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      What happens after happily ever after? Quite a bit, actually. Georgie and Vektal are mated, but Georgie has a few things on her mind before she settles into her new life…

      

      Why not have a honeymoon?

      

      This story is an extended epilogue for Ice Planet Barbarians and is for readers who want a little more of their favorite couple. Don’t start here! Start with book one, Ice Planet Barbarians.
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      If you’re wondering where this story falls in the exact timeline, Book 1 (Ice Planet Barbarians) and Book 2 (Barbarian Alien) overlap slightly with timeframes.

      

      While technically this story can be read after Book 1 with no problems, if we’re picking at exact timelines, it falls after Book 2’s ending but before Book 3.
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      GEORGIE

      I wake up to find Vektal watching me sleep. Again.

      I yawn, rubbing my eyes, and give him a sleepy smile. “Hey there. How long have you been awake?”

      The big alien shrugs, his face inches from mine. I’m snuggled under the furs in the cave that’s now my home. As with every morning, I wake up with Vektal beside me, and he’s always watching me. It’s kind of cute. He reaches out and runs his big, blunt fingers through my tangled hair, pulling it forward over my shoulders and then sliding his hand down my arm. “I have been awake for some time. It is my custom to wake up before dawn.”

      “Oh.” I grimace, because I’m guessing it’s later than that. “Am I keeping you from something?”

      “No.” He touches my hair again.

      “Then why are you staring?” I ask him with a chuckle as I settle back into the blankets, closing my eyes again. If we’re not being kept from something, maybe I can steal a few more minutes of shut-eye.

      “Because I like to watch you sleep,” he says in that delicious, deep voice of his. “It is bad to watch you?”

      “Not bad, no. I’m just not used to it.” I smile and slide a little closer. “Then again, I’m not used to sleeping with someone. Or this planet. Or any of this, really.”

      Vektal wraps big arms around me and hauls me against his chest, tucking me against him and then stroking my hair. “Does this make you unhappy?”

      I open my eyes, frowning into the pre-dawn darkness. That’s…a strange thing to ask. “Unhappy?”

      “You do not smile like the others. You do not laugh with delight. I want to hear you laugh more, my Georgie.” He says my name carefully, doing his best to pronounce the hard G sounds. “Is something bothering you?”

      Bothering me? Only a small something, really, and I feel too selfish to ask for it. So I just smile against his stomach and snuggle closer, looping an arm over his chest and tucking my cheek against his skin. I love to cuddle against his big, brawny chest. I don’t mind the thick plating that makes parts of him less-snuggleable, because the rest of him is suede-soft over rock-hard muscles.

      I sigh with contentment and close my eyes, listening to his heartbeat and his khui as it hums gently in his chest. I’m a little sad that the sound of it changed. It took me a bit to notice it, but the sound of his khui changed a few days after I first got mine, and when I asked him about it, he told me that resonance had truly been fulfilled, and both our khuis were sated. It was surprising to me because I’d thought he’d gotten me pregnant right away, but I guess not. Sometimes I miss that wild, crazy beat of his khui, but I like the contented purring of today, too.

      Vektal’s hand steals to my hair and he strokes it again. “Do you wish to stay in the furs this day, my mate?”

      “I’m just being lazy,” I tell him, tracing a finger along his chest. “Give me a few more minutes and I’ll wake up for real.”

      “Take as long as you like.” He strokes my back. “I enjoy holding you.”

      Oh, I know he does. He’s by far the handsiest man I’ve ever met. He’s constantly touching me or caressing me, as if he needs to reassure himself that I’m here and I exist. I understand it. After learning what I have of these people and of how few females there were until we came along? No wonder he’s so protective. I suspect if he didn’t have to go hunting he’d just sit around all day and watch me.

      The thought of the big, fierce-looking Vektal sitting in a corner of the cave and watching me sew clothing by the fire as if it’s the most fascinating thing ever makes me smile. It’s been a few weeks since we arrived here, but I’m not sick of him in the slightest. I worried that being the object of such attention might get tiresome, that he’d grow used to me or I’d get irked by his hovering, but if anything, we’re closer by the day. I love how attentive he is. I love how he’s fascinated by everything about me, as if I’m some sort of unique unicorn of a human instead of just an average-looking girl from Florida.

      I’m not tired of him, either. Not in the slightest.

      I press a kiss to his skin, running my fingertips along his sculpted abs. “So you’ve been awake for a bit?”

      He grunts agreement.

      “Any new resonances?”

      Vektal chuckles, and I can hear the sound as it moves through his chest. “You ask that every day.”

      “It felt like it was happening every day,” I admit. We’re up to five now—mine, Liz, Marlene, Nora, Stacy, and Ariana. Most of them happened right away, but I’ve seen how the guys watch the girls and I know it has to be on their minds as much as it is on mine.

      Vektal rumbles with laughter again. “It is a rare thing, this I promise.”

      If he says so. Doesn’t seem all that rare to me so far, but he’s the expert. I run a fingertip along the dip of his navel just because I like touching him. He shudders underneath my caress and I decide I like that, too. “Everyone settled in this morning? No crying?”

      My big alien makes a disgruntled sound in his throat. “There is always some crying.”

      “There is,” I admit. “It’s to be expected.”

      “You did not cry.” He wraps a curl of my hair around one finger.

      My smile falters. “Maybe I just haven’t cried yet,” I whisper. I’m the unofficial leader of the humans, after all. I’ve had to be strong ever since we got here, because I was the one with the plan to attack our captors, I was the one that went out to find help, I was the one who resonated to Vektal, the strong, capable—and yummy—chief of the alien tribe here. Everyone’s viewed the humans here as my tribe, and me as their chief, and even us humans have kinda fallen into that way of thinking. They come to me when they’re worried or scared, as if I’m in charge.

      Sometimes, it feels like a lot. I’m the same age they are, but I don’t get to be the one that cries about our fate, or the one that stays in bed all day. I have to be a responsible leader, even when I feel just as overwhelmed and helpless as they do.

      But I won’t focus on that right now. I wouldn’t change anything that’s happened since we arrived on this planet, right from the very first time I met Vektal and he was feasting between my thighs as if he’d never tasted anything so good. I squeeze my legs together at the delicious memory. “Who was crying this morning?”

      “Air-ee-yon-uh.”

      Ah. “Is Zolaya with her?” If her mate is out hunting, I should probably go see what’s bothering her, do some damage control. Some of the girls here aren’t being very welcoming to her and most of the aliens are puzzled by her constant tears. Her mate is a sweetheart, though, and I’m so glad he dotes on her like he does.

      “Yes, and Mar-lenn too.”

      “Then she’ll be okay.”

      He grunts. “I heard that Bek has been sneaking off with one of the humans, as well.”

      “That would be Claire,” I admit. I’ve heard this too but said nothing because Claire didn’t want me to. “Is it a bad idea?”

      “A pleasure mate? No.” Vektal shifts as I tease his belly button again, and I realize he’s ticklish. How have I not known this after being with him for weeks now? It makes me want to tickle more, even though we should probably be getting up. “It is just that…” He pauses, choosing his words. “Bek is a very strong-minded hunter.”

      I know what he’s saying, what he’s thinking. Claire is a sweetheart, but she’s also not a very strong-willed personality. I worry she’s going to get steamrolled by a guy and it’ll end up being a messy, volatile situation. I know a lot of these guys are coming to terms with the fact that there’s now a bunch of single women in the tribe, and they’re overzealous in their eagerness to impress. “You think I should tell her to stop seeing him?”

      “Why?” He sounds genuinely confused.

      “So he doesn’t get the wrong idea and force himself on her if she says no?”

      I can feel Vektal’s body stiffen underneath me. “No male would do such a thing, my sweet resonance. How can you think that?”

      I sit up, looking into his eyes. He’s shocked. I’ve shocked my darling Vektal. It truly has never occurred to him that someone would want to hurt a human woman. But since we just got out of an ugly situation, that thought’s on my mind far too much. I think of Dominique, dead in the snow, and the ache I constantly fight returns. I smile at Vektal, patting his chest. “Of course he wouldn’t, babe. I’m sure your hunters are as noble as you are.”

      There’s something sweet and innocent about Vektal. Despite his ferociousness and the harsh world they live in, he’s charmingly naïve and adorable for it.

      I hope he never loses it and becomes as jaded as I am.
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      VEKTAL

      My Georgie is distracted.

      It has been only hands of days since she and the humans arrived and changed our lives forever. In those hands of days, though, I have learned the deep breaths she makes as she sleeps, the way she shivers and jumps when she bathes herself in the morning, and the way her smile lights her eyes. She smiles this day, but her eyes do not shine with the same amusement, and I wonder what is wrong.

      For me, the day has never been so full of promise and joy. My mate—a thought which still staggers me—sits by the fire with two of her humans, sewing tunics and chatting. In her belly, she carries my kit. My khui rumbles a low, pleasant murmur at the sight of her, and I rub my chest absently, watching her from afar when I should be sharpening the point of my spear. I must go check traps soon, but I cannot bring myself to leave the cave, not when Georgie sits next to Jo-see and Ki-rah and gives her mane a little toss before leaning over her sewing once more. The curls of her incredibly soft mane rest against her shoulders and invite touching. I think of them, and how her mane feels when it spills over my thighs when she puts her mouth on me in that human way of hers that upends my world and makes me see stars.

      I know all this about her. And I know when she is distressed over something. It is in the way she takes a little longer to answer each question, in the small furrow between her brows when she sews, the way she stares at the fire a little too long.

      She says that she is happy with me but…is this a lie? Am I not enough for my beautiful human? Because she is everything to me.

      Georgie looks up from her sewing, and her gaze catches mine. The smile she sends in my direction is genuine and full of affection, and I am even more pleased when she puts a hand to her mouth and purses her lips. This is called “blowing kisses” and it is meant as to mimic a mouth-mating from afar. I do the same, putting my hand to my mouth and then I lick it long and slow so she may know exactly what parts of her I am thinking of mating.

      Her cheeks flush bright red and she ducks her head, but she is smiling. Whatever it is that troubles her, it is not our mating, then. Pleased, I pick up my spear and get to my feet. Time to hunt.

      Nearby, Haeden looks at me with disgust. “Did you just lick your hand?”

      “It was for my mate,” I tell him, as if that explains everything.

      He just grunts, shaking his head at me.

      He does not understand what it is like to be freshly resonated to such a female. He never will, and for a moment, I feel pity for him.

      But pity will not fill my Georgie’s belly, so I go hunting anyhow.
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        * * *

      

      That evening, after my traps have been cleared and reset, the game cached and a fresh kill brought home and (disgustingly) cooked for my Georgie, we retreat to our private cave. I immediately put the privacy screen up, and my mate just cocks an eyebrow at me in that strange human way.

      “You going to wash up?”

      “No. I am going to mate my sweet human’s cunt with my tongue,” I tell her, dragging her into my arms and pulling her close for a mouth-mating. I kiss her, teasing her with tiny licks and loving the little sighs of need she makes as I hold her. “It has been far too long since I have tasted my mate.”

      Georgie laughs. “You tasted her just this morning.”

      “Far, far too long,” I agree, dropping to my knees in front of her. I pull on the laces of her leggings and then notice that she has another pair of very short leggings on underneath. “What…what are these?”

      “Those are leather panties,” she says proudly. “I made them myself.”

      “But…why?” There is a drawstring at the waist and they end just below her hips. “They do not seem warm at all. Are these parts of you cold?” I look up at her in surprise. Is this something new I must worry about for my mate? That her cunt gets chilled easily?

      “Um, because that’s what you wear under pants?” She shrugs, her expression embarrassed. “It’s kind of like the breast band.”

      Another thing I have yet to understand. But this is distracting her away from the mating, so all I say is, “Ah. May I take them off of you?”

      “Of course.” Her hands go to my face and she caresses my jaw. “I missed you today.”

      “I was not gone long.” Even so, I missed her, too. “Soon I will have to go out on a longer hunt. It will be my turn.”

      “I know. I’m just trying to prepare myself.” She runs a finger along my lower lip. “Until then, we have fun, right?”

      “When I come back, we will have so much ‘fun’ you will not be able to walk straight for days.” I undo the strange laces on her short leggings and slide them down to reveal the delicate tuft of curls between her thighs. “Ahhh. I am home.”

      Georgie chuckles. “Is that your home now, babe?”

      “Why would it not be? My tongue fits here perfectly.” I wrap an arm around her hips and lick the seam of her cunt. “My fingers fit here perfectly. My cock fits here perfectly. Where is this if not home?” I look up at her. “You are my home, Georgie. Wherever you are, that is where I want to be.”

      Her expression grows soft. “I love you.”

      Humans always say such things, as if speaking the words aloud somehow makes them more real than actions. “I love you too,” I say back, because I know she values hearing such things. For my Georgie, I can pleasure her body for hours, tend to her every need, and share my most secret thoughts with her…and yet she must still hear the words. It is something I am learning to say aloud, because I do not like the look of hurt on her face if I forget. “I love all of you.”

      “But certain parts more than others?” she teases.

      “No,” I say solemnly. “I love all of you equally. There is no part I would rather have than another.” I press another kiss to the tuft between her thighs. “Lie down so I may taste all of the parts of my mate that I love.”

      She tugs her tunic over her head and lies back in the furs, her eyes shining. I love the sight of them, so bright with life, so bright with her khui. It is so different from my first sight of her, when her eyes were dead and without color. But she is strong with khui now, and my kit is rooted into her belly. We will have a family eventually. The thought is humbling.

      I press a kiss to my mate’s soft belly first, where our kit awaits. “I love this,” I tell her. “So soft here.”

      Georgie squirms under me, her hands going to my horns. She loves when I touch her all over, but she is always impatient, my mate. She wriggles underneath me like a hopper caught in a snare, and I move higher, because I want to see her teats jiggle. Even though she is not nursing a kit, they are large and full, and I love the sight of them.

      “You are even softer here,” I murmur, pressing a kiss to one dark pink tip.

      She sucks in a breath. “They’re getting sensitive.”

      “They are?” I am fascinated. “Should I not touch them?”

      “No, it’s okay,” she says, and then squirms again. “Just…sensitive.”

      I lean in and lick the tip of one and she moans, arching. “Better?”

      “Oh god, yeah.” A whimper escapes her and she clings to me. “I love you, Vektal.”

      I growl low in my throat, utterly pleased to have her coming apart in my arms so quickly. Her arousal perfumes the air around us, and I drink in her scent, thick and sweet. It calls to me, and I lick her other teat before sinking between her thighs.

      “I love your cunt,” I say, parting her lips and revealing her mysterious third nipple tucked in the folds. “I love the dew it creates, just for my mouth. I love how soft you are. I love your scent.” I lean in and rub my nose along her folds, teasing her nipple with the tip of my nose. “You are the only taste I need every day.”

      She moans, arching her hips in anticipation. “Vektal,” she pants, holding onto my horns. “Make me come.”

      “Soon,” I promise, and then tease my tongue up her folds. She whimpers, and I enjoy how she squirms. “First…tell me what troubles you.”

      Georgie pants, her fists tight on my horns. “W-what?”

      “I must know,” I say, lifting my head to meet her gaze. “There is something you are not sharing with me, and I will hear it before I make you come.”

      Her eyes go wide. “Can we talk about that some other time? Later?” She pushes at my head, trying to make me lick her again.

      Normally I would never refuse such a request. But my Georgie is keeping secrets from me, and I do not like that. It worries me. I need to hear from her lips that she is happy here, that she will not become one of the humans that weeps endlessly at her fate. So I just watch her, waiting.

      “Vektal,” she says again, frowning at me. “There’s nothing wrong—”

      I lean in and let my breath fan over her cunt, my fingers still holding her open for my tongue.

      She moans, a shudder rocking through her. I can see more of her sweet dew forming, and my mouth waters to taste her again…but I must know her secret first.

      “Tell me and I will make you come so hard you will scream, my sweet resonance,” I murmur, lowering my mouth again. I do not taste her, not yet. I simply wait.

      “Nothing’s wrong!” she cries, arching her hips. “I swear!”

      “Georgie.”

      She puts a fist to her smooth brow, her breathing raspy. “Ohmigod, I cannot believe you’re doing this.”

      “I want to lick your cunt, my mate. You do not know how bad I want it,” I growl. My cock throbs with need, and I want to seat myself deep inside her…after I have tasted her sweetness on my lips. But this secret hangs in the air between us, and I do not like it. “I need you to trust me. To tell me whatever troubles you. You know you have all of my heart, my mate—”

      “It’s…it’s not you, okay?” She presses her hands to her face. “It’s just me being silly.”

      “I do not think you are silly,” I say, taking my hands from her cunt. I move over her and lie down next to her in the furs, cupping her face and pulling her close. “What troubles you so, my heart? Say it, and if it is in my power to grant it, I shall.”

      She looks over at me, wariness in her eyes. “I don’t want you to think I’m crazy.”

      “I would never think such a thing.”

      She bites her lip. “I…want to leave.”

      I blink. “Forever?” I rub my chin, considering. “If we leave, we must appoint a new chief. Tell me your thoughts on who would be best for the role. Salukh? Zolaya? Haeden is too hot-tempered and Bek even worse.”

      Georgie sits up on her elbows, her jaw dropping. “No, I didn’t mean—wait, you’d leave with me? Just like that?”

      I shrug. “I would be sad to leave my people behind, but you are my mate. You come first in all ways.”

      Her eyes grow soft. “You big silly thing. God, I love you.” She leans forward and gives me a quick kiss, then brushes her fingers over my mouth. “That wasn’t what I meant, though. I meant just…leave temporarily. On a trip.”

      “Like a hunting trip?” Georgie has not shown much interest in hunting thus far, and I am surprised. She has too much to deal with in regard to her humans and their needs to take on a hunting role, but I am happy to teach her.

      “No, like a honeymoon.” Georgie smiles at me. “It’s a human tradition. Newly married people take a trip together, just the two of them. It’s bonding time.”

      “I see.” A trip alone. “What do newly married humans do on such a trip?” She has told me before that “married” is the human word for “mated,” so this I understand.

      “Well,” she says, and there is a playful note in her voice as she taps a finger on my chest. “They have lots and lots of sex.”

      “Mmm. Do we not mate all the time already? I do not see why we have to travel to do so.” I grin at her. “We can mate right here. I can take you from behind just as you like, let my spur press into your bottom—”

      Her fingers press to my lips, silencing me. “Vektal, babe. Please. I just…I want to go. I need to go, okay?”

      I study her face. There is such worry in her gaze, as if I will refuse her request. This means a lot to her…and I suspect there is something she is still not telling me.

      But I nod. “Very well, my sweet resonance. We will go on this honey-moons.”

      “Really?”

      “Really.” If this is all she wants, it is easy to give. “If a trip will make you smile, then we will go on dozens and dozens of trips.”

      Relief shows on her face. She bites her lip again. “You’re too good to me, Vektal.”

      Her heart does not seem as light as I want it to be, but it is a good start. We will do this human tradition and I will show her that her mate will give her anything her heart desires…she has but to ask.

      “Does this make you happy?” I ask, letting my breath fan over her dew-slick cunt once more. When she moans and nods, I put my mouth on her sweetness once more, tasting her. Georgie gasps and clings to me as I mouth-mate her cunt, licking and sucking at her tender folds and the nipple there. She arches against me, her movements growing more insistent as I move lower, spearing my tongue into her heated core. She is wet here, and I want to be seated deep inside her. I sit up and move over her again, dragging her legs around my hips.

      She locks them around me eagerly, her nails digging into my shoulders as I settle my weight over her. I sink into her heat, groaning at the delicious pleasure of it. She clasps my cock so tight and it feels so good, but even better are the little sounds she makes. Georgie whimpers and breathes my name, her expression full of rapture as I push deep.

      I have mated with another, but it never came close to the pleasure I feel with my mate. Not once.

      I caress my Georgie’s face, touch her mane, and then lean in and give her a kiss even as I surge into her. She moans, clinging to me as I begin a rhythm, rocking into her. My spur rubs against her third nipple with every stroke, and it does not take long before my mate is squirming under me, on edge.

      “Make me come,” she pants, arching her hips to meet my thrusts. “Make me come, Vektal.”

      There is nothing I want more. With a low growl, I redouble my efforts, taking her harder, faster, deeper. I can feel when she goes over the edge—her cunt tightens and ripples around me, as if she’s sucking me deeper. Her eyes close and she gives a low cry even as her folds flood with more dew and my thrusts into her are wetter. Slicker. She is clenched all around me, tight as a snare, a look of utter joy on her face.

      I know I can make her come twice. So I keep driving into her, not stopping until she gives another shuddering cry. This time, when she clenches around me, I allow my own release to take flight. With her name on my lips, I pump into her roughly, letting my seed spill into her depths. I fill my mate, my strokes erratic and slowing until I am completely spent. Then, I press my mouth to hers in a hungry kiss before rolling onto my side and pulling her with me, our bodies still joined.

      She snuggles against me, a happy sigh escaping her throat, and I run my fingers through her mane. “If all you wished for was a trip, my Georgie, all you had to do was ask,” I tell her.

      Georgie makes a little sound in her throat and holds onto me, content.
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      GEORGIE

      “I can’t believe you’re leaving. Didn’t we just get here?” Claire gives me a worried look. “Liz just got back, too! I thought we were all settling down.”

      “It’s just a honeymoon of sorts,” I say, keeping my tone light and cheery. “To celebrate our marriage. Or mating. Whatever you want to call it.” I put the finishing stitches on a new set of mittens as I smile at Claire. “We won’t be gone more than a handful of days. I promise. It’s just time to reconnect.”

      “We hear you guys reconnecting every night,” Josie says, giggling. “You’re almost as loud as Nora and her mate.” She stabs her needle into her leather with enthusiasm. “I get it, though. A honeymoon is so romantic. I don’t see why we can’t carry on some of the Earth traditions here. You may not have the white dress and the veil, but I don’t see why you can’t have the honeymoon trip.” She gets a dreamy look on her face.

      I wish my motives were as pure as Josie’s interpretation. I grin, tying off my stitch and then pulling a glove over my hand. It’s turned so that the fur is inside to keep my fingers warm, and the fit is just loose enough that I can grip things. “It’s just for a few days,” I say again. “We’re coming back.”

      “I just wish you didn’t have to go,” Claire says uneasily. “I still feel really unsettled here, and now our leader’s leaving us behind.” Her mouth pulls down into a frown.

      “It really will be all right.”

      “Of course it will,” Josie chirps. Her expression brightens. “Maybe by the time you guys come back, some more of us will resonate. I’d love a soulmate.” She clutches her leathers to her chest and sighs. “I just love the way Vektal looks at you, Georgie. The way he touches your hair. The way he watches you all the time with this expression that says, ‘I’m the luckiest man alive.’ I want that.” She looks utterly wistful. “Hopefully it’s coming.”

      I didn’t plan on getting a “soulmate” like Josie says, but now that I have Vektal, I can’t complain. He really is amazing. “The right person for you is here somewhere, Josie. I’m sure of it.”

      “I hope so.” She begins to sew again. “So where are you guys going on your trip? To see something pretty? A sexy little cave somewhere remote?”

      “Nowhere in particular,” I lie. We haven’t talked about where we’re headed tomorrow morning when we go out, but I do have one spot in particular I want to go back to.

      Need to go back to.

      If nothing else, for peace of mind. But I don’t want to tell the others because I worry it’ll become a big deal. Claire is fragile right now and Josie is a chatterbox. I’d talk to Liz, who has a good attitude about things (and a smart mouth), but she’s off with Raahosh, working on his “exile” penance for stealing her away.

      It’s best if I just keep it to myself for now. So I put a cheery expression on my face and lean closer to Claire. “What are you working on? Is that fur trim?”

      Claire nods and holds it out to me. “Do you think it’s too much?”

      “We’re on an ice planet. I don’t think such a thing exists anymore,” I tease. “Show me how you’re handling the sleeves? I always have trouble with mine.”

      She scoots closer to me to demonstrate her sewing and my trip is forgotten.
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        * * *

      

      I check in with all the girls that day to make sure everyone knows we’re going on a quick “vacation” and we’ll come back very soon. No one is envious of our trip—they’re all quite content to stay in the warmth and safety of the home cave. The only one I don’t get to talk to is Liz, who’s out with her mate, but Kira reassures me that she’ll let Liz know the situation when they come back again.

      We pack bags that evening, Vektal throwing in extra blankets and fur wraps and food into his pack because he wants to “take care of his mate.” I’ve seen how light he travels, so it feels a little silly to bring so much gear, but he’s also the expert. If he thinks I’m going to be freezing my butt off, I believe him. We go to bed early and Vektal wakes me up with a kiss before dawn so we can get started on our day.

      It feels a bit like sneaking out as I dress in thick leathers and a cloak and we head toward the entrance of the cave. Hardly anyone is up except for a few of the hunters, who raise a hand in greeting but don’t stop us. I don’t see any human girls, and part of me wants to go cave to cave, waking them up and checking in on them one last time before I head out, but that’s just me being overly protective. They’re fine. They’re adults surrounded by other adults and no one will let them starve, or freeze, or have anything bad happen to them.

      I don’t know why I feel utterly responsible for all the women, but I do. I can’t mother them since we’re the same age, but I do feel like a team leader who’s leaving her team completely behind.

      Pretty sure that’s not what you do with a team.

      Then again…isn’t that the heart of this? I’m doing what I need to do for my team, all of them. I bite back any worries I have and smile at Vektal when he puts his hand out for me.

      “Time to go?” I ask, and he nods.

      We head out into the snow and I can tell immediately it’s going to be another hard walk. I’m reminded of before, when we were in such a hurry that Vektal carried me on his back because the snow was so thick that it was an effort for me to walk through. He says he didn’t mind, but I always worry I’ll be too heavy, because toting another grown human being around on your back isn’t really done back where I come from. The occasional piggyback ride? Sure. Hours on end through the craggy hills and valleys of this new, snowy place? Not so much.

      As we get away from the cave, Vektal turns to look at me. His hand still clasps mine, his tail flicking behind him as we walk. In his other hand, he carries a spear, and he’s wearing his vest o’ knives again today. My man is bound and determined to keep his lady safe, and it should probably look alarming. Instead, I just think he looks handsome. He watches me, waiting, and when I don’t speak, he finally says, “Where do you wish to do this honey-moons?”

      “You’re letting me pick?” In truth, I’ve had an idea of where I want to go all along, but I thought I’d have more time to ease him into the idea, maybe after a little playful sex after we were already out on the road…

      But he’s looking at me expectantly, waiting.

      I guess now’s the best time to ask. I suck in a deep breath, steeling my nerves, and then tell him the truth. “I want to go back to the ship.”

      His mouth firms as if he digests this. “The cave of the ancestors?”

      “No,” I admit. “Though that’s a good guess. I want to go back to the ship we arrived in. The one where you guys rescued all of us.” Almost all of us.

      Vektal frowns at that. “Up the mountain?”

      I nod.

      “I do not like that place. It is dangerous.”

      “I know—”

      “There are metlak burrows all over the mountain, and it is colder there. The snow is thicker. It will be difficult on you.”

      “I know,” I say again. “But I need to go back.” I lick my dry lips. “Please. It’s important to me.”

      He turns to me, stabs his spear in the snow, and then takes my other hand in his. Both of our packs are on his big, strong back, and I’m only in charge of myself, so my hands are free. “Georgie,” he says. “I do not hesitate because I feel your request is foolish. I only worry over my precious mate. I do not want to endanger her days after she has come into my world. Not when she carries my kit in her belly. Not when she is my reason to breathe.” He shakes his head at me. “I wish to understand why you want to go back. You have been hiding secrets from me for many days now, and I need to know the truth of it. All of it. You can trust me with everything. Do you think I will judge you?”

      I swallow hard. He’s right. I’m being far too secretive. “It’s just hard for me to rely on others. I’m used to doing things on my own. I’m used to being the one that tries to fix things.” I take my hand from his and gesture at the cave. “Even here, I’m trying to do the best I can for everyone.”

      “I am your mate,” Vektal says, deep voice gentle. “If you cannot turn to me, who can you turn to?”

      He’s right. Even though I feel my request is a strange one, I know he’s right. “I want to go back to the old ship because Krissy and Peg and Dominique died and we didn’t give them a proper burial. Everything was so crazy that we didn’t have time to give them a proper send-off and I feel like I failed them.” I swallow hard, trying to prevent the knot determined to form in my throat. “I need to give them a real farewell.”

      He doesn’t laugh. He doesn’t say I’m crazy. He just watches me with those too-knowing eyes. “This is important to you?”

      “Very.” They were my responsibility and I let them down. The least I can do is bury them.

      “Then we will do this. We will have a good honey-moons. We will bury the dead, and then we will retreat to a cave and mate feverishly until you smile once more.”

      I laugh. Strangely enough, I already feel a little bit lighter. Sharing this with him was good. He didn’t act like I was crazy for wanting to travel several days up a mountain into dangerous territory all to bury a few strangers who are long dead. “Thank you for understanding, Vektal.”

      The look he gives me is intense. My big alien moves forward and cups my cheek. His fingers are warm despite the drifting snow and chilly wind. “You do not need to thank me, my sweet resonance. You are my mate. There is nothing I will not do for you.”

      He’s such a good man. I’m really the luckiest of women. From the moment I met him, I’ve never felt so safe and protected. So understood—even when we had a language barrier. Our cultures are different, our planets are different, but somewhere out there, someone in the cosmos decided we should be together forever.

      I’m eternally grateful for that. I smile at my handsome alien and squeeze his hand. “Shall we go?”
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      VEKTAL

      
        
        A few days later

      

      

      

      I kiss my mate’s bare shoulder to wake her up. “Georgie, my resonance,” I whisper. “It is dawn.”

      She groans and rolls over in the furs, burying her face against my chest. “Five more minutes.”

      I grin, holding her close. She can sleep for a few more moments if she wishes. This is our honey-moons after all, a special trip for just the two of us. I stroke her back, tracing the curve of her spine as she drowses against me.

      It has been a hard three days for my Georgie. If it was me alone, it would not take this long to make it back to the humans’ flying cave, but there is no reason to hurry with my mate at my side, so we stop at a hunter cave each night and sleep on a bed of furs and eat fresh food. That part has been nice, though she has been too tired for mating. I do not mind as long as I get to hold her, but it is not a very good honey-moons by human standards, I think. But this is what my mate wants, and I can refuse her nothing.

      She has walked resolutely in the snow next to me as much as she can. Sometimes she grows tired and her feet begin to drag, and I carry her in my arms like I would a kit. She grumbles about it but holds onto my neck, relaxing, and when she presses little kisses against my skin? It is worth everything.

      Georgie yawns and rubs her eyes. “I’m up.”

      “Clearly,” I tease, tapping the tip of her small human nose. “Let us eat something before we go.”

      We dress and then sit by the coals of the fire as we eat our morning food. She still does not like the taste of kah, wrinkling her nose at the spicy flavor. Lately we have been making it blander for human tongues, but I did not think to grab it when I snagged kah from the stores. I was distracted, my thoughts on my mate.

      “I will catch you something to eat later tonight,” I promise her as she takes a big mouthful of water.

      “This is okay. I’m getting used to it. Slowly.”

      “You are a bad liar,” I tease.

      “The worst.” She wrinkles her nose and grins. “It’s really not that bad, I promise. I’m just being extra dramatic. I’ve never been a fan of spicy food, even human food.” As if to prove she is fine, she takes another big mouthful and washes it down with more water. “Should we get going?”

      I nod, then clean up the cave, straightening the supplies and packing things away for the next hunter to come in this direction. Georgie bundles up in her layers, and when she pulls on her mittens, I tug the hood of her cloak over her pretty face and then steal a kiss. “We will be at your flying cave later today.”

      Georgie takes a deep breath. “Okay. And Dominique? The red-haired human?”

      “She is much closer.” I still remember the heart-stopping sight of her, frozen in the snow, and how for a moment I thought it was Georgie. How my heart had thumped with panic. Just the memory of that makes me uneasy and I pull her against me. I want this day to go well for her, I think, as I press my mate to my chest. I try not to think of all the bad things we can find, if metlaks or other predators have gotten to the corpses first.

      “We’ll take her and bury her with the others, won’t we?” Georgie asks in a quiet, subdued voice.

      “Of course.” It is important to her, and I will deny her nothing. Even so, I do not want her to be surprised if what we find is not…whole. “My mate, I do not want to fill you with worry, but it is possible others have gotten to them before us.”

      “I know,” she says, and I breathe a sigh of relief. “Trust me, it’s been going through my mind constantly. But whatever we can do to put them to rest, it will be enough.” She looks up at me, her eyes bright with khui-blue under the hood. “Thank you again.”

      “There is no need for thanks,” I say again.

      “Right. Of course.” Georgie smiles tremulously up at me. “I suppose we’d better tackle the day, then.”

      But her eyes are filled with dread.
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      We walk, and she tells me of human burial customs. They are far more ornate than those of the sa-khui. Poems are read, prayers sent, and monuments in stone carved for those that have fallen. We have no such things to give these dead females, but Georgie says it is fine. It is the thought and effort behind it.

      I tell her of sa-khui customs, the few that we have. Sometimes if someone does not come back from a hunt, there is no body to be found. Sometimes it is left behind for scavengers, only knives and personal possessions passed on to the family. Horns are etched and cut to show grief, snow poured over the head and the mourner keening their loss. The tribe celebrates the life of the one that has passed, and then…the world goes on. When there are dead, they are taken to an unused cave, dressed in their finest leathers, and then the cave is collapsed so they may sleep eternally. My father—and many others—sleep in such a cave thanks to the khui sickness.

      Those were bad times, and I do not want to dwell on them more than I must, though.

      We find the red-maned female’s body a short distance from a cave I once shared with Georgie. I remember the spot, remember covering her with snow and marking a nearby rock so I would know the place to show her later. I dig in the snow, with Georgie watching nearby. Once we find the red mane, it does not take long to dig out the rest of her pale limbs. She is frozen solid, and I wrap her in a large sa-kohtsk hide I brought for such a thing. I heft the corpse into my arms and look to my mate.

      Her arms are crossed over her chest and her face is paler than usual.

      “I can walk,” she tells me, moving close. She looks very small, very fragile.

      “Stay near,” I tell her, even though the words are unnecessary. “This is metlak territory.”

      Georgie nods. “I remember what happened before, when I fell into their cave and you rescued me. I’ll stay close.” Her mittened hand slips into my belt and she holds onto me.

      We travel farther up the mountain, and I deliberately keep my steps slow so Georgie can keep up. It makes for a very slow pace, but eventually, I spot the black hull of the flying cave that brought my mate and the other humans to this world. She said it came from high above in the sky. Now, it is covered with newly fallen snow, the top of it pristine save for the jagged hole that lets fresh air in.

      I turn to my mate. “Where should I put the human?” I try to say the words delicately, because I know she is fragile in this moment. Her expression is distant, her eyes big in her face as she looks at the cave, and I know she is lost in recent memories. They were not kind to her, those that stole her away, and I want to hurt all of them for daring to touch my Georgie.

      After a moment, her gaze focuses on me and her hand tightens on my belt once more. “Is it safe if we leave her out here? I’d like to bury her and the others outside.”

      “We can do that.” I set the dead female gently in the snow. “Do you want to go inside or shall I do it?” She hesitates, and I turn to my mate, a protective feeling sweeping over me. “You do not have to go, Georgie.”

      “I do.” She shakes her head. “I need to.”

      “There is nothing in there for you.”

      She shakes her head again, biting her lip. “I need to remember, so I never forget, Vektal. It’s important to me. Please help me climb up there?” She gestures at the opening at the top. The snow packed around it has given way to ice, and it will be a slippery climb for her.

      I hate that she insists…but how can I refuse? I frown at her for a moment, hoping she will change her mind, but Georgie only raises her chin and meets my gaze steadily. There is no shaking my mate from her course. This is important to her…and so I must allow it.

      I sigh and kneel into the snow. “Climb onto my back.”

      “You’re the best man ever, you know that?” She gives me a kiss on my brow before moving to put her arms around my neck and lean against my spine.

      “I am the most tolerant of mates,” I grumble, but her slight chuckle makes me feel better. I pat her hand before getting to my feet, and then wrap her arms around my waist from behind. “Hold on to your male.” Finding handholds on the strange, cold surface, I begin to climb.

      It is a short drop inside, made shorter still by the pile of snow under my feet. It has drifted in here, creating a soft landing spot, and when my boots thump onto the floor of the cave, it is muffled. The interior is dark and still smells of many things. I catch the faint hint of smoke from our fires when we rescued the females, and the stink of their forced habitation here. They were trapped in this small, strange cave for two hands of days and near death when we were able to bring them to the tribe. Keeping a cave clean and fresh was not a priority.

      I kneel again and Georgie slides from my shoulders, stepping forward. She clutches her cloak to her neck, her eyes wide and glowing as she looks around the dark interior. “It looks smaller than I remember it,” she whispers. “Darker, too.”

      I grunt, glancing around. At the far end of the cave, near the wall where we pried six females from their sleeping pods, I see the two lumps of the carefully covered females. We were to bury them for the humans but were forced to flee quickly when their captors threatened to return. I look to my mate, waiting.

      She is lost in thought, staring around her. Her eyes are shiny with unshed tears and she licks her lips. “It’s so cold in here.”

      It is warmer than outside, because there is no wind, but I say nothing.

      “I left them here with no clothing because I went to get help. They had no food, no nothing, and I wandered off into the snow and met you. While they were shivering, we were flirting.” She swallows hard and then swipes at her cheeks. “I should have tried to get back to them faster. Maybe if I had, Dominique would still be alive.”

      Did we come here so she could blame herself? I hold back the words, but this is not like my Georgie. If there is a problem, she is the first to offer a solution. She does not like to dwell on the past. But there is something about this place—and these dead females—that she cannot move on from. “You did the best you could. We could not speak, remember?”

      “I could have tried harder.” She swallows, looking around at the cavern. “I could have left your side and come back here—”

      “And been eaten by metlaks. Or snow cats. Or ended up dead in the snow yourself.”

      But she only shakes her head. She wanders about inside the cave for a bit longer, touching the dirty walls or staring at the floor. She pauses over the two covered bodies, silent for so long that I worry about her. Then, she takes a deep breath and turns to me. “Can we move them outside? I don’t think they’d want to be buried in here. They’d want to be…free.” Her voice wobbles on the last part. “Under the skies.”

      I nod. “I can do this.”

      For the next while, we do not speak as I carefully take one hide-wrapped human corpse and haul it outside, then the next. Georgie is lost in thought, but when I kneel in front of her and gesture that she should climb on my back again so we can leave, she does so without protest. She holds tightly to me, burying her face against my mane as I climb back out and into the brisk air. I carry my mate back down to the snowy ground and then kneel again so she can dismount, and when she stands before me, I rise.

      Georgie stares at the three bodies, her expression hollow. “They’re together now.”

      “Tell me where I should bury them, and how deep.” If she asks me to dig to the bottom of the mountain, I will. Anything to ease the sadness from her eyes.

      My mate directs me, and I dig deep into the snow at the edge of one of the nearby cliffs. I dig as deep as I can, until the packed snow turns to ice. Georgie tries to help, but I growl at her and she backs off. I do not want her doing hard work, not with our kit so newly in her belly. I can do this for her. While I work, she wraps the skins tighter about each fallen human, making sure the body is tightly covered. She takes a piece of coal and writes strange symbols on the furs, and when I ask what she is doing, she says she writes down everything she knows about each girl so it will not be forgotten.

      When that is done, she makes little crosses out of bone and decorates them with beaded thongs that I know Maylak gave to her. “I don’t know what their religions were, but I’m hoping it’s the thought that counts,” she tells me as I hop out of the pit and move to her side.

      Then it is time to lay the dead inside. I do so carefully, listening to her instructions as she tells me to lay them head to foot, as if they are all sleeping in a large nest of furs alongside one another. I turn to my mate when the last one is placed.

      She is crying.

      I am shocked. The other humans cry and weep from time to time, but my Georgie is always competent, always ready with a solution. Right now, though, her eyes are wet and shiny and her mouth trembles.

      “Georgie?” I ask, worried. This is not like her.

      “You can cover them now,” she whispers, her gaze on the dead and not me.

      I nod, and even though I am uneasy at her tears, I do as she asks. She sits beside the grave and cries silently all the while as I cover them, and then when the pit is filled once more, we both get small rocks and outline the graves. Georgie puts her crosses at the head of each grave and then moves to sit at the foot, her hands clasped together.

      I sit next to her. It is clear she needs to say a few things. Perhaps this is part of the human burial ceremony.

      Georgie stares at the crosses, her eyes wet, and takes a deep breath. “Krissy, Peg, Dominique…I’m sorry. I’m so sorry I failed you.”

      Eh? I turn to my mate, surprised. “How did you fail them?”

      She swipes at her eyes. “I’m the reason they died. I couldn’t keep them safe.”

      I shake my head, not understanding.

      “I was the leader,” she says, voice shuddering. “It was my idea to fight our captors. That fight helped us break free just as we were crashing.” She bites her lip. “And I was the one that went for help.”

      “You saved eleven other females, Georgie. You saved Leezh and Ki-rah and all the others. You came and found me and convinced me to go up the mountain to save them. You have brought life back to our tribe. You have given the males of my people hope for a mate and a future. Would you choose differently if you could go back?”

      She swallows hard and shakes her head. “No. I guess that’s part of the reason why I feel so guilty.” Georgie looks over at me. “I’m happy. I should be devastated that I left Earth behind and three of my people died, but all I can think about is you and our baby and the future.”

      I reach out and take one of her hands in mine. I understand now. It is guilt that drives her to tears, a chief’s guilt when anyone in the tribe suffers. She feels responsible for these females. I understand. “You feel you should not be happy?”

      “Sometimes I wonder.”

      “Do you think that they would wish for you to be unhappy? That they do not want any of the others to have good, long lives? Do you think they would not want them to be free?”

      “No, I don’t think that. It just feels strange to be so happy even after everything’s been taken away from me, you know?” She holds my hand tightly.

      “There is nothing wrong with finding joy in life, my Georgie. Nothing at all. I think your friends would want that for you, as well. You gave everyone freedom. These three might have died, but they did not die as captives or slaves.”

      Fresh tears spill down her cheeks. She nods. “You’re right. I know you’re right.”

      “Then why do you cry?”

      A watery laugh bubbles up from her throat and she squeezes my hand so hard I am surprised at her strength. “Because it’s a good cry. I think I needed to say goodbye before I moved on. And now that they’re buried, I hope they find peace.” Georgie looks at the graves again, still clinging to my hand. “We all need to move on.”

      I nod. She does not get up, and I remain at her side. For as long as Georgie needs to sit here, I will be with her. Eventually, her tears dry and her hand clenches mine less tightly. She looks over at me and her expression is less troubled than it has been in many days.

      “I think I’m good,” she says to me. “I needed this. They needed this.” She gestures at the graves. “And now we can all move forward.”

      “Then what would you like to do now, my sweet resonance?”

      “Go back to our cave?” She gives me a tired smile. “I’m suddenly exhausted.”

      It is because she is free of the weight of her troubles, I think. She has been carrying them silently for so long that now they are gone, she feels lighter—and she also feels tired. But I do not say that. I just smile and touch her belly. “The kit will make you sleepy. Shall we go back to the hunter cave for the night, then?”

      She looks over at the flying cave with its strange, dark walls. “Absolutely. I don’t want to spend another night in that hellhole.”
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      GEORGIE

      I feel…free.

      It’s a strange feeling, to wake up after crashing into a pile of furs the moment we got back to the hunter cave, and not feel the weight of obligation on my shoulders. I don’t feel the intense guilt over the deaths of the three women, or the endless worry that I made the wrong decisions and caused their deaths. I don’t feel that ache of sadness over leaving Earth behind.

      I’ve left it all back in the graves up on the mountain, where Krissy, Peg, and Dominique have finally been lain to rest.

      I did what I could, I saved myself and as many others as I could, and we have a new life here. It’s enough. We buried our dead, and I’ve buried my past—Earth included. I’m free to move forward with my mate.

      My wonderful, wonderful mate.

      As if he knows I’m thinking about him, Vektal’s arms tighten around me and he holds me closer. He’s all warmth, entirely naked under the furs, and I love curling up against him. “It is early,” he murmurs, stroking my arm. “Go back to sleep.”

      “I will,” I promise, but I’m rather awake. My thoughts are buzzing and I feel free. I’m excited about what the day holds, what the month holds, what the future holds.

      I touch my lower belly, wondering how long before I start showing. Before it puffs out with the baby inside and my breasts grow and everything changes. Is it weird that I’m looking forward to morning sickness? I want a sign that the baby inside me exists. I want some sort of proof, more than just a missed period or a change in the sound our khuis make when we come together

      “Georgie?” Vektal murmurs, moving his fingers through my hair. “Are you all right?”

      “I’m great,” I answer him, and it’s the truth. I feel like a wound has been lanced—a wound I didn’t even know I had until recently. Now the bad things have been forced out and I’m ready for the healing to begin…actually, I already feel pretty healed. “I’m just thinking.”

      “About?”

      There’s a wariness in his tone, as if he expects to hear something sad or troubling from me. I don’t blame him for that wariness—I promised him a sexy honeymoon and gave him a funeral instead. I snuggle up to my mate and put my chin on his chest, seeking out his glowing eyes in the dim light of the cave. “Thinking about our baby. Our future. The tribe. A bunch of stuff.”

      He grins, his eyes sleepy slits of blue light. “I like these thoughts.”

      “Me, too.” I skate my fingers over his abdomen and brush them over his sides, loving the way he tenses. Ticklish. “I wanted to talk to you about things, too. About the graves. Let’s not tell the others what we’ve done, all right?”

      “You think they would not want to know? Or that they would not approve?”

      “I think they would approve,” I say. “But I also want them to move on, to move forward like I plan on doing. I feel like if we bring it up it’ll just remind them of our losses. If someone asks, we’ll share, but if they don’t ask, I don’t want to be the one to volunteer it. We all need to start fresh.”

      “Very well.”

      “If they ask, we just had a sex-filled honeymoon where we barely left the furs.”

      “So we…make up stories?” He grins down at me.

      I wince. That was my original pitch to him, wasn’t it? That we’d run off together and just fuck like bunnies until the cows came home. This has to be a disappointing trip for him even if it was a necessary one for me. “I’m so sorry, Vektal. This wasn’t a very good trip for you, was it?”

      “You needed this trip. I have no regrets. I am just glad the sorrow is gone from your eyes.” He runs a finger lightly down my cheek, then traces my jaw. “I knew my Georgie had something troubling her, and if this is what it took to fix it, then I am very happy.”

      “It was exactly what I needed,” I agree. I’m feeling…curiously frisky, too. I run my fingers along his side, tickling slightly, and love that he squirms and his tail thumps against the blankets like an irritated cat. “You know…we’re still alone. We don’t have to go back just yet. We can still make this a sexy honeymoon.”

      He chuckles. “Not if you are not feeling it, my mate. I am content to wait.” He brushes his fingers over my cheek again in the gentlest of caresses. “We have all our lives to mate. It does not have to be now if you are not in the mood.”

      Sweet Vektal. He’s totally misunderstanding me. “When did I say I wasn’t in the mood?” I give his chiseled stomach a kiss. He’s got washboard abs, rippled with both muscle and those hard, protective plates. I kiss lower, where a happy trail should be, and then move even lower, making a beeline for one of my favorite parts of his body.

      My mate groans, his hand tightening in my hair. “Georgie—”

      “Shhh. I’m having myself some honeymoon fun.” I flick my tongue against his spur and then move even lower, gripping his cock in my hand. He’s so big and thick around that my fingers don’t quite meet when I circle him, and just giving his girth a squeeze makes me all hot and bothered. “I love how thick you are.”

      “My cock loves your mouth.”

      I chuckle, because that’s such an absurd thing to say to a girl, but on him it’s somehow sweet. I know he doesn’t mean it in a creepy way like an Earth guy would. He means it because he loves all of me and how I touch him. I think of the first time I went down on him and blew his mind. Even though he loves to eat pussy—and boy, did I score on that angle—he’d never had a blowjob and every time I give him one, he acts like he’s being given the greatest treasure ever.

      Which just makes me want to do it more.

      I take the head of him into my mouth, lightly running my tongue along the crown. The taste of pre-cum hits my taste buds a moment later, and I moan, lapping at his cockhead. “My handsome alien,” I purr, loving the feel of my khui as it starts up, gently rumbling in my chest in time with my mate’s arousal. “My mouth loves your cock, too.” And I lick him, from root to tip.

      He shudders, groaning, and I absolutely love that reaction. God, this man. How is it possible that he’s such a damn beast, ferocious and unafraid, and yet so gentle that he holds hands with me and carries me like I’m a princess? How did I get so lucky?

      I want to show him how lucky I feel. So I lick him again, letting my tongue glide over those glorious ridges on his cock, and then take the head of him into my mouth again. I suck lightly, and when he’s panting and twitching, unable to stay still underneath me, I ease my mouth lower, trying to meet the hand I have gripped around the base of his shaft. It’s an impossible task because he’s so huge, but I’m going to give it the old college try. I ease down on him, working my mouth and my tongue as I try to go lower and lower, until I hit my gag reflex and come back up for air. I make the most awful sound as I do, but Vektal only groans as if I’m the sexiest thing ever, and I laugh, wiping my lips. “I’ll try again,” I murmur, already leaning forward. “But you’re too big for me.”

      That elicits another pained groan from my mate, his hand curled tight in my hair. He’s not shoving my head down, though I know he really wants to the way his fingers flex against my head. As I lick and suck at his enormous shaft, I take two fingers and tease his spur. He keeps telling me it’s not sensitive, but I know when I rub it like it’s a mini-cock, he comes unglued. Vektal growls, his hips bucking as I do, pushing him deeper into my throat. I whimper, aroused at his responses and the heady pleasure of going down on him, my senses filled with his scent, his taste, his touch.

      “Georgie,” he grits, pumping his hips again and shuttling against the back of my throat. “I need to stop—”

      I give the base of his cock another squeeze and rub his spur even as I sink deeper.

      His breath erupts in a little grunt, and then he’s coming, and I can feel him shooting down my throat without even tasting him, he’s so deep. I try to swallow and have to lift my head, my mouth filling with his release.

      I drink him down, wiping the corners of my mouth, and when he’s done coming, I lean forward and clean his cock with my tongue, loving the little shudders that ripple through him with every touch. When I’m done and there’s no more to lick up, I keep tonguing him anyhow, just because I’m aroused and needy and his cock is so amazing. Since meeting Vektal, I’ve had more sex in the last few weeks than I’ve had ever, and I’m always hungry for more. There’s something about him that just makes me crazy with lust.

      Well, I’m sure the khui has something to do with that, but even now, when the khui’s sated, I can’t get enough of him. Physically, he does it for me. Mentally, he’s got a sweetness mixed with his brawn that I find utter catnip. Emotionally? I’ve never been so loved.

      It makes me want to do dirty, filthy things to him all the time.

      His cock twitches under my tongue, and then he grabs me and hauls me forward, a breathless laugh escaping him. “Do you mean to lick your mate until he stiffens for your greedy mouth once more?”

      “Is that a trick question? I thought it was obvious.”

      “Your mate has a mouth, too,” he murmurs, sliding lower even as he pulls me up. “And he wants to use it. Come and sit on my face.”

      Now I’m the one that’s moaning. I’m wearing only my sleeping tunic, and my legs are thankfully bare of everything, panties included. It takes no convincing for me to move up to where my mate’s eager mouth awaits and to slide a thigh over his shoulders. He grips my ass, steadying me over his face, and then leans in and gives me the same long, slow lick I gave him.

      I shudder, moaning. With one hand, I clutch at one of his horns, steadying myself as he begins to make love to my pussy. I hold one of my breasts, teasing the nipple through the leather of my tunic and arching against his tongue when it hits me in just the right spot. I’m wet and slick with need, and it doesn’t take long before I’m rocking against his mouth, close to my own climax. I want it to last longer, but there’s no way I’m going to be able to stand it. It’s too much, and I’m too turned on. I love the groans he makes as he licks me, as if I’m the best thing he’s ever tasted, and I know he loves it. Hasn’t he woken me up dozens of times with his mouth between my legs, just because he wants to?

      God, I really am the luckiest woman alive.

      He drags a finger along the crease of my backside, one hand stealing closer, and I moan again. He loves to tease me in all the naughtiest of places, and when his finger presses against my butt, I lose it. I come against his sucking, teasing mouth, arching and crying out his name.

      I collapse over him, sated, a laugh rising from my throat. He rubs my buttocks, kissing the insides of my thighs and dragging his tongue over my pussy even though I’ve already come.

      “Are you good, my mate?” he asks, breathless.

      “Oh yeah,” I manage. “I’m amazing.” I really am, too.

      “Good.”

      A moment later, Vektal sits up, lifting me into the air. I’m on my back—gently—in the furs a moment later, my knees pushing up to my chest. He moves over me, and I’m giggling even as he presses the hot, thick length of him into my core.

      “What is so funny?” he asks, sliding one of my ankles up to his big shoulder. He runs his hand up and down my leg, that possessive, delicious look in his eye.

      “I can’t believe you’re ready to go again, that’s all.” I smile up at him, and my smile turns into a gasp when he drives deep into me.

      “I will always be ready for you, my Georgie,” he tells me in a ruthless growl…and then he claims the hell out of me once more.
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      We stay out for a glorious, sex-filled week after that. The little cave in the mountains becomes the honeymoon I promised to Vektal, and there are plenty of days where we don’t even leave the furs. It’s a vacation, and a great one. We relax lazily, hanging out in the cave, and I share with him my memories of Earth and he tells me stories of growing up in the tribe, which was much bigger once upon a time. There’s always more to learn about my mate, and I’m looking forward to a lifetime of discoveries.

      Eventually, though, we need to head back. I thought I’d be a little disappointed when we start the long walk back to the home cave, but surprisingly, I’m not. It’s been a wonderful, refreshing time alone together, and I feel more connected to my big, burly alien than ever before. Even so, I’m excited for what the future holds for us, and I look forward to rejoining our tribe. I can’t wait to see their faces again, and I know Vektal feels the same.

      I’m excited to go home.

      I’m excited to rejoin our people.

      And by the time we round the last bend toward the home caves, I’m practically dancing with excitement.

      Vektal laughs with amusement as my steps pick up. “Now you walk fast?”

      I laugh, enjoying his teasing. “Uh, yeah. I want to see if anyone resonated while we were gone.”

      He snorts. “I have told you, my mate, resonances are a rare thing.”

      “Because you’ve never had so many hot, single ladies hanging around your cave,” I tease back. “Your cooties won’t know what to do with all that estrogen in the air.”

      “Est-roh-what?”

      “Girl stuff,” I tell him with a wave of my hand. “I admit, I’m a little anxious to get back in general. I want to make sure no one fell apart while we were gone. I worry about some of them.” I think specifically of Ariana, who’s the tribe’s resident weeper, and Kira, who seems sad and distant all the time. And Tiffany, who had plenty to say when we were captive but now that we’re free seems to have clammed up entirely. We all have baggage, of course. It’s to be expected. But I want to be there for anyone that needs a friend or a shoulder to cry on. I’m going to be chieftess to Vektal’s chief and I want to be the best damn chieftess I can possibly be.

      “Ho,” a familiar face calls as we approach the cave. It’s one of the big blue guys, walking out to greet us, and I recognize Haeden by the scowl on his face. He nods at us.

      “Ho,” Vektal replies easily. “How fares things?”

      He shrugs. “All is quiet.”

      “Quiet is good,” I say, smiling at him. He just stares at me.

      Vektal puts a possessive arm around my waist. “Who is out on the trails hunting right now?”

      We pause as the two men discuss herd patterns and who’s out far from the cave and who’s staying close by. Vektal listens to all, nodding, and eventually looks over at me. “It will be my turn to go out on the trail soon. Tomorrow. But tonight, I have one more honey-moons with my pretty mate.”

      My face gets hot. I’m pretty sure he’s using the word “honeymoon” in place of sex, and now he just told Haeden that we’re going to go fuck.

      “Honey-moons?” Haeden asks, curious.

      “Long story,” I say before Vektal can speak. I take my mate by the hand and drag him inside. “Let’s go, honey, because I’m starving and I smell something good on the fire.”

      Haeden’s frown increases. “Hemalo is dyeing skins over the fire.”

      Oh. Okay, yeah, that’s probably what I smell. No wonder he’s looking at me like I’m crazy. If it’s the cocktail I remember, the skin dye is made up of pee, brains, and some other unsavory crap, all boiled into a horrific mush.

      I tap my nostril, determined to make this lie stick. “Must be my pregnancy nose thinking it smells good.”

      “Ah.” He gives Vektal an odd look but claps him on the shoulder. “Glad you are back, my chief.”

      “We are glad to be back,” Vektal says easily, and puts a hand at the small of my back to lead me inside the cavern that is now my home.

      Immediately, the temperature grows warm and slightly humid. I look at the busy cavern, smiling at the sight of familiar sa-khui faces and human faces, too. Over by the fire, Hemalo is stirring something thick and sludgy, all right, and Josie’s at his side, helping him. In the center of the cave, Ariana is in the water with her mate Zolaya, and Nora wrings her hair out and sits on the edge, buck-ass naked while her mate Dagesh rubs her shoulders. I see Kira carrying a basket and doing her best to ignore Aehako, who trails behind her. And off in a corner, I see Claire hanging on Bek’s arm, blinking big eyes as he tells her a story.

      No one’s falling apart. No one’s a mess. Everyone looks…happy.

      I’m so relieved.

      “Well well,” calls a familiar voice. “Look what the cat dragged in.”

      Vektal immediately looks around behind us, no doubt searching for a snow cat of some kind. I just laugh and open my arms to hug Liz. “Hey, you!”

      She gives me a hug in response, but her expression is a little guarded. Our friendship suffered a bit of a break when Raahosh went into exile and I sided with Vektal. I had to. I can only imagine how dreadful things would have gotten if we’d allowed Raahosh to just cart away Liz with no repercussions. Bek would have stolen Claire away next, and Aehako Kira, and then it would be a nightmare. These people think differently than we do, and even if it’s not meant maliciously, it’s also not fair to the girls.

      I think Liz gets it. Or pretends to get it. Either way, she’s firmly on Team Raahosh, which I suppose I get. Sure enough, when I pull back from our hug, he’s there nearby, arms crossed and scarred face glowering at me and Vektal.

      Liz gives my shoulder a punch. “Where ya been, fearless leaders? Someone said you were on a mooning trip, but I thought that couldn’t be right.”

      “Oh. Did you guys just get in?” I brush my hair back off my face, since the humidity in the cave is making my curls stick to my skin. “We went on a honeymoon to get away just the two of us. A little bonding time.”

      She narrows her eyes at me. “Really.”

      Liz is sharp. I don’t know if she’s going to believe me or want to know more details. I think of the graves we left up the mountain, and how I left a lot of my own grief and doubt up there with them. I asked Vektal not to mention it, but it’s not entirely for the others. I want to leave that part of the past behind myself, and rehashing the fate of our three dead friends and their grave for each person in the tribe will be difficult.

      “Honeymoon? Where?” Liz asks.

      “The cave we first met,” Vektal says, his hand sliding to my waist and he pulls me close. “It was a good trip. Fine weather. Great company.” And he grins at me, fangs flashing.

      Liz frowns at me again, and I wait for her to ask. Wait for her to pry into why we needed to get away so quickly after resonating. But then she just sighs. “Well, now I want a romantic honeymoon, too.”

      “Eh?” Raahosh moves to her side, his grip tight on her arm. For a moment, he looks as if he wants to snatch her away from all of us and hoard her to himself. “You want to travel out into the mountains just to mate? Do we not do that right now, female? It is called exile.”

      She rolls her eyes. “Where’s your sense of romance, Raahosh! This is a trip specifically for sexytimes. We could play ‘wampa that discovers a helpless Luke in a cave,’ but this time you’d get to eat me.” She wiggles her eyebrows at her mate. “Or we could play ‘Gollum finds his precious.’ Really, the possibilities are endless.”

      He just frowns at her.

      Liz sighs and looks back at me. “Clearly I need to get him on board with such an idea.”

      Raahosh’s mouth flattens and he looks at Vektal accusingly, as if this is somehow my man’s fault, and lets Liz lead him away.

      I watch them go, biting back a smile. I would say Liz runs roughshod over Raahosh, but I think he’s the only one that tolerates her crap and gives her back just as much. It’s a surprisingly good pairing, because Liz is definitely a bit acerbic and headstrong.

      “You look tired, my mate,” Vektal says.

      “Do I?” I look over at him in surprise. I don’t feel tired. It was a long trip, sure, but I…oh. He’s giving me a slow, wicked grin that I recognize. “You did say you were leaving me tomorrow, didn’t you?”

      He nods, pulling me so close that my boobs brush against his chest. “I must go out on the hunt like all the others. It is my duty. But it will make my return twice as sweet to know you and our kit are waiting for me.”

      It’s an aspect of life I’m going to have to get used to. I nod, smiling. “Until then, you did mention you have time for one more honeymoon night?”

      “I do,” he murmurs, gaze intent on me and a promise in his eyes.

      “Maybe we should play Gollum and his precious, then,” I say, fluttering my lashes at him as I take him by the hand and lead him back toward the nook of our cave.

      “As long as you tell me what it is, I am game.”

      I chuckle. “It involves lots of rubbing.”

      “All the best games do.”
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      We end up playing no games at all. I’m too easily distracted. By the time we get to our cave, Vektal’s mouth is on me and I lose track of utterly everything in the world but him and his seemingly magic tongue. And his tail. And his big hands. And spur. The spur is always, always a distraction.

      It’s all wonderful, though. Vektal makes me come so hard that I see stars. Twice. And then we curl around each other and sleep through the night. I put my cold feet on his leg and he doesn’t even protest. That’s when you know it’s love.

      I’m asleep when he presses a kiss to my brow and slides out of bed, but even those small movements wake me up. I pretend to keep sleeping, watching him from under my lashes as he puts on his loincloth and his knife-vest and I know he’s going hunting. He’s going to be leaving me soon for the first time and my throat clenches. I reach up and grab his tail as he tugs on his boots. “You won’t leave before I get to kiss you goodbye, will you?”

      Vektal groans even as I stroke the furry tip of his tail. I know it’s sensitive. I got his attention, though, and that’s what I wanted. “I am merely going to get supplies and speak to the other hunters. I will return, my sweet resonance. Never fear. Your mate will not leave without giving his female a proper goodbye.”

      Ooh, I hope that involves a quickie. I smile up at him from bed. “Okay. I love you. Hurry back soon.”

      He kneels beside the furs and kisses my brow, then runs his thumb over it. I know he’s fascinated by the smoothness there and my lack of horns. “Sleep,” he says. “I will wake you before I go.”

      I nod and snuggle back into the furs as he heads out to the main cave. I can’t fall back asleep, though. My mind’s already flying through all the things that need to be done. I should visit Maylak and get her to check on my pregnancy, since it’s the first human-sa-khui pregnancy in all time and I want to make sure things go well. I need to start sewing. Vektal’s got plenty of furs but I don’t have much clothing to wear. I need to learn how to do a lot of stuff, actually. I need to check on Claire, who’s hooking up with one of the guys without resonance. I need to check on the girls that did resonate and make sure they’re doing okay and their relationships are going smoothly. I need to check up on the girls that didn’t resonate because I don’t want them to feel as if they’re missing out…

      Really, there’s a laundry list of things to do and staying in bed is a lot less fun when it’s just me. With a small sigh, I push the furs back and get up.

      Megan’s by the fire when I head into the main part of the cave. There are a few of the aliens awake. No, I remind myself. We’re the aliens. They’re the sa-khui. Megan’s the only other human awake, and her face lights up when she sees me so I head in her direction. “Morning,” I say brightly. I take one of the cups by the fire and dip it into the hot tea. The sa-khui share cups and while they’re always careful to wash them out, it was strange to me at first, because I imagined all kinds of germs being left behind. But that’s why we have cooties, right? To handle those sorts of things. I hold the cup out to Megan. “You want some?”

      She hesitates before reaching for it. “Are you sure it’s okay?”

      “It’s for everyone,” I tell her. And I know it is. No one would smack Megan’s hands for taking a cup of tea. I hand her the cup and scoop one for myself, sitting down next to her. “Sleep well?”

      She bites her lip and shrugs. “As well as can be expected on a stone floor?” She rubs her ass as if to demonstrate that not all of her slept well after all.

      “Really? I’m surprised you felt the floor. The furs Vektal has are so thick it’s ridiculous.”

      “Oh,” is all she says. And the smile she offers me is reluctant and miserable. “He’s the chief, though. It’s different.”

      “No, it’s not,” I tell her firmly. “We live here too, Megan. We are just as valuable as anyone else in this tribe. The food is for everyone. The drink is for everyone.” I clink my bone cup to hers in a mock-toast. “if you’re thirsty, you get a drink. If you’re hungry, you get food. And if you’re cold at night, then you get more blankets. We’re not interlopers, okay? This is our home now. These are our people.”

      She gives me a tremulous smile, and there’s such worry and uncertainty in her eyes that it makes my heart squeeze. “I just don’t want to bother anyone, you know?” Megan bites her lip. “I don’t want to be a problem.”

      I don’t know if it’s leftover trauma from our horrible time as slaves in the alien ship or if this is Megan’s personality, but I wrap a protective arm around her shoulders and give her a squeeze. This is my purpose, I realize. I didn’t want to come back from our honeymoon, sure…but I’m glad we did. Vektal needs to lead his people and to hunt, and I need to be here for the girls, leading them in my own way. I’m the one that should be setting an example as well as being a shoulder to cry on.

      And if Megan needs blankets, I’m going to get her some blankets.

      I set my cup down and get to my feet. “Come on.”

      “Where are we going?” She puts her cup down with a small frown. “Georgie—”

      “We are going to get you some extra blankets,” I say firmly. “There are plenty of furs in storage so if you’re cold, you don’t have to suffer. This is your home now, too. You get blankets just like anyone else does.”

      She gives me such a worried look that it just makes me feel even fiercer in her defense. Poor Megan—someone’s done a hell of a number on her self-esteem. “I just don’t want to cause problems—”

      “Nonsense. If anyone has a problem, they can take it up with me, okay? You don’t let anyone give you shit. We’re going to learn how to make furs, too, but until then, everyone here is more than willing to share, I promise.” I take her hand and squeeze it, then lead her toward the supply cave. I won’t let her argue. She’d rather be uncomfortable than “bother” anyone and that’s not how it’s going to work. We’re a tribe and we need to act like one. It’s a good reminder for me, too. The honeymoon was nice, but it’s even nicer to be home and starting the rest of our lives.

      As luck has it, when we approach the supply cave, I can hear the sound of voices. Male voices, deep in discussion. Megan clenches my arm, and I hesitate, not wanting to interrupt anyone’s conversation. The supplies are free for everyone to use, but it’s also early enough that a conversation in a cave feels like a secret.

      “We have questions,” I hear one of the hunters say. I mentally flip through my mental list of tribes-folk, trying to match the voice with the face. Hassen? Cashol?

      “What is it?”

      And that voice makes me flush with pleasure. That’s my Vektal. My honey. My sweet resonance. I get a goofy smile on my face.

      “One of the females said that Zolaya’s mate is a man-eater,” Cashol says. “Should we warn him to be wary of her? Do you think she truly devours human flesh?”

      He sounds so very worried and serious. At my side, Megan buries her face against my arm, stifling her laughter.

      I know we should announce our presence, that we’re snooping, but really…I want to hear the answer. I’m curious how my Vektal will handle it. He doesn’t really think Marlene is a cannibal, does he? She’s confident and flirty, sure, but…eating human flesh?

      “Nonsense,” my Vektal says. “She is not eating him. Human females like to do that sort of thing to their males. It is very natural for them.”

      I can feel my eyes go wide. Megan’s shoulders shake with silent amusement.

      “What…are you talking about, my chief? What has Shorshie eaten of yours?” He sounds utterly confused.

      Oh jeez. I cringe, waiting to hear the answer.

      “Humans have different ways of showing their affection,” Vektal says, and he sounds both confident and condescending. “Whatever she puts in her mouth, it is between her and her mate.”

      I’m dying. I’m really, really dying right about now. Megan makes a crude gesture with a hand and I slap it away, trying not to burst out in a fit of giggles. Are they talking about…fellatio? Poor Cashol is just going to get even more confused with the way this conversation is heading.

      “I do not know what you are talking about,” Cashol admits.

      “What do you think I am talking about?” Vektal replies, and it sounds so vague that I think he’s realizing they’re on two different pages now. My poor mate. I put a hand to my lips to fight back my smile.

      “Whatever she is doing to him, Zolaya likes it,” says a new voice. I know that one—Aehako. “If you are looking to save him from his mate, Cashol, you had best look elsewhere.”

      “I just worry,” Cashol says, and he sounds grumpy. “Do…do you think all the females are like Zolaya’s female? Putting strange things in their mouths that do not belong there?”

      “What the hell?” Megan mouths to me.

      I just wave a hand, listening in. I should announce our presence soon. Very soon. I’m just enjoying this bizarre conversation far too much.

      “We should all be so lucky,” Aehako says cheerfully.

      “Do you have a female in your sights, Cashol?” Vektal’s voice is serious, authoritative.

      “The one called Meh-gann is very pleasing to look upon,” Cashol says. “But she is shy. When I try to smile at her, she looks away. I do not know how to speak to her.”

      Megan’s hand gets tight on my arm and her mouth flattens. It’s not a look of dislike, but one of worry and fear. I put my hand over hers calmingly. If she’s not ready for a relationship, she doesn’t have to have one. I will make that very clear to my Vektal. Megan’s had a hard road so far and I’m not going to let anyone make it harder for her.

      “Give her time,” Vektal says.

      “She saw Maylak with her kit and wept,” Cashol says, and he sounds concerned. “I think she is frightened of resonance.”

      “It might be hoar-moans,” Vektal says, sounding oh-so-knowledgeable. “My mate told me of such things. They make females cry.”

      “Hoar-moans?” Aehako echoes. “What is that? Something that dwells inside a female like a khui?”

      “Perhaps,” Vektal says, and he sounds just as confused as they do.

      I clear my throat loudly before Vektal can start telling the others that PMS is a beast that lives inside women or some craziness. I know he doesn’t mean it. Humans—and for the most part, women—are pretty mystifying to their men. “Hello in there,” I call out, and step forward. Megan shrinks back, letting go of my arm and sinking back. She doesn’t follow me in. That’s all right, I’ll get the blankets for her.

      As I enter the supply cave, the three men straighten. I see tails flicking, and Cashol looks uncomfortable even as Aehako grins at me. Vektal just gives me a heated look as if he’d like nothing more than to devour me on the spot.

      Now who’s the cannibal? I think to myself. “I came to get some extra blankets for, ah, someone.” I deliberately avoid Megan’s name, remembering how she panicked when Cashol brought her up. “And can I steal you away for a few minutes, Vektal? Before you leave?”

      “Of course, my resonance.”

      We load my arms up with furs while Aehako and Cashol pick through a basket of bones, looking for scraps for some sort of project, or maybe just lurking to overhear anything I say. I gesture that Vektal should follow me out and head back to the main cavern with my armload of furs, but Megan’s nowhere to be seen. She’s gone off to hide. I’ll find her later, then. I head back to the cave I share with Vektal and we set our armloads of furs down on our bed.

      “What is it?” he asks the moment I turn to look at him. “Is everything all right? Is the kit well?” His glowing blue eyes are filled with concern, and he moves forward and brushes his knuckles along my jaw, as if he needs to reassure himself that I’m here.

      I wanted to bring him back to the cave and tell him not to tell the others about our sex life, or hormones, or any other million things that might come up and be potentially embarrassing. But he puts a hand on my lower belly and tugs me closer to him, and I forget about everything.

      There are going to be questions about humans and sa-khui and how we’re different. They’re going to ask Vektal about our mating. They’re going to ask about everything.

      And…it’s not important. Not when I’m looking at my gorgeous, protective mate and he’s about to leave me for days on end.

      “What did you want to say to me?” Vektal prompts again.

      I go up on my tiptoes and pull him down for a quick, hard kiss. “I wanted to say thank you.”

      His hands are warm on my waist. “For?”

      “For my honeymoon.” I smile up at him. Let them think I put my mouth all over this gorgeous man. All over. I don’t care. We can give them things to talk about. They’ll know how much I love him. “And you’ll hurry home back to me?”

      “No hunter will ever be so fast,” he promises, voice raspy as he glides one big hand up and down my back. “My feet will be swift.”

      I know it’s necessary for him to go, just as I know people are going to ask weird questions about our mating, about humans, about everything. It’s part of my new life and I’m going to accept it–and my mate–with arms wide open.

      Well…I’ll accept it soon enough. I tug on Vektal’s vest and then slide my hand down his stomach. “Think that this swift hunter will have time for a quick round in the furs with his mate before he heads out?”

      Vektal’s eyes gleam. “For you? I have all the time in the world.”
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      Hello there!

      

      I love my fans. I love how much they love my characters. I feel like when I’m writing about Not-Hoth and the ever-growing cast, you guys are right there with me. You’re quick to ask about storylines I haven’t wrapped, or characters that haven’t gotten their mate - or their own stories - yet. I love that you love them because *I* love them, too.

      One of the things I’m asked the most often is for more stories about the characters we’ve seen before. You all want to see more stories about Georgie, about Liz, about Josie, about everyone. I’ve had people request stories about metlaks, about pets getting their happy ever afters, about the first comers who landed on the ice planet waaaay back in the day.  I love this! I want to write all of it!

      Well, maybe not the metlak stories. ;)

      But going back to existing characters who have already had a happy ever after can sometimes be problematic. You know what I’m talking about — the characters get a happy ending in book one, and then book two splits them apart over something and then they don’t get back together until the end of book two or even book three.

      As a reader? I fucking hate that. It’s one of my biggest pet peeves. So I’m not writing that. I feel like it ruins part of the earlier happiness to throw in a monkey-wrench. I don’t want that to happen to my characters.

      (Which is not to say that other people can’t write it well. They totally can and this is not a slam against anyone else! It’s just my personal preference.)

      I also feel that as a writer, I need a story of some kind to establish things. 200 pages of characters sitting by a fire and talking about their breakfast can wear thin.

      Which is why a honeymoon is perfect! It gives me a plot, and based on the characters, it allows me to create some sort of conflict or driving need without ripping apart their happiness.

      Think of this series (because it WILL be a series) as extended epilogues. I have Liz’s honeymoon story mapped out. After that, it’ll be Kira, and then we’ll just keep going down the line until we all want to vomit with the saccharine sweetness of it. ;)

      Later this month, PRETTY HUMAN will be out, and in July, I have something a little different that’s with my editor even now. It’s different (but still very Ruby Dixon) and I hope you all like it. I’ll talk more about it when I get it back from the editor and stop hyperventilating about it. It’s been both stressful and cathartic for me, and features someone that might be one of my favorite heroes ever and a heroine who gives Liz a run for her money.

      And for August? We’re back to dragons and Gabe’s story. If you’re wondering about the honeymoon short stories and where they all fit in? I’ll pepper them in whenever I can. I won’t have a set schedule as of now, so think of them as occasional bonuses that show up to fill in gaps in my publishing schedule.

      I hope you enjoy this look back as much as I did!! <3

      Ruby
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        	— Ice Ice Babies (short story)
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        	— Calm(short story)

        	Barbarian’s Taming (Maddie/Hassen)

        	— Aftershocks (short story)

        	Barbarian’s Heart (Stacy/Pashov)

        	Barbarian’s Hope (Asha/Hemalo)

        	Barbarian’s Choice (Farli/Mardok)
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