire, I'll get the bedding set up so we have something warm to sit in while our clothes dry."

      We get to work, the silence between us easy and pleasant. Once Dagesh has a bit of a flame going, I can see what I'm doing. The cave is a tiny one, nothing more than a bit of a pocket in the side of the cliff, and the back area is dripping with stalactites and stalagmites. Simple baskets are set atop stones to keep them out of the water dripping from the rock, and there are bundles of fur carefully kept off the ground in the same manner. I pull them out and use them for the base of our bed, since they're not nearly as soft as our regular sleeping furs. Once we're settled in a nice, dry spot by the fire, I strip off my damp, clinging leather clothing. There's a spear amongst the supplies in the back, so I thread our clothing through the shaft and then hang them, parking the butt end of the spear into a crevice of rock. Dagesh strips down, too, and he sets up a tripod over the fire to make tea while I lay out our boots near the fire.

      When I toss a fur over my shoulders, Dagesh moves to my side and slips under the thick fur with me. His arm goes around my waist and he tucks me against him. It's…cozy. Sure, it's not a fantastic cave and we didn't make it as far as my rules-following mate wanted to, but I can't complain. We had great, toe-curling sex a short time ago and we're warm and dry together. That's all I need.

      Dagesh rubs a hand over my back, fingers trailing over my skin. It's arguably one of the best feelings in the world. It's right up there with how it felt earlier when he caught me and snagged a handful of my hair. Not hard, not pulling, just enough to make me feel trapped and helpless. I squeeze my thighs together pleasantly at the memory.

      "How do you feel?" he asks, leaning over and brushing a kiss atop my head.

      "I'm no longer cold." I snuggle up against his side. "You're a terrific heater."

      His hand twitches on my shoulder, and then he draws his thumb down my side, to my waist, where his hand was earlier when he held me down while he fucked the daylights out of me. "Do you hurt anywhere?"

      "Nope. Not in the slightest. I feel amazing." I glance up at him. "I might have a few bruises in the morning, but I don't want you to panic. I just bruise easily. Nothing we did today came even close to hitting my limits."

      Worry enters his eyes. "Was it bad? Did I not do enough?"

      I take his other hand and move it toward my face, kissing the palm. I love his hands. He's only got three fingers and a thumb, but it doesn't look weird to me. His hand is strong and balanced, his nails short and square. He's got calluses that scrape against my skin, but I love those calluses because the rest of his skin is so velvety soft. It's a wonderful, delicious contrast that I can't get enough of. "You did perfectly. I loved you chasing me." I kiss each fingertip. "I don't want you to do something you're uncomfortable with, either. That's not fair to you. It's just finding stuff we both like to do."

      He nods thoughtfully. "I admit I have not thought much about such things in the past. I thought a mating was just…a female under you and you stuff her with your cock until you both come." His mouth crooks up in a rueful smile. "No one does things like we do in the home cave."

      And that's where he's watched people fucking while lurking in the shadows. There's nothing wrong with that. I've been to a couple of sex clubs and I've seen people fucking out in the open, which is a real eye opener when you're young and inexperienced like I was. There, it almost felt performative. Here, it's always loving and tender, a couple of mated people just getting swept up in the moment and the next thing you know, someone's pulling a blanket over someone else and they're having sex while you're trying to eat dinner. I'm just as guilty of such things. Dagesh and I have been snuggling in public only to have it turn into something more. No one finds that sort of thing shameful here, and for those that don't have a mate and never have before, it's instructive.

      Things are just different here, and it's no wonder that my Dagesh has a hard time thinking of wild, kinky things when all around him, everyone cuddles and kisses. No one's ever dragging their mate toward them with a firm hand, or spanking. I don't think I've ever seen anyone raise a hand to one of the kits, for that matter.

      It's just one big happy, horny family here.

      "Is there something else you like that you would wish to try with me?" Dagesh asks. His hand moves up and down my spine again, and he pulls his other hand from my grip and runs his knuckles over my bare breast. "I want to find things you enjoy. I do not want you pretending with me anymore."

      I wince. "I wasn't pretending all the time. Sometimes it was just nice to touch."

      "I felt how you responded to me today. It felt different. Sometimes before, I would watch your face, and I would not feel it in your cunt when you came. Today, I felt it. If I am not doing something that pleases you, tell me. I would rather know."

      I lean into him, arching to push my breast into his hand. They've been super sensitive lately and I can't decide if his touch feels good or bad. Good-with-bad, I decide. "I wasn't trying to hurt you. I just wanted to make you happy."

      "I am happiest when my mate's cunt is squeezing tight around my cock. It tells me that I have done well by her." Dagesh flicks my nipple with his nail, and I hiss at the sensation. "So tell me what other things I should do to make your cunt squeeze like that, my No-rah."

      I suck in a breath. "All right." It's hard to think with his hand teasing me like that, but I can think of a few things. Plus, I have a big, sexy man begging me to tell him how to please me. What woman could ask for more? "My nipples are really sensitive lately," I offer.

      He makes a sound like he's considering such things and then pinches my nipple. I gasp, pressing against his hand, and I lean into him as he rolls the small bud between his fingers, toying with it. "Like that?"

      "That's…pretty…good," I manage. I'm all turned on again, closing my eyes and losing myself to the sensation of his hands on my skin.

      "What else?"

      I search my thoughts, trying to focus on something that I know I like, something that will bring the sharp edge I need to the bedroom. "Spankings?"

      "You have mentioned this before, but I am not entirely certain what you mean."

      "Smacking me on my butt? Because I'm naughty?"

      He chuckles. "Are you naughty, then?"

      Oh, he has no idea. "I can be."

      Dagesh gives me a look that's both thoughtful and amused. "Explain to me why humans smack each other on the butt then, as you say. It knocks out the naughtiness?"

      "Rarely," I joke.

      "Why do it to an adult?"

      "Because it makes a lot of noise and sounds worse than it is? It's…fun." I'm flustered, trying to explain why I like something. "I don't know why I think it's hot, I just do."

      Dagesh must sense my discomfort. He strokes his fingers over my breast again, caressing the nipple, and then leans in to press a kiss to my temple. "Show me how it is done."

      Heat flares through my body. I get to show him? My pussy clenches in response, a mental image of him spanking me present in my mind. Oooh. I think how I want this, and in the next moment, I lie across his thighs, my stomach on his strong legs and my butt pointing at the sky. I don't have a small behind. Never have, probably never will. And I know my thighs aren't flawless and I'm pretty sure I have a few cellulite dimples.

      I'm also pretty sure that Dagesh does not care in the slightest. His big hand goes immediately to my ass and he strokes my skin. "This is a pretty sight."

      I wiggle on him ever so slightly. "I bet if you spank me it'll be an even better sight."

      That big hand pauses. "And it will not hurt you?"

      I know what he's asking. Dagesh has a hard limit when it comes to striking me. Spanking is different, though, and I want him to realize that. "Give me a tap, then. As light as you can." I push my butt into the air. "I'm totally padded here, so I promise it doesn't hurt, but the best way for you to get comfortable with it is to give it a shot, baby."

      "Hmmm."

      That's his “I'm considering it” sound, and I know it all too well. Impatient, I reach backward, grab his hand, and use it to give my own ass a light smack. It's just a bit of one, and he laughs at my actions…and then pauses.

      My mate makes another “hmm” sound in his throat.

      His hand caresses my ass, and he gives it a little jiggle.

      "Everything okay?" I ask, breathless. "You can use your word if you need to."

      Dagesh lightly taps a hand on my butt again, making it bounce and ripple. "I like this. I see now why one would wish to spank his mate."

      I do my best not to be impatient, but I really want him to start going to town on me. "You can spank me again. I'm totally fine with it."

      That big hand squeezes on my ass, his grip tight. "You are very pushy like this," he teases. "I should spank you for it."

      I bite back a whimper, because that is absolutely what I want. But I know he gets skittish about hurting me. It has to be done in a way he feels comfortable with, so I do my best to remain still and not demand great, huge smacks on my ass. Being patient while aroused is absolutely not something I'm good at, and as Dagesh continues to just keep a hand on my butt, doing nothing, I start to wriggle. I lift my hips, as if pushing my ass higher into the air will somehow make him swing into high gear.

      "Do you need something?" my mate asks, his tone amused.

      "Now you're just being cruel," I say, shifting my weight in the hopes that it makes my butt jiggle enticingly again. "What's a girl gotta do to get her ass smacked around here?"

      Dagesh chuckles, and he caresses my butt cheek. "You can ask."

      "Please."

      I'm rewarded with a light tap. I make a happy noise, lowering my head and quivering with excitement. I'm already hugely aroused. His teasing is driving me wild, especially because his hand rests on my ass for so long. It's like…foreplay. Really, really extended foreplay.

      "Please," I say again, digging my fingers into the big thigh I'm leaning over.

      He smacks my ass again, this time harder, and with palm. I moan, utterly delighted. "I love watching your bottom shake," Dagesh murmurs, then gives me another smack, each one harder than the last. "It shivers each time I strike it."

      The wonder in his voice turns me on so damn hard. I whimper, whispering another “please” as he strikes me again. It's like he's figuring out his groove, my mate. Each strike cracks against my behind louder and harder than the last, until he's smacking me so hard that I'm sure he's leaving handprints.

      I'm so turned on I can't stand it.

      He spanks me again, this time his hand striking across both of my cheeks at once, and hard. I cry out, panting, and he immediately stops. "Too much?"

      "No," I whimper. "I like it."

      "Even now?" He rubs my ass, and then drags a finger into the cleft of my cheeks, seeking the heat of my pussy. Dagesh strokes into me, and then groans. "You are so wet. You really do like this."

      I moan, pushing back against his hand. "Please," I beg again. "Please. Need you. Need more."

      Dagesh moves under me. I'm pushed into the furs, and in the next breath, my mate is on top of me, roughly grabbing my hips and dragging them into the air. I press my face against the blankets even as I lift my ass higher, and then he covers me, his big, warm body pushing against the backs of my thighs and my behind. One big hand slaps my ass again, then grips it tight. "I like seeing you jiggle when I'm about to push inside you," my mate growls. "Can I still spank you?"

      "Please," I sob out. I'm so needy I hurt. "Please keep going."

      He thrusts into me, and I nearly black out, it feels so good. Hot stars explode behind my eyes as he fills my aching pussy, stroking so deep that I feel his balls smack against my skin, and his spur digs into my backside in a way that's disconcerting but also arousing. He pushes deep, then gives my ass a ringing smack, harder than he ever has before.

      I come so hard that I gush, my body seizing up in the hardest orgasm I've ever had. I make choked sounds as my mate thrusts into me, my body making wet, sloppy sounds as he uses me for his own release. When he's done, he growls out my name and digs his fingers into my flanks, and it's another little spark of pure pleasure.

      Afterwards, I just lie there, sprawled and utterly content in the furs, my butt still in the air.

      Dagesh groans as he recovers, and his hand skims possessively over my back and my bottom as he pulls out of me. "Your flesh is red here, now," he says, and tsks. "I was too rough?"

      "No," I mumble, dazed. "You were perfect. So perfect."

      I can hear him moving around in the cave, and I watch through glazed eyes as he wets a towel and cleans himself. I feel too good and boneless to move, and I don't even twitch when he moves to my side and cleans me, too. When he's done, he moves back to the furs and picks me up like I'm a doll, settling me back into his lap. He nuzzles at my face, pressing kisses into my hair, and then wraps a blanket around us. He makes hot tea, too, even though it's hard for him to work with just one hand. The other holds onto me as if he never wants to let me go.

      Dagesh holds the carved bone teacup for me as I drink, and then cuddles me against his lap when I'm done. He strokes my cheek, and I smile with pure contentment.

      "I liked spanking you," my mate muses. "Is that wrong? It feels wrong to strike you, but…I liked doing that."

      "It was the best," I tell him. "And spankings don't hurt, not really. There's a sharp sting every now and then, but that fades quickly."

      "You will bruise," Dagesh points out. "I do not like that."

      "The more you spank me, the more you'll figure out how to smack me without leaving bruises," I say confidently, though I wouldn't mind walking around with two palm-shaped bruises on my butt. If it gives me orgasms like that? He can cover my backside with welts any day of the week.

      He rubs his mouth against my hair, holding me tight against him. "We will sleep in and tomorrow, if you are not too hurt to walk, we will continue on to a better cave."

      I won't be too hurt to walk, but it's sweet of him to worry over me. "I'll be fine, but I have an even better idea."

      "What is it?"

      I reach out and wrap my fingers around his tail, stroking it. "We're bonding, right? Nothing says we can't bond right here."

      "This is not the best cave—"

      "But I have the best company," I tell him. A wicked smile crosses my face. "And you can always spank me for disobeying you."

      His eyes light up at that.
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      NORA

      We never make it to the other cave after all. We spend the next three days inside the tiny cave, curled up around one another and having lots of glorious, incredible sex. It's like we've resonated all over again, except that I'm already pregnant and we know each other a little better now.

      And we have so much sex. Oodles of sex.

      Dagesh has better stamina than any man I've ever met. I don't know if it's a sa-khui thing or if it's because of the khui itself, but he's ready to go again sometimes before I can even catch my breath. Not that I mind. I love when he holds me down and uses me for his own pleasure, dragging my hips up so he can fuck me and then fisting my hair tightly. I come so hard that my body quakes each time.

      We're figuring out each other, too. It's sad that it's almost a month after resonance and we're just now starting to really grasp what each other needs in bed, but better late than never. I've learned that Dagesh doesn't like striking me at all, or pushing or shoving at me. The moment we get close to that, he safe-words out, rattled. He likes the chasing games, though, and we can push the limits a bit more as long as things are posed as a game. It's like when he knows it's not reality, he's able to go a little further.

      My pain limits are a lot higher than what he's giving me, but at the same time, now that I know that I'm going to get what I need from Dagesh, sometimes all it takes is a rough hand on my ass or a hand grazing my throat and I come hard and fast. Sometimes, just the reminder that we have kinky sex is enough to get me off.

      I feel like we're both finally getting what we need, though, and I couldn't be happier. I'm so damn happy that when Dagesh suggests going back to the home cave, I'm sad. I don't want to leave our honeymoon cave that reeks of sex. So what if I've hit my head on the low-hanging ceiling several times? So what if Dagesh has to stoop to move around? So what if we woke up with a trickle of water dampening the furs under us? We're happy out here.

      Maybe what we have doesn't work for everyone, but it doesn't need to work for everyone. It just needs to work for us.

      And it is absolutely working for us.

      We pack up our things after breakfast on the fourth day, and once we put out the fire, I step outside the cave to get one final look at our surroundings. I'm not held back, of course—I can go hunting or out into the mountains any time I want. I…just don't want. I'm not a big adventurer or a traveler. I'm a homebody who likes sitting around the fire with a cup of tea and chatting with friends. I can appreciate today, though, and I take deep breaths of cold, sweet air as I look at the mountains around us. It's all whites and grays—everything's covered in layer after layer of thick snow. It was so overwhelming when I first got here. All the ice and snow, and the realization that this was as good as the weather got was utterly terrifying.

      Somewhere along the way, though, it stopped being scary. I stopped wishing for Earth and started to appreciate my new surroundings. The air here is cleaner and fresher than anything on Earth. The water tastes utterly pure. The food tastes better, though I'm still not a fan of chowing down on raw meat like the sa-khui. I have a new appreciation for hard work, too. Nothing here comes easy. All meat has to be caught, all herbs and roots have to be foraged. Clothing has to be made from the animals that are caught, the hide treated into wearable leather or fur, and then cut and sewn into whatever is needed.

      Nothing is handed to the sa-khui. Nothing will be handed to us, the humans dumped here on this cold, forbidding planet.

      But it doesn't mean that this life isn't worthwhile.

      As I stand, breathing in the crisp air, my mate comes up to me. He's wearing a pack on his back, a spear at his side and another cloak in his hand. He stabs his spear into the snow and immediately puts the fur cloak around my shoulders, bundling me up. There's a look of intense concentration on his face as he tends to me, and I can't resist the smile that curves my mouth.

      This planet is harsh, but maybe because it is so damn harsh, it gives you some amazing things in return. Things like a resonance mate who loves and adores you even when you want your ass spanked in bed. Things like a caring, giving community of people who look out for one another. Things like love, and devotion, and unity. Tenderness and caring.

      And I'm rather good with that trade-off.

      Dagesh tsks at the sight of my neck. "You have small bruises here from my mouth. I do not like that."

      I beam up at him. "I love it. It shows the entire world that you were so hot to trot for me that you lost control."

      My mate snorts at that and just pulls the fur tighter around me. "Are you warm enough? Did you eat enough? Do you want to drink something before we go?"

      Such a fusser, my mate. "I'm good."

      His hand slides to my ass and he rubs it through the many layers of leathers I'm wearing. "And this does not hurt too much?"

      Heat flushes my face. Last night he spanked me within an inch of my life, and I came twice before he ever put his cock inside me. It was amazing. When we were done, he fussed over my backside, because I had palm-sized red marks on my skin, but I've noticed he's less upset about the marks on my ass by the day, which pleases me.

      "My ass is perfectly fine, but if you want to take a look for yourself, I'm down with that."

      I expect my sensible, dependable Dagesh to refuse. He pinches my butt, hard enough to make me squeal, and considers it. "Perhaps I should have a look, just in case."

      Oh, he wants to play, does he? Heat courses through my system, and when he sets down his pack, I practically wriggle with anticipation.

      "You can look," I promise. "If you catch me."

      And I take off running. He's going to catch me. That's the whole point. He's going to catch me and fling me down into the snow and we'll have rough, dirty sex and it'll be amazing.

      We can always go back to the cave tomorrow.
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      NORA

      "And after we had our yoo-ish wedding, your mother kissed me and said she was the happiest female in the land." Dagesh tucks the blankets high under Anna and Elsa's chins, and finishes the completely made up and absolutely squeaky clean story of how we settled in to one another. "As your mother says, we live happily ever after now."

      Elsa's mouth hangs open, already asleep, but Anna smiles shyly at my mate. "I'm gonna live happy ever after with Analay when I get older. Does that mean we get a yoo-ish wedding too?"

      "If you like." He tweaks her braid. "Go to sleep. It is a long time until you grow up. For now, you are still my little girl, and my little girl needs a good sleep if she is to go hunting with her father in the morning."

      I'm torn between smiling at how good Dagesh always is with the girls, and my utter frustration that Anna's brought up mating Analay again. I know Analay's just a kid, but Anna is too, and I don't want her feeling like her life's been decided for her. Maybe it's because I'm so very pregnant that I'm getting all Mama Bear. I know it doesn't bother Dagesh like it does me.

      My mate moves around our hut, banking the fire and tidying up. "You can leave that," I tell him softly, so as not to wake the girls. "I'll get it in the morning."

      "You cannot see your feet, my pretty mate," Dagesh tells me, amused. "Why would I expect you to pick things up off the floor?"

      He's got a point. I rub my huge belly as he picks up the girls' carved toys and leather dolls and puts them away. I hate feeling helpless. I know he had a long day of hunting, and he's tired too, but he always takes care of me when he gets home, as if he's nothing but boundless energy. He's so damn dependable.

      I never thought that would turn me on so much, but here we are.

      "Come to bed," I tell him as he puts the last of the dishes on the stone counter. I pat the furs encouragingly.

      My mate grins at me from over his shoulder, his long braid dancing against his lower back. He is a delicious snack, my man. Even after eight turns of the seasons of being mated, I still get deep-seated quivers in my vagina when he looks at me. If anything, he's grown sexier to me over time, because now I know that in addition to being a strong, dependable, tender and caring mate, he's also an amazing dad who helps me out with the housework and always makes time for the girls.

      He does the dishes, even though I'm perfectly capable of doing them, and then pulls his boots off and crawls into the furs with me. Dagesh tugs me against him, tucking a pillow under my belly and spooning me from behind. His hand goes to my belly, rubbing the distended roundness of it. "How is our kit this day?"

      "Big." I close my eyes, snuggling back against him. "Your hand feels good. Keep rubbing."

      He does, sliding his fingers under my tunic and caressing my bare skin. "The hunt was good," he says, kissing my neck. "My traps were full today. I even caught a snowcat. I found it eating a hopper stuck in one of my snares and killed it before it could get away."

      "That's wonderful. Is that why you were out so long today? Good hunting?"

      Dagesh nods. "I put it all in a cache, but if you want the snowcat pelt, I will go and retrieve it."

      "No rush. I've got plenty of pelts and the girls are working with scraps right now." I might ask Asha if she needs it at some point, but at the moment, the thought of yet another pelt to clean and take care of makes me want to run away screaming. His big hand scratches idly at the underside of my belly and my toes curl with bliss. "Oh man, that feels amazing. Why are you so awesome?"

      "I have a mate that makes me better," he says, nipping at my ear. "But sometimes she is very, very naughty."

      Hot lust floods through me. "Is she?"

      Our sex life has morphed a little since the girls arrived. It's hard to get a nice, rowdy spanking in when little ears are sleeping on the other side of the hut. Most of our sex tends to be quieter, and if I need a bit of an edge to things, Dagesh holds me down. When we need more of a release, sometimes the girls have a “sleepover at Auntie Asha's hut” and then we get a more playful night in. Lately though, I've been so pregnant and miserable I haven't been in much of a playing mood.

      It seems like Dagesh is, though, and that arouses me despite the discomfort of my ungainly body.

      My mate lifts my hair off my neck and kisses my skin. "Yes. She has been very naughty for days now. I think she should be punished."

      I quiver deep inside. "Lies," I whisper. "I'm a good girl and you know it."

      Dagesh's teeth scrape against my skin, hard enough to make me gasp. He shifts his weight, getting up on one elbow, and when I crane my head around to look at him, he grabs a handful of my hair, pinning my head to the pillow. It always amazes me that even after all this time, he manages to find the perfect way to pull my hair that doesn't hurt, but is still firm enough to get me all turned on.

      "What's your word?" he asks.

      It's been a long time since either of us needed a word, but I suspect he's reminding me that it's okay to bail if I'm too tired. "Earth," I say breathless. "But I won't need it."

      "Perhaps not." Dagesh leans in, his teeth scoring against my ear. His other hand pushes into my leggings, seeking out the heat between my thighs. He finds my clit and begins to rub. Not teasing, tender strokes but rougher, demanding ones that are just what I need. Air catches in my throat, and I have to bite back a moan as he works my body. He's determined to wring an orgasm from me, demanding that I come for him. It's so damned erotic—and it's been so many days since I've had (or wanted) a release like this that I come within moments, whimpering out his name as he wrings the orgasm out of me.

      It's not my prettiest climax. I'm fifteen months pregnant, bloated and tired, but Dagesh kisses my neck and murmurs sweet words to me as if I'm the sexiest thing he's ever seen. He pets my pussy as I come down, and when I'm satisfied, he licks my taste off his fingers. I reach for him, even though I can't roll onto my back without flailing like a turtle. "Let me do you now."

      "You sleep," he tells me, pressing a kiss on the tip of my nose. "I will wake you up with my demands soon enough."

      I give him a drowsy smile, snuggle under the arm he drapes over me, and sleep better than I have in days.
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      I wake up in the middle of the night to a hard, horrendous cramp in my lower back.

      So much for sexiness. I nudge Dagesh awake. "I think the baby's coming," I whisper. "Can you help me stand?"

      "Now?" My mate jumps to his feet instantly, his eyes wide. He grabs his clothing, shoving on his boots while trying to simultaneously put on his tunic. I've only ever seen my mate rattled one other time—when Anna and Elsa were born. His antics make me forget myself for a moment, and I giggle at the sight of him.

      Then, my water breaks and it's no longer a laughing matter. I wince as liquid trickles down my legs, soaking my leggings. I put my hands on my belly. "Babe?"

      Dagesh is at my side in an instant, a cloak on his shoulders and boots…and no pants. He holds a cloak out to me. "Here. Here. Do you need your boots? Do you need a drink? Are you hungry? Should I wake the girls?"

      The sight of him strikes me as incredibly funny—or maybe I'm just tired and relieved this baby is finally on the way. I can't stop giggling, even when he gives me a curious look. I just point.

      My mate chuckles. "What, you think no one in this village has seen my cock before? They will not care. I do not care, as long as we get you to the healer."

      I shake my head. It's the middle of the night, and even though I'm uncomfortable, I don't think the baby's coming right away. I haven't had another contraction yet, so there's time. "Help me change clothes?" I whisper. "And let's let the girls sleep for a while longer."

      Dagesh helps me change into a loose, floor-length tunic-dress, and I pace near the fire as he puts on hot tea. I'm tired and want to sit down, but sitting is uncomfortable. Then again, so is standing. Everything kinda sucks, but I've been through this once before, and I know it's temporary. Soon, the baby will be here and most of the discomfort will melt away.

      Then I'll just have a baby boy to hold.

      Or a girl, I remind myself. Analay is a kid. He doesn't know for sure that I'm having a boy. Rokan's knowing isn't always right. Analay might not even have the knowing like Rokan does. He might just be a kid with an active imagination. No sense in borrowing trouble.

      Dagesh holds my arm and helps me circle around the fire, his expression watchful. "Tell me when to get the healer," he says to me. "I will wake her if needed."

      I shake my head. "We've still got time."

      As I pace, we talk about names for the baby. Dagesh's parents were Adash and Geshta, and we debate honoring them with those names. Maybe I'm being picky, but Geshta sounds too close to my mate's name, and I like Adash, but I don't want to consider a boy's name because it feels like I'm agreeing with Analay.

      "What about Miriam?" I ask. "It's my mother's name. A good, Jewish name. Or Esther. That was my grandmother's name."

      "What does it mean, Meer-ee-yum? Or Es-tur?"

      I immediately start leaning toward Esther, just because it's easier to pronounce for him. "Well, I don't exactly recall what Miriam means, but Esther means 'star.'"

      He brightens. "I like that idea. If we have a girl, it is a star."

      "It'll be a girl," I say grimly, and hiss as another contraction ripples through my belly.
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      DAGESH

      It is a girl.

      I hold my newest kit in my arms as Maylak fusses over my mate. Nora has a proud, triumphant look on her pale face as she smiles up at me.

      "Analay was wrong," she says, her expression tired but defiant. "Not everything is set in stone."

      My mate worries too much. Analay can say whatever he likes, but only resonance will decide my daughter's mate. Until her khui sings, it is not worth fussing over. I smile down at her, rocking our newest. Es-tur, my little star, is light in my arms, even though No-rah and Maylak both exclaimed over what a big child she was when she came out. The birth was easy, too. My mate paced near the fire for a few hours, then squatted, and then Es-tur arrived with a wail, just in time for the morning meal.

      She is beautiful, my little star. I gaze down at her, fascinated. Her mane is as black as mine, but her little nose and chin are all No-rah. Her cheeks are fat and full, her legs long and skinny like all newborn kits. Her eyes are dark, like No-rah before she received her khui, and the sight of those eyes fills my heart with worry. I will not sleep well until we bring down a sa-kohtsk and give my little star the strongest of khuis. I lift a finger to her tiny hand and she clasps it, her small fingernails perfect. She has four fingers and a thumb, my Es-tur, and unlike her sisters, she has no tail.

      The tiny, perfect little mouth of my new daughter screws up and she bellows.

      I laugh, delighted. "Strong lungs, just like her mother."

      No-rah gives me a tired smile, holding her arms out for the kit. "I should feed her."

      I glance over at the healer, but she no longer has her hands on No-rah. Maylak looks tired, but her work is done. "It was an easy birth," Maylak tells us both. "And she is a very healthy kit. A worthy addition to our growing tribe."

      I gently place Es-tur in my mate's arms, watching protectively as our newest daughter turns in toward her mother and nuzzles at No-rah's teat. There is no sight better than this one, and my heart skips a beat as my mate smiles down at our daughter. She watches the baby begin to suck, her fingers stroking the thick black cap of fuzz atop the kit's head. Then, she glances up at me, her eyes soft with wonder. "Will you get the girls from Asha when you get a chance? They'll want to say hello to their sister."

      I do not want to leave my mate's side, but No-rah is right. Ah-nah and El-sah will be excited to meet Es-tur. They have waited for this day as much as us, eagerly touching No-rah's stomach when the kit kicked inside her. They will want to share this moment with us…and I want my entire family close. The birth of the little one has reminded me how fragile all of my females are, and I want to watch over them like a broody snowcat in a den with its kits huddled close.

      I move forward and kiss my mate's sweaty brow, just because I need to touch her. She beams up at me, pure joy, and I gaze down at my mate and our new daughter as she nurses. "I am going."

      "I know." Her lips twitch with amusement.

      I pause a moment longer. "This one looks more like me." I reach out and touch the small fist, fascinated anew by how little Es-tur is.

      "They all look like you." No-rah gives me an exasperated smile.

      Maylak gets to her feet. "Well, I am going." She yawns. "Should I have Esha go and find the girls and bring them back?"

      I want to tell her yes, that I want to sit next to my mate and my new kit and not get up for days. But I am a father, and Ah-nah and El-sah deserve to hear from me that they have a new sister. "I will get them." I glance down at Es-tur one more time and then pull away. "I will be back very soon."

      "I'll be here." No-rah leans back on the pillows, watching the little one nurse. She looks tired, my mate. Fragile. I am going to spoil her this day, I decide. I will stop by Stay-see and Pashov's hut and see if they will be willing to cook a few meals in exchange for some fresh meat or furs. I will get the tea she likes best from Asha. I will warm some water and bathe her when the new kit is asleep. I will help the girls with their sewing and with keeping the hut clean, and we will let No-rah rest.

      My work has doubled, but I could not be happier. My family is growing again. To think that eight turns of the seasons ago, I thought I would always be alone. Truly, no male is as lucky as me.

      I head into the village, but I am stopped constantly. Harrec and his mate wish to hear about the new kit. Vektal congratulates me on the addition to the tribe. Claire and Ereven offer to watch the girls and take them hunting to give me and No-rah time to relax. I eventually find Stay-see, and she is delighted to make meals for my mate. She will bring some by in the morning, she promises, and pushes a basket of fresh-made seed cakes into my arms as I leave.

      I find Asha with Air-ee-yon-uh and their kits, along with my girls. Ah-nah and El-sah jump to their feet with excitement.

      "Is my brother here?" Ah-nah says, looking up at me with wide eyes.

      Before I can answer that it is a sister, Analay speaks, not looking up from the toy he plays with. "Not this one."

      "Not this one what?" I cannot help but ask.

      He blinks up at me, his little face serious. "This one is not a boy. Not this resonance."

      I am speechless. His mother gives me a helpless shrug and then turns to her son. "Analay, can you get me a fresh change for the baby?" She pats the infant in her lap, smiling awkwardly at me. "Zoari needs her big brother's assistance."

      Analay jumps to his feet and races away, eager to help.

      His mother glances back at me and speaks in a soft, low voice. "I'm sorry. I know he keeps bringing it up. It's just…he loves Anna. Adores her. I know it makes Nora upset, but he's too little to understand that talking about the future like that might be seen as pushy." She adjusts the kit in her arms, moving it to her shoulder and rubbing the small back. "We've talked with him and he knows resonance has to come first. He's content to wait."

      I grunt. I do not want to be disloyal to my mate. I know No-rah is very protective of Ah-nah and wants her to be able to make her own decisions, but if resonance chooses, it chooses.

      "It wasn't a boy, was it?" Air-ee-yon-uh asks.

      I pause. "It is another girl. Her name is Es-tur."

      She nods, as if she already knew. Perhaps she did. Her son races back inside with a bundle of old leather squares that the mothers use for little bottoms, and he smiles with pride. "I found them!"

      "Good job, Analay. You're such a big help." She beams at him.

      I gesture to my girls, my head full of strange new thoughts. Another kit in the future. A boy. "Come, girls," I say to my children. "Your mother has a sister for you to meet."

      "A sister?" El-sah exclaims, excited. "Oh boy!"

      "Girl!" Ah-nah sings out, and they both laugh.

      I thank Asha for watching them, nod to the others, and usher the girls out into the village and towards our hut. I will talk with No-rah later about what Analay has said. I do not know if she will be happy over his words, but I like the thought of a son. Later, though. For now, there is a new kit to think about, and she is perfect, just as she is.
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        One week later

      

      

      NORA

      "There now," I say, putting one last stitch on the fuzzy hem of Anna's new patchwork tunic. "You both look cute as buttons."

      Elsa scrunches her nose as she looks up at me. "Mama, what's a button?"

      Oh. "It's a fastener. A round one. We used them back on Earth. It's just a saying." I smooth an unruly lock of hair back into one of Anna's topknots, and admire my little ones. The girls worked all week long to finish their tunics so they could have them for the feast tonight, and I stayed up late last night to finish the hems for them. They look adorable, though, a matched pair except that Elsa has a big red leather heart over the chest of her tunic and Anna wanted a yellow crescent moon. "Beautiful, both of you. Now go run along and see if Stacy roasted some hraku seeds for you."

      Me, personally, I'm looking forward to the shredded not-potato cakes, because they remind me of latkes from home.

      The girls race out of the hut, practically ripping the leather door covering from its fastenings as they do. I bite back a sound of frustration and let them go; they're little, and they've been good all week. They can cut loose today. The drums have started already, so they're eager to get to the celebration.

      I wrap another binder around my milk-heavy breasts, then put on a loose tunic that ties up the front, because Esther is a bit of a pig and will no doubt want another meal the moment I come close. It's like she has a sixth sense when it comes to her mama. Dagesh can carry her in a sling all afternoon and she'll be quiet and perfect, but the moment I come near, the hungry beast awakens. She's so little and sweet that I kind of love it, though.

      I pull my hair back in a messy ponytail, trying to smooth a few flyaways. I'm allowed to look a little rumpled, given that I just had a baby a few days ago, but everyone dresses up for a party, even out here. I put on my boots, wrap a cloak around my shoulders, and then stuff a couple of extra cloaks and some leather nappies into a bag, because someone's going to need them later. When I'm ready, I head out of the hut and toward the big longhouse.

      As I do, I see Lila emerging from her hut with her little one strapped to her chest. I sign at her in greeting. Hello. Is she sleeping?

      Yes, Lila signs back. Sleeping.

      Rollan? I spell out his name with my fingers, and then continue signing. Lila has her hearing back, but old habits die hard, and we all still sign around her sometimes. It's good when there's a sleepy baby involved, too. You need help to get ready?

      My son is with his father, Lila signs. She looks tired, but she smiles. Her hand goes to Lola's tiny head and she strokes the baby's hair. I'm ready. You?

      I am good. I indicate we should walk together.

      Where is Esther? she asks me, and when her baby stirs, she sighs and opens her tunic, settling her against her breast. "So much for signing. Is your littlest with your mate?"

      I smile, because at this angle, Lola is all blue skin and dark hair, and for a striking moment, she looks just like my tiny Esther. My twins were born blonde, so it's startling to me to see a baby with a cap of black hair at my breast, even though most of the kits here are dark haired. "She was being fussy so Dagesh took her for a walk. It puts her to sleep right away."

      "How are the girls adjusting to being big sisters?" Her steps slow as she walks, but I don't mind. I'm not in a hurry.

      "Most of the time, they love it. They want to treat Esther like a doll, and I have to watch to make sure they're careful with her. How does Rollan like his new sister?"

      Her expression turns wry. "He's a little jealous, but it's getting better. He's not as much of a fan of sharing Mommy and Daddy as we thought. Rokan is trying to spend extra time with him while I have the baby."

      We chat a little more, and the sound of drums grows stronger the closer we get to the longhouse. I can hear talking inside, and even though I'm not much of a party girl, I'm filled with anticipation. It's a night of just getting together and talking, of eating good food and sitting around the campfire and chatting for hours. One of the elders will start up a game of story spinning, and all the children will be drawn in and kept occupied, so the adults can relax. Someone will break out the sah-sah, someone will bring out body paints, and everyone will go to bed many, many hours later having had a wonderful time.

      The heavy leather flap that covers the door to the longhouse is pulled back, and Rokan grins at his mate. "I have saved you a seat." He nods at me. "Your mate is near the fire."

      I thank him and head in, waving a quick goodbye to Lila. I'm sure we'll be talking a lot in the next while, since we both have very young babies right now. Josie does, too, and I make a mental note to go spend time with her when I have a bit more energy. She can commiserate on having three young ones, as well. Many of the women have a second child at this point, but three is a special kind of exhaustion that only a mom can understand. I scan the crowded longhouse. Drayan has a drum between his knees, pounding on it. Little Kae is at his side, with a child-sized drum, and tries to keep the beat with him. Someone's already making out under the furs in one corner of the lodge, and I'm not entirely surprised to see it's Hassen and Maddie. A quick glance shows their son Masan is with his cousin Rollan, both of them playing with Masan's pet dirtbeak. I'm not thrilled to see the bird here, but Maddie has assured me before that it hasn't picked up the habits of the wild ones and Masan is diligent about keeping it clean.

      I can't pick on the kid for having a bird, though. Kate sits with her mate Harrec, and their rapidly growing snowcat is draped over both their laps, snoozing. They chat with Summer and Warrek, and Summer is excitedly talking, her hands moving in the air, even as she's ensconced in her quiet mate's lap. Nearby, Holvek's little dvisti colt is wearing a little tunic that Megan made for it, and Holvek seems to be trying to teach it a trick while Aehako and Cashol look on.

      By the fire, Kira is helping Stacy, who loves to handle the cooking for the feasts. I smell hot not-potato cakes and my mouth waters. Kemli and Megan are nearby, the latter seated and rubbing her belly while Kemli stirs what smells like tea. Esha's making little cakes of something on hot stones—probably hraku-seed treats.

      It looks like everyone's here. I see the brothers Pashov and Zennek with their father, Borran. Pashov's got their youngest, Tash, in a carrier strapped to his chest. Vadren sits with them, and Marlene's little Zalene is in the elder's lap as Marlene chatters excitedly to Ariana. Zolaya has Analay next to him and their newborn Zoari in his arms, giving his mate a break.

      I look to Analay's side and sure enough, there's my Anna, her face painted with bright swirls. She looms over the seated boy, talking a mile a minute while her sister gets her face painted by Tiffany. Salukh and Lukti look like they're painting cranky old Drenol's face, and the elder has a surprisingly tolerant expression. I'm not surprised—he adores quiet, thoughtful little Lukti.

      A person moves, and then I have a glimpse of my handsome mate, Esther bundled in his arms. He's in a group, talking to Hemalo as Asha feeds Shema and talks with the healer, Maylak. Kashrem holds their littlest and seems content to listen in.

      "I saved you a seat. Come on." Claire appears next to me and steers me through the group.

      I laugh, pleased. "It's so crowded in here. Every time I see everyone gathered together, I can't believe how big the tribe has gotten." I let her lead me through the jumble of furs and stretched out legs, toward a spot that's not too close to the fire, but just close enough. The awnings on the longhouse have been rolled back to let the smoke out, and overhead, the stars glitter. It's a clear, perfect night. Inside the longhouse, it's toasty warm, and I take off my top layer of furs and set it on the rock that Claire saved for me. It's big enough for Dagesh to squeeze in next to me, or for the girls to pile on once they get tired, and I shoot her a smile of appreciation. Her mate Ereven hands her their little girl Relvi the moment she sits down, and I catch sight of Georgie and Vektal nearby, even as Talie, Vekka, and Erevair race past, nearly knocking a bowl out of Vektal's hands. The chief sighs heavily and gets to his feet, chasing after them.

      I sit down on the rock, and the moment I do, fatigue hits me. I give Claire another grateful look. "Thank you. I forgot how exhausting it is to have a new baby."

      "No worries." Claire adjusts Relvi in her arms, the little one sucking her thumb and staring up at me with big eyes. "Your girls did a great job on their tunics. They look adorable."

      They do. I can pick their bright hair out of the group, and I'm not entirely surprised to see that Anna's still with Analay, though she looks to be the instigator of that particular conversation. I watch as my daughter says something to him and he gives her the shyest, sweetest smile. For a moment, he looks just like Ariana, who is an absolute sweetheart, and I feel guilty for worrying over his “seeing” so much. I want Anna to be her own person, but Analay's just a kid. I can't be mad at him spouting off things he thinks he sees.

      As if he can sense my thoughts, Analay looks over at me. I give him a bright smile, and he returns it, his round little face happy as my daughter paints a bright yellow streak on his nose.

      Even if he's right about his senses, I suppose it's not the end of the world. I just want Anna happy, and it's clear she adores him.

      A hungry wail crests over the hum of conversation, and my breasts immediately leak. Dagesh cuts through the crowd, heading toward me with Esther, and he settles her in my arms so I can feed her. Once she's nursing, my mate kneels in front of me. "Can I get you anything, my pretty one?"

      "A couple of the latkes once this one finishes eating?" I ask. I'm starving, and nursing just seems to whet my appetite.

      "I will get some now and feed you," Dagesh insists, then cuts his way across to the fire and talks with Kemli and Stacy. He's such a good mate. I beam at his backside, utterly content.

      Claire leans over and gazes at my nursing daughter. "Look at those big, bright eyes. She's a beauty. And so plump, too!"

      "She's definitely a chunk," I say proudly. I suspect Esther's going to be big like her daddy, whereas Anna and Elsa are more delicately built. "A good addition to the tribe."

      "Every addition is a good one," Claire says cheerily. We talk about nothing in particular for a while, mostly how to season the sa-kohtsk meat that was cached for the brutal season. It tastes bitter and stringy, but it's a waste of so much meat that we're determined to figure out a way to make it tasty. Claire wants to try marinades. She had Ereven bring back a chunk of haunch and has been experimenting with soaking the meat in fat drippings and a ton of herbs. "The longer the better," she tells me with a wink. "Everything improves with time—food, friends, mates…everything."

      I look over at my mate. Dagesh isn't the most exciting of men, which I thought I wanted when I was younger. I wanted someone that made me breathless, someone that would lead me on a rollercoaster of emotions. Dagesh isn't that guy. He's mild natured on the best of days, with a streak of kindness a mile wide. He's dependable and steady, and the antithesis of what I thought I wanted.

      He's also someone that's utterly devoted to me and the girls, a wonderful father, and helps me out with the children without me having to ask. He's a good provider, and thoughtful. He's handsome, and best of all, he pays attention. He finds out what I need and makes sure I get it. He asks for permission when we want to try something new in bed. He gives, rather than takes.

      I thought I'd always want someone that took and didn't ask. Turns out I was wrong about that. I was wrong about a lot of stuff.

      If you would have asked me at the age of twenty-one if I wanted to raise a big family on a planet covered with ice and have my mate chosen for me by a parasite, I'd have thought you were insane.

      Turns out, it's exactly what I need.

      The khui knows. The khui always knows. Dagesh might not be the wild-eyed prince of my dreams, but I don't need or want that guy anymore. I want the good father, the good listener, the big alien man that's there when I wake up in the morning and tells the girls bedtime stories. I want a mate that's thoughtful and devoted, the mate that isn't afraid to spank me or hold me down in bed if I need it, but will also make breakfast and braid pigtails when I'm too tired to get out of bed.

      It couldn't have picked better for me.

      The khui always knows. Maybe Analay's khui already knows about Anna's khui, too. If it picked so well for me, I need to trust that it will pick equally well for my little girl. I need to trust in the universe.

      And when my mate returns to my side with a steaming latke and a smile, I know the universe has my back. It gave me Dagesh, after all.
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      Hello there!

      It’s hard to believe that I started the first Ice Planet Barbarians book in 2015. That feels like forever ago! I think it’s one reason why I put off writing the last one for so long? I never wanted it to end. :)

      But way back in 2015, I had read literally everything on the market that had an alien in it, and I was frustrated because there wasn’t a lot that hit the sweet spot of what I wanted to see more of. So when I was feeling particularly fried between deadlines and tired of bikers, I decided to dust off an old file of mine that I’d entitled ‘Symbiont Romance’ (tapeworms! so sexy!) and give it a shot. I didn’t have it all quite nailed down in my head. Some readers will notice that there’s a darker tone to book one, and Vektal carries a sword while everyone else uses spears. At that point I was just sort of figuring things out and having a blast. Never in my wildest dreams did I think that I’d write a twenty-something book series PLUS a spinoff series. I didn’t think anyone would want to follow me for six books (the original plan if all went well!) much less write me and demand stories of the children of the characters.

      But here we are! And I’m so happy to be here and to have shared this world with you. It started out a little dark, but as I found my footing, it turned into less of a story about a bleak alien landscape and more about finding community on the fringes of the universe. It became about friends and re-learning skills most people have forgotten, and it became about finding your person.

      Specifically, it became about finding your person and learning how to be a couple.

      I kind of love that aspect about the stories. I love that no one’s changing who they are to meet someone else’s needs but more about meeting in the middle and figuring out how to get what you want without compromising who you are.

      Which brings me to this story. Nora’s character formed for me when in book 3, Kira overhears (thanks to the translator in her ear) Nora being spanked in bed and demanding more. I thought it was just a funny, awkward moment, but a friend of mine immediately wrote me and said “Oooh, she’s kinky!”

      Clueless me was like, she is? But then the wheels in my head started turning, and I thought about how that would play out. How the heck do you explain BDSM to a neolithic people who have been very short on women for a very long time? How do you explain to a virgin hero who comes from a culture that’s extremely protective of mates that you need someone to be rough with you in bed and that being kind and gentle will absolutely not give you an orgasm?

      Naturally I had to write a story about it. :)

      I hope it reads as fun and sincere and above all, as consenting. I liked the angle of Dagesh having to figure out how he can give Nora what she needs without feeling like he’s turning into something that he wouldn’t be happy with. I also liked that he had a safe-word of his own when he felt things were getting out of his depth.

      Speaking of Dagesh - someone on Facebook pointed out that in an early book, Dagesh was mentioned as being the sibling of a few barbarians but in later stories, he has no family. They wanted to know why.

      There is an easy explanation for this: I am a ding-a-ling. You know how when your brain is all “Say hi” or “Say how are you” and what comes out is “How are hi?” Yeah. That’s pretty much me writing most of my books. Lol. I will think of a character and know that his name is Harrec. I will tell myself, “Write the name Harrec” and what I will write is ‘Hassen’. Because my brain knows which character I’m referring to (the goofball mate of Kate!) but my hands just type the first H-name that springs to mind.

      Sorry for any confusion. :)

      Speaking of things I wanted to touch upon, I would also like to give a shout out to my good friend Alicia, who read this for me and advised me on aspects of cultural Judaism. If I got anything wrong, it’s absolutely my fault for misinterpreting a conversation. I’ve always strove to deliberately keep religion out of the Ice Planet Barbarian books because for me, I’m writing stories about love that crosses all kinds of boundaries, cultural, alien, or otherwise, and religion often becomes a very hairy situation very quickly and can make readers feel excluded rather than included, and that’s not my goal. That being said, I didn’t want to ignore Nora’s Judaism if the character has referenced it in the past. I tried to represent her authentically without deep-diving into religion itself, and if I messed it up, my apologies.

      For those of you that are sad (like me!) that this is the last story of the Croatoan tribe, I’m not leaving the planet! We’re continuing on with Icehome, and I have no doubt that our beloved characters will continue to pop up on the pages. I’ve been asked about prequels. I’ve been asked about the next generation. I’ve been asked to crash an entire new fleet of space ships (lol) so we can have more characters and more romances. :)

      I’m not entirely sure what the next series will shape up to be, but rest assured that I’m not done with the planet!

      Love to you all!

      — Ruby
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      At Croatoan

      

      Mated Couples and their kits

      ________

      Vektal (Vehk-tall) – The chief of the sa-khui. Mated to Georgie.

      Georgie – Human woman (and unofficial leader of the human females). Has taken on a dual-leadership role with her mate. Currently pregnant with her third kit.

      Talie (Tah-lee) – Their first daughter.

      Vekka (Veh-kah) – Their second daughter.

      _______

      Maylak (May-lack) – Tribe healer. Mated to Kashrem.

      Kashrem (Cash-rehm) - Her mate, also a leather-worker.

      Esha (Esh-uh) – Their teenage daughter.

      Makash (Muh-cash) — Their younger son.

      _______

      Sevvah (Sev-uh) – Tribe elder, mother to Aehako, Rokan, and Sessah

      Oshen (Aw-shen) – Tribe elder, her mate

      Sessah (Ses-uh) - Their youngest son (currently at Icehome beach)

      _______

      Ereven (Air-uh-ven) Hunter, mated to Claire.

      Claire – Mated to Ereven

      Erevair (Air-uh-vair) - Their first child, a son

      Relvi (Rell-vee) – Their second child, a daughter

      _______

      Liz – Raahosh’s mate and huntress. Currently at Icehome beach.

      Raahosh (Rah-hosh) – Her mate. A hunter and brother to Rukh. Currently at Icehome beach.

      Raashel (Rah-shel) – Their daughter.

      Aayla (Ay-lah) – Their second daughter

      Ahsoka (Ah-so-kah) - Their third daughter.

      _______

      Stacy – Mated to Pashov. Unofficial tribe cook.

      Pashov (Pah-showv) – son of Kemli and Borran, brother to Farli, Zennek, and Salukh. Mate of Stacy.

      Pacy (Pay-see) – Their first son.

      Tash (Tash) – Their second son.

      _______

      Nora – Mate to Dagesh.

      Dagesh (Dah-zhesh) (the g sound is swallowed) – Her mate. A hunter.

      Anna & Elsa – Their twin daughters.

      Esther - newborn daughter.

      _______

      Harlow – Mate to Rukh. Once ‘mechanic’ to the Elders’ Cave. Currently at Icehome beach.

      Rukh (Rookh) – Former exile and loner. Original name Maarukh. (Mah-rookh). Brother to Raahosh. Mate to Harlow. Father to Rukhar. Currently at Icehome beach.

      Rukhar (Roo-car) – Their son.

      Daya (dye-uh) - Their daughter.

      _______

      Megan – Mate to Cashol. Mother to Holvek. Pregnant.

      Cashol (Cash-awl) – Mate to Megan. Hunter. Father to Holvek.

      Holvek (Haul-vehk) – their son. Has a pet, Thunder, an orphaned dvisti colt with a twisted leg.

      _______

      Marlene (Mar-lenn) – Human mate to Zennek. French.

      Zennek (Zehn-eck) – Mate to Marlene. Father to Zalene. Brother to Pashov, Salukh, and Farli. Currently at Icehome beach.

      Zalene (Zah-lenn) – daughter to Marlene and Zennek.

      _______

      Ariana – Human female. Mate to Zolaya. Basic school ‘teacher’ to tribal kits.

      Zolaya (Zoh-lay-uh) – Hunter and mate to Ariana. Father to Analay & Zoari.

      Analay (Ah-nuh-lay) – Their son.

      Zoari (Zoh-air-ee) - Their newborn daughter.

      _______

      Tiffany – Human female. Mated to Salukh. Tribal botanist.

      Salukh (Sah-luke) – Hunter. Son of Kemli and Borran, brother to Farli, Zennek, and Pashov. Currently at Icehome beach.

      Lukti (Lookh-tee) – Their son.

      _______

      Aehako (Eye-ha-koh) –Mate to Kira, father to Kae. Son of Sevvah and Oshen, brother to Rokan and Sessah.

      Kira – Human woman, mate to Aehako, mother of Kae. Was the first to be abducted by aliens and wore an ear-translator for a long time. Recently re-resonated to her mate a 2nd time.

      Kae (Ki –rhymes with ‘fly’) – Their daughter.

      _______

      Kemli (Kemm-lee) – Female elder, mother to Salukh, Pashov, Zennek, and Farli. Tribe herbalist.

      Borran (Bore-awn) – Her mate, elder. Tribe brewer.

      _______

      Josie – Human woman. Mated to Haeden.

      Haeden (Hi-den) – Hunter. Previously resonated to Zalah, but she died (along with his khui) in the khui-sickness before resonance could be completed. Now mated to Josie.

      Joden (Joe-den) – Their first child, a son.

      Joha (Joe-hah) – Their second child, a daughter.

      Shae (Shay, rhymes with play) - Their third child, a newborn daughter.

      _______

      Rokan (Row-can) – Oldest son to Sevvah and Oshen. Brother to Aehako and Sessah. Adult male hunter. Now mated to Lila. Has ‘sixth’ sense.

      Lila – Maddie’s sister. Once deaf, recently reacquired hearing on The Tranquil Lady via med bay. Resonated to Rokan.

      Rollan (Row-lun) – Their first child, a son.

      Lola (nicknamed Lolo) - Their recently born daughter.

      _______

      Hassen (Hass-en) – Hunter. Previously exiled. Mated to Maddie. Currently at Icehome beach.

      Maddie – Lila’s sister. Found in second crash. Mated to Hassen.

      Masan (Mah-senn) – Their son. Owns a baby dirtbeak named Millicent.

      _______

      Asha (Ah-shuh) – Mate to Hemalo. Mother to Hashala (deceased) and Shema.

      Hemalo (Hee-muh-low) – Mate to Asha. Father to Hashala (deceased) and Shema.

      Shema (Shee-muh) – Their daughter.

      _______

      Farli – (Far-lee) Adult daughter to Kemli and Borran. Her brothers are Salukh, Zennek, and Pashov. She has a pet dvisti named Chompy (Chahm-pee). Mated to Mardok. Pregnant. Currently at Icehome beach.

      Mardok (Marr-dock) – Bron Mardok Vendasi, from the planet Ubeduc VII. Arrived on The Tranquil Lady. Mechanic and ex-soldier. Resonated to Farli and elected to stay behind with the tribe. Currently at Icehome beach.

      _______

      Bek – (Behk) – Hunter. Brother to Maylak. Mated to Elly. Currently at Icehome beach.

      Elly – Former human slave. Kidnapped at a very young age and has spent much of life in a cage or enslaved. First to resonate amongst the former slaves brought to Not-Hoth. Mated to Bek. Pregnant. Currently at Icehome beach.

      _______

      Harrec (Hair-ek) – Hunter. Squeamish. Also a tease. Recently resonated to Kate.

      Kate – Human female. Extremely tall & strong, with white-blonde curly hair. Recently resonated to Harrec. Pregnant.

      Mr. Fluffypuff aka Puff/Poof - Her orphaned snowcat kitten.

      _______

      Warrek (War-ehk) – Tribal hunter and teacher. Son to Eklan (now deceased). Resonated to Summer.

      Summer – Human female. Tends to ramble in speech when nervous. Chess aficionado. Recently resonated to Warrek.

      _______

      Taushen (Tow – rhymes with cow – shen) – Hunter. Recently mated to Brooke. Experiencing a happiness renaissance. Currently at Icehome beach.

      Brooke – Human female with fading pink hair. Former hairdresser, fond of braiding the hair of anyone that walks close enough. Mated to Taushen and recently pregnant. Currently at Icehome beach.

      _______

      Vaza (Vaw-zhuh) – Widower and elder. Loves to creep on the ladies. Currently pleasure-mated with Gail and at Icehome beach. Adopted father to Z’hren. Currently at Icehome beach.

      Gail – Divorced older human woman. Had a son back on Earth (deceased).  Approx fiftyish in age. Pleasure-mated with Vaza, adopted mother to Z’hren. Currently at Icehome beach.

      

      Unmated Elders

      _______

      Drayan (Dry-ann) – Elder.

      Drenol (Dree-nowl) – Elder. Friend to Lukti.

      Vadren (Vaw-dren) – Elder. Sometimes bedmate to Kemli and Borran.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Want More Ruby Dixon?

          

        

      

    

    
      Are you confused about Ice Planet Barbarians? Don’t know where to start? I have a reading guide on my website you can download.

      

      Got Kindle Unlimited and want to go wild reading? I’ve got a few suggestions!

      

      
        
        If you’re into snarky, sexy fantasy:

        Bound to the Battle God

      

        

      
        If you’re into post-apocalyptic settings and possessive dragon shifters:

        Fire In His Blood

      

        

      
        If you’re into mail order brides (in space!):

        Risdaverse Tales (a four story compilation)

      

      

      

      Everything is always Kindle Unlimited, so borrow away!
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