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            ICE PLANET HONEYMOON: AEHAKO & KIRA

          

        

      

    

    
      Kira and Aehako are happily mated and waiting for their baby’s arrival. Everything is great…or is it? Because carefree Aehako has turned into the most hovering of spouses, and he’s making everyone at the cave crazy.

      

      Kira thinks it’s time for a vacation…of sorts.

      

      This story is an extended epilogue for book 3 of Ice Planet Barbarians — Barbarian Lover — and is for readers who want a little more of their favorite couple. Don’t start here! You’ll be missing out on so much story. Start at the beginning with Ice Planet Barbarians.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A quick housekeeping note

          

        

      

    

    
      This story takes place about six months after Book 3 in Ice Planet Barbarians (Barbarian Lover). It doesn’t stand alone, but acts as a ‘re-visit’ of sorts to the characters and their story.

      

      Enjoy! <3
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      KIRA

      I wake up to the sensation of the baby kicking my bladder. With a grimace, I get out of my warm bed, next to my sleeping mate, and make my way out to the designated “bathroom” area for the South Cave. The set-up here isn’t as nice as the main tribal cave, but we make do. It doesn’t bother me most times…just when I have to wake up in the middle of the night to pee.

      Which happens a lot more lately, come to think of it.

      My toes curl on the cold stone floor and I get my business done as quickly as possible, then pour a bit of water into a bowl used for washing hands. It’s cold this time of night and the water is turning into icy sludge, so I’m shivering by the time I make it back to the cave I share with Aehako. We had chamber pots in the cave for a while, but the concept makes my stomach turn, and with being pregnant, I can’t have one in the living area. I just can’t. I’ll endure cold feet.

      And so will my mate, I think impishly as I slide back under the covers and immediately stick my cold feet on him.

      Aehako groans and immediately grabs me, tucking me against his bigger body. “Cruel female.”

      “Don’t you want to warm my toes for me?” I tease, snuggling up against him. Aehako is massive—bigger than a lot of the other sa-khui, who aren’t a small people. I have to be the little spoon every time, but he’s a sprawler and sometimes I wake up with him stealing all the blankets in his sleep. So he gets to warm my cold feet. Those are the rules.

      He tucks me against him, brushing a hand on one of my cold feet as I curl it against his thigh and lie on my side once more. He tucks his arm around my waist, his lips against the top of my head.

      The baby kicks again, this time doing an impressive kick instead of a slight flutter. I suck in a breath, surprised at the ferocity of it.

      Aehako loses all of his drowsiness. He immediately stiffens against me, his hand splaying over my belly. “Are you well?”

      “I’m fine,” I promise him. “It was just a kick.”

      “But you drew in breath. Does it hurt?”

      “It was just surprising. That’s all. Go back to sleep.” I cover his hand with mine and close my eyes, pretending to go back to sleep myself. All the while, the baby in my stomach has decided that it is most definitely not sleep time. It flips and kicks and moves around, and I can feel the tension brimming in Aehako’s big body. He doesn’t go back to sleep. I know he doesn’t, because I know him. And so I wait.

      It doesn’t take long.

      “Kira?”

      “Mmm?”

      “Are you asleep, my mate?” His lips brush over my hair, pressing a kiss there.

      The baby kicks again, and even though I just peed, it feels like I need to get up again. I knew being pregnant wouldn’t be a barrel of fun, but sometimes I wish this kid would pick somewhere to sit other than my bladder. “I’m awake.”

      “Do you think the kit is well?” His hand caresses my belly and I can hear the worry in his tone.

      My heart squeezes. My Aehako is always so laughing and carefree, so easily confident. Yet lately, as my belly grows, so does the worry in his eyes. This isn’t the first night he’s been unable to go back to sleep, and I suspect it won’t be the last. He’s not going to sleep well until I have this baby…and that’s months and months (and months) away from now. “I’m sure it’s fine. Go back to sleep, love.”

      “But it is very active tonight.”

      “Sometimes it does that.”

      His hand slides over my belly. “What if it is trying to get our attention? What if something is wrong?”

      “Nothing’s wrong,” I reassure him.

      He doesn’t sound convinced. “How is your stomach?”

      I have the occasional bout of nausea thanks to strong smells, and every time I do, Aehako panics. It’s like he can’t stand the thought of me sick or hurting, which is kind of sweet. In the middle of the night, though? It’s also kind of irksome. I remind myself that he’s just worried. This is our first baby together. It’s natural for him to be overprotective. “It’s good.” I make my voice sound as sleepy as possible. “Go back to bed, love.”

      Aehako just tugs me closer, burying his face in my hair. “You would tell me if it was not, yes?”

      “I absolutely would, I promise.”

      He grunts and gets quiet, but I notice his hand stays protectively over my belly, and he twitches every time the baby kicks again, as if it’s punching his insides and not mine.

      My poor Aehako. It’s strange, because normally out of the two of us, I’m the worrier. I’m the one that stresses over small things and tries to take the weight of the world on my shoulders. He’s the lighthearted one, the laughing, teasing one that makes me forget all of my worries. When it comes to this pregnancy, though, our roles are reversed. I’m the one that takes everything in stride, and it’s Aehako that has the sleepless nights and the constant fear. It’s Aehako that hovers over me as if I’m fragile glass and won’t let me do a thing around the cave that might disturb me.

      He’s making himself crazy. At some point, he’s going to snap, because I don’t think he can take another six months of this, which is what it sounds like I’m in for.

      The baby shifts again and I fight back a groan of irritation, because now I really do feel like I have to pee. But if I get up again, Aehako’s going to panic.

      There’s no winning this.
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      KIRA

      “He is stressed,” Kemli tells me as she hands me a cup of tea later that morning.

      “Do you think so?” I take a sip, trying not to worry.

      The elder sits across from me with her own cup, her expression wry. “All males get touchy when their female is with kit. It is not just the body that changes, but she gets tired. Her feet hurt. She craves strange foods.” Kemli shrugs. “My Borran fussed and hovered with each of my kits. You would think a female had never had young before the way he acted.” Her mouth quirks, and then she sobers. “You must also remember that you are not with the healer, here in the South Cave.”

      “But…I feel fine,” I protest. “There’s no need to bother Maylak when I feel fine.”

      “I have known Aehako all his life,” Kemli says wisely as she stirs her tea with a fingertip, pushing the leaves around. “He is all humor and charm, but he is also very protective. When he worries, he cannot hide his feelings behind a smile. Do you know that I offered to make bone broth with his last kill, and he looked outraged that I even suggested it?”

      I gasp, shocked. “What? Why?”

      “Because it was one of the fanged hoppers with a long tail, and you know how strong they smell if cut wrong. He worried it would smell in the cavern and he did not want your stomach upset.” Her mouth twitches again. “It was just a simple suggestion, but the next thing I knew, he’d decided to take his kill out to the cache. I suspect he hid it so I would not make broth without him knowing. He’s been making others cook at the far end of the cave, too. As far away from you as possible.”

      I’m surprised. I had no idea this was going on, though I have noticed that there hasn’t been a lot of cooking scents lately. I thought maybe I was just not noticing them. “Oh, but…”

      Kemli waves a hand in the air. “He is to be a father for the first time. Everyone puts up with it. We are all excited to see your little one be born.” Her smile grows warm and she looks at my belly as if she can see the barely noticeable bump underneath my thick clothing. Her voice lowers and she leans closer to me. “It has been a while since kits crawled around these caves. To think that there are three to be born. It is like the tribe is waking up from a long sleep. We are all very eager to have more young born.”

      “Even so,” I protest. “Everyone has to cook. You can’t live your lives tiptoeing around me just because I’m pregnant and will be for a while. I’m just one person.”

      “Ah, but you carry hope in your belly.”

      “Well, so do Georgie and Liz—”

      “But you are here,” Kemli points out. “They have the healer with them. You do not. And Asha is here in this cave.”

      Oh, I know all about Asha. My mood sours as I think about the annoying woman and how she used to hit on Aehako. It’s been months and I still haven’t gotten used to her being around. Every time I see her, I want to punch her in the face with jealousy, so we stay apart.

      Her weathered blue hand covers my smaller one. “Be kind to your mate. The last kit to be born was Asha’s and it did not live. You must forgive Aehako if he worries more than he should.”

      God. I immediately feel like the world’s biggest jerk. That’s why Kemli says Aehako’s worried. It doesn’t have to do with Asha’s flirting but the death of her baby. “Of course,” I manage, touching my belly. “I really do think everything is fine, though.”

      “I imagine it is,” Kemli says with a chuckle. “You are human, but still strong and healthy.”

      “Thanks?”

      She pats my shoulder. “It will just take time for him to get used to fatherhood.”

      “How much time?”

      Her eyes twinkle. “How much longer until the kit is born?”

      I groan. “That long, huh?” I sip my tea, and try not to grimace at the flavor. It’s a mixture I always liked before, but now that I’m pregnant, the taste feels a little too strong, a little too bitter. I don’t want to turn it down, though, because I’m acutely aware of how much effort goes into every bite of food and every sip of water. Nothing here comes from a spout or a grocery store. Tea leaves have to be gathered and cleaned and stored, and even the smallest cup of tea shouldn’t go to waste.

      But if I drink it, I’ll barf, and then Aehako will flip his lid, and then the rest of the day will be shot and—

      Kemli drains her cup and smacks her lips. “I do love strong tea. Is yours to your liking?”

      “It’s great,” I say, holding it up. “Thank you so much.”

      She lifts her chin, indicating my drink. “Shall I finish that for you?”

      With a sheepish smile, I hold the cup out to her. “I think the baby doesn’t like strong flavors.”

      “When my belly was full of my youngest, I hated the taste of red meat.” She waves a hand in the air and rolls her eyes. “That was a very long three full turns of the seasons.”

      I’ll bet. A lot of the diet here is red meat. I can’t imagine living three years on fish and roots. I chuckle at her expression. “So what did you—”

      “Human,” a voice hisses, and an all-too-familiar woman stomps into Kemli’s cave without bothering to scratch a greeting. “Come and get your mate!”

      “Asha,” Kemli says in a dry voice. “Come in. My cave is always welcome to visitors.”

      Asha tosses her thick, dark hair and glares at both of us. I get to my feet, feeling just a little fat and awkward at her presence. The female sa-khui is utterly gorgeous, her skin a lovely shade of flawless blue, her eyes bright and snapping fire. Her stomach is lean and hard and reminds me that my belly is starting to distend and my ankles have a tendency to swell lately. She’s magnificent and she knows it.

      She’s also kind of an arrogant ass. She looks down her flawless nose at me, her expression imperious. “Do you not think we have enough to put up with right now? Can you not make Aehako behave?”

      “Make him behave? I don’t understand.” I rub the slight bulge of my belly as I get to my feet. “What’s he doing?”

      Her gaze goes to my stomach, and for a moment, pain flickers in her eyes and I feel like the biggest jerk. Then, the sneer returns to her pretty face and Asha looks at me with such disdain. “He is harassing Hemalo over dye. He says he will upset you and Aehako now says such things are not allowed in his cave while his mate is pregnant.”

      I wince. “Oh boy. I’m coming.”

      “Good,” Asha says viciously. “Are we all supposed to sit and stare at the fire until your kit is born? Because that is what Aehako will reduce us to.”

      “This is his first kit, Asha,” Kemli says mildly. “All males lose their minds when their female is pregnant.”

      “I do not care.”

      “I’ll talk to him,” I say to the women. While it’s sweet that Aehako is so, so protective of me, Asha also has a point. The entire cave can’t tiptoe around while they wait for my baby to be born. I don’t know if I’m going to be pregnant for nine months or twenty, because the sa-khui carry for so much longer than humans. Either way, Aehako needs to learn to cope, and I do, too.

      We’re not the only ones that live here. It’s an entire cave system full of people and they can’t cater to one pregnant lady.

      So I follow a huffing Asha out of Kemli’s cave and to the back of the South Cave, where the storage areas are set up. Sure enough, Hemalo is set up in the one cave set aside for hides—cured, uncured, dyed and undyed. He’s in front of a stretched skin, a bowl of pungent junk at his feet, and I can smell the concoction even before he comes into view.

      I smile brightly even though the scent of it makes my eyes water and my gag reflex rise. “Hi guys, what’s going on?”

      Aehako immediately comes over to my side, all big protective body and flicking tail. He’s got a slight frown pulling at the edges of his normally smiling mouth. “You should not be in here, Sad Eyes. The smell will make your stomach upset.”

      “I’m fine,” I tell him, keeping the fakely cheery smile on my face. “I heard you and Hemalo were fighting?”

      The big male behind Aehako gets to his feet. Of all the people in the tribe, I would think both Hemalo and Aehako would be last on the list of fighters—my mate because he doesn’t take much in life too seriously, and Hemalo because he just seems all soul and art. He’s not a warrior or a hunter like the others. He’s a creator and loves nothing more than fussing with leathers.

      Hemalo gives me a mild smile, his soulful eyes full of apology.

      “We are not fighting,” Aehako says, his voice surprisingly tight. “I am simply telling him that he cannot dye leather with you so close by.” Even now, his big hands—though gentle—are steering me toward the entrance of the cave, as if he doesn’t want me anywhere near the tanner. “In fact, you did not sleep well last night. Perhaps you should take another nap.”

      If I take another nap, I’m going to fall asleep out of sheer boredom. “Aehako,” I protest, letting him pull me along. “I’m not tired.”

      “You are,” he insists.

      “No, I’m not.”

      “Yes, you are.” He takes my hand in his and when I plant my feet, he just grabs me and carries me away.

      “Aehako!” I protest. “Stop this!”

      “I know what is best for you, Sad Eyes. Do not be stubborn.”

      I want to grab his shoulders and shake him, but his movements are making my stomach churn a little. Either that, or the smell of the dye really is affecting me. I twist my hands in his warm tunic, holding on as he carries me in his arms back to our cave as if I’m nothing more than a naughty child. He eventually sets me down oh-so-gently in the middle of our quarters and then looks me over.

      I put my hands on my hips, annoyed at his high-handed actions. “That’s it. We need to talk.”

      “Are we not talking right now?” He gives me a ghost of his usual playful smile and touches my cheek. “Or do you want me to do other things with my mouth?”

      He gives me a roguish grin as if he didn’t just pitch a tantrum at one of his tribemates. I stare at him, aghast. “Don’t get flirty on me. What’s eating you?”

      The light-hearted smile on his face fades immediately into a scowl. “Nothing.”

      “You yelled at Hemalo—”

      HIs eyes flare and suddenly my playful Aehako is gone. In his place is a wild-eyed, teeth-baring, snarling man. He stabs a finger at the ground. “Because he is not doing as he is told! Hemalo is not thinking of you and our kit!”

      I stare at him, aghast.

      “He is being selfish!”

      “Will you listen to yourself right now?” I shake my head. “Aehako, love, they live here, too. They can’t just tiptoe around for the next year because I’m pregnant.”

      He flings his hands wide. “Why not?”

      I’m worried about him. We were both a little anxious when I got pregnant, because we knew that I shouldn’t have been able to get pregnant. That the khui fixed the problems that had led to me being sterile, so we were cautious at first. But as time has gone on, I’ve become more and more comfortable with being pregnant, and it’s clear Aehako has…not.

      “You need to calm down,” I tell him in my most level-headed, soothing voice. “You’re stressing yourself out, and you’re making me worry about you. I love you, Aehako, but I don’t love how you’re acting right now.”

      My big alien mate drags a hand over his face. “I…my apologies, my mate. I just saw him at work and it made me angry.” He drops to his knees in front of me and pulls me into his arms, nestling his head against the slight swell of my belly. “I think only of you and our kit.”

      I put my hands on his head, run my fingers lightly over the short hairs of his scalp. “They live here, too,” I say gently. “If the scent bothered me enough, I’d talk to him. Do you really think Hemalo would do anything deliberately to try and spite us?” Hemalo is so kind and gentle, I can barely imagine him with Asha, much less doing anything to be cruel. “He’s just working on his leathers because he likes to. It’s nothing to do with you or me.”

      Aehako sighs heavily, his cheek pressed to my belly as I massage his scalp. “I just…worry.”

      I want to ask if it’s because of Asha and Hemalo’s empty arms, but if their loss isn’t on his mind, I don’t want to add another worry to the pile. “You’re supposed to be the carefree one, remember? I’m the ‘Sad Eyes’ and you’re the happy one.” I trace my fingers down his scalp, caressing one ear lovingly. “I hate that you’re so upset, love. Talk to me about it. Don’t take it out on others.”

      His arms tighten around me. “I…have had bad dreams.”

      “About?”

      “You and the kit.” His words are thick, reluctant. “That terrible things happen to you both and I am helpless to do anything about it.” He buries his face against my tunic, as if he can’t bear the thought of even remembering those dreams.

      I chew on my lip. “Like…Rokan type dreams?” I ask hesitantly. His brother Rokan has a strange connection with his khui, and always seems to “know” a bit more than he lets on. If Aehako has the same…

      “No. Nothing like that.”

      I let out a sigh of relief. “So just bad dreams that make you wake up in a terrible mood.” I caress his head as he rubs my belly and nods. “I understand. They’re just dreams though, love. I promise you I feel fine and I’d let you know the moment I didn’t.”

      “I know.” His big hand cups my belly even though it’s nothing but the slightest of bulges. “I just wish that the healer was here. I would feel better knowing she checked you and said everything was fine.”

      It’s a brilliant idea, and one I immediately latch onto. If seeing the healer will make him return to his laughing, carefree self, I’m all for it. “Great. Let’s go see her, then.”

      Aehako looks up at me in surprise. “What?” He shakes his head. “It is the brutal season. You should not leave the caves.”

      “I don’t care,” I say, smiling. “It’s a half a day’s walk to the main caves, right? I can walk for half a day.”

      “It will take longer with bad weather,” Aehako admits.

      “Then we walk for a full day. Look, if it’ll ease your mind, why don’t we do it? I think it’s a great idea.”

      He frowns, running his hand over my belly again. “I cannot take my mate out in the brutal season.”

      I let out a frustrated puff of breath. “Why not?”

      “It is cold.”

      I chuckle. “It is always cold, love. I’m not going to snap like an icicle the moment I go outside.” He looks alarmed at my choice of words and tugs me a bit closer. “Besides, I’d like to see the healer, too.”

      “You said nothing was wrong?” Aehako blurts immediately.

      “Nothing is wrong,” I quickly reassure him. “I just would like to see Maylak. I’d like to see Georgie and Liz, too. We can compare notes about human-sa-khui pregnancies.” I touch his cheek gently, running my thumb over his high cheekbones. “I want to visit with my friends. I want to relax in the heated pool in the center of the cave and not come out for days. And we can visit your mother and father. That’d be lovely, wouldn’t it?

      The more I think about the idea, the more I love it. Maybe we need a vacation. Just to get away from everyone else in the South Cave for a few days. Because it’s the brutal season, everyone’s underfoot and getting on each other’s nerves, and Aehako is more stressed than I’ve ever seen him. Being the leader is an extra burden, and he’d probably do well talking to Vektal, too.

      It’ll be wonderful for both of us, and I’m willing to put up with a little snow and a terrible day’s walk there to do it.

      But my stubborn mate shakes his head. “It is too dangerous.”

      I’m not deterred by his refusal. “Is it really? You and the other hunters go out in the brutal season when the weather is decent. It can be done, but it’s just unpleasant, right? I can live with a little unpleasant.”

      Aehako traces his fingers over my belly. “It is also far, far colder—”

      “Then we bundle up.”

      “The weather might blow up and catch us by surprise—”

      “Then we bring extra supplies and stick close to the hunter caves. If it takes us three days to get there because we have to keep pausing at hunter caves, I’m fine with that, too.”

      He gets to his feet and gazes down at me, his face so full of frustration. He smooths my hair back from my face, troubled. “It is a lot of walking and you are carrying my kit.”

      “I don’t mind walking—”

      A thoughtful look crosses his face. “Though we could make a sled.”

      “To carry our stuff?” I ask eagerly.

      “For you to ride on.”

      “Oh.” It’s not my ideal situation—I’d much rather walk—but he’s the expert. If he says it’s too nasty in the brutal season for me to walk to the main cave, then it’s too nasty. It doesn’t matter. I’ll ride in a sled if it means we get a chance to visit the healer and just take a break from things. “We can do all of that,” I tell him. “If we have a sled, we can pack it cram-full of extra supplies so we know we’re totally prepared for anything that comes up.”

      Aehako still looks doubtful. “I will need a few days to prepare everything. And we must wait for good weather.”

      “I’m fine with both,” I say, grabbing his hands. “This will be wonderful.”

      He squeezes my hands. “Are you sure you wish to do this, my mate? It might be best for you to stay here, curled up by the fire. I do not want you to push yourself just for me.” His gaze is a mixture of worry and relief both.

      “It’s not just for you,” I reassure him. “It’s for me, too.” And for the rest of the cave, because I’m pretty sure Aehako will snap before the brutal season is over. “As long as we go in totally prepared and take our time, I’m not worried about anything. You know this land. You know the paths, snow-covered or not. I trust you.”

      Aehako smiles at me, and then drops to his knees to press another kiss to my belly. “Then it looks like we will be taking a journey. I will let the others know.”

      I beam at him. I hope this is enough to take his mind off of all the stresses. Right now, my poor love is driving everyone crazy with his good intentions. And if this doesn’t help…we’ll figure something else out.
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      AEHAKO

      For the next several days, I barely sleep. My mind is too full of preparations. I must ensure that everything is perfect and that we are ready when we finally step out into the brutal season snows. I will not risk my mate in the slightest.

      So I work. I build a sled out of sa-kohtsk bones and thick hide, and some of the other males, bored with their confinement in the caves as the snow and wind roar outside, assist me. Eventually it is big and sturdy enough that it will glide over the snow with ease, and has plenty of room for my delicate mate, her growing belly, and the mountain of supplies we are going to take with us to ensure that we are prepared for any and all situations. I strap extra bone runners and leather to the sled, just in case it breaks. I pack bags of trail rations, even though there are caches scattered throughout these valleys and I am familiar with all of them. I prepare additional waterskins. Tea. Medicinal roots for my mate’s belly in case she wakes up ill. Extra clothing. Extra boots. Extra furs. Blankets. Tools. Knives. Spears.

      Kemli’s mate Borran takes one look at the growing pile atop the sled and laughs until his entire body shakes. I do not care. I will be prepared for every situation.

      My Kira says nothing about my enthusiastic packing. She just smiles at me and rubs a hand over her small belly, a sweet expression on her face.

      It takes me two handfuls of days before I feel we are ready to go. I can think of nothing else to add to the sled, now bulging with its contents. I head out into the driving snow and practice pulling it, re-balancing things to ensure that the sled will not tip with my precious mate sitting atop it.

      And then, finally, a day comes when the skies dawn clear and snow is not angrily flooding from the skies.

      It is time to begin our journey.

      “Today?” my Kira asks as she wakes up.

      “Today,” I agree, and my belly is filled with dread and determination both. More than anything, I want to take my Kira to see the healer, to reassure us that all is well…but I hope this is not foolish. I hope this is not a mistake. I frown, thinking of the bags I have packed. “Perhaps I should get one more pouch of trail rations before we go.”

      “How many do you have?” Kira asks, yawning as she crawls from the furs and begins to straighten things.

      I think for a moment. “Eight.”

      She sputters, turning to look at me with wide eyes. “We can eat off of just one bag for a week. Eight seems excessive.”

      “I want to be prepared,” I tell her with a grin, and decide to quietly add one more bag. Just in case. “Now, come. I have extra furs for you to wear while we travel.”

      “Oh no.”

      “Oh yes.” I cup her cheek and smile down at her skeptical little face. “I will take good care of you, never fear.”

      “Oh boy. Should I put my boots on?”

      “I have boots for you.”

      “Oh boy,” she says again. But Kira puts her hand in mine and lets me lead her out of the cave.

      I have our sled and supplies waiting at the entrance to the cave, so I begin bundling my mate after she says a quick goodbye to the tribe, most of whom are watching us prepare to leave. I layer one set of leathers on my mate, and then another, and another, belting them to keep the clothing tight against her body so no wind can cut through and chill her. After a few more layers, someone snickers quietly nearby.

      I study my mate, and then add another heavy fur vest, one of mine that hangs to her knees on her and nearly wraps around her twice. I belt it tight and then start to add another layer, just in case.

      Kira sputters. “Aehako, how many layers do I need?”

      “All of them,” I tell her cheerfully.

      She giggles and when I pick up a cloak, she touches my hand. “Enough, love. I can barely walk in this.”

      “You do not need to walk at all. You are going to be on a sled.”

      She shakes her head, bouncing her arms against her well-padded sides. “I look like a snowman.”

      I have seen the rounded figures the humans sometimes make out of snow at the cave entrance and…she is not wrong. It is adorable, though. I lean in and give her small nose a kiss on the tip. “I bundle you because you will be sitting instead of walking. Trust me when I say you will be cold enough to be grateful for all these layers.”

      Kira gives me a skeptical look, but nods. “All right, then. You’re the expert.”

      I get her seated on the packed sled, then pile furs atop her and swaddle her like a kit, until she’s laughing at my protectiveness. Perhaps I am overdoing it a little, but I do not care. She is more than precious to me, my mate, and I do not mind looking foolish if it saves her a moment of discomfort. When I am convinced she will be warm enough, I toss on my own wraps and loop the strap for the sled around my waist, harnessing it to my body. Even if I should drop the leather ropes, she will not slide away from me.

      With a cheerful wave goodbye, I haul the sled out into the cold. The day is mostly clear, a thick cloud-cover hiding the suns from sight and keeping the temperature icy. The wind is high, biting at my exposed skin, so I tug a wrap higher around my nose and make sure that Kira’s covers most of her face, and then set off.

      We set a good pace, the snow thick on the ground, and I choose a path that will stay close to the cliffs but will not entail dragging the sled up the steep slopes of the nearby rocky surfaces. The farther we get away from the South Cave, the more concerned I am that it is perhaps far too cold for Kira. Her human skin cannot take the cold like mine can. She is sitting, which is bound to make her colder, and the clouds look as if they are growing thicker by the moment.

      A short time later, I spot the trail to a hunter cave. I immediately head in that direction, moving toward it. The privacy screen is up to protect the cave’s contents, but no one is inside. I pause, considering the skies once more, and then turn to my mate.

      “We are stopping here for the day,” I announce, unstrapping myself from the sled.

      Kira pulls off the thick fur covering the lower half of her face like a mask and gives me an odd look. “We haven’t gone very far, have we? It’s not even been a few hours.”

      “I will not chance getting caught in a snowstorm with you and our kit,” I tell her, moving to her side and taking her hands to help her to her feet. “You said you did not care if this took many, many days, right?”

      Her mouth quirks in a hint of a smile, but she nods at me. “I did say that.”

      I help my mate waddle into the cave (perhaps I did wrap a few too many layers of furs around her) and start a fire so she can warm herself while I unpack. As if the skies have decided to agree with me, large flakes of snow ride the wind, and the day grows dark despite that it is mid-day.

      “You see?” I tell Kira as I haul our packs inside. “Your mate is always right.”

      “I’m gonna ignore that,” she teases, holding her pink hands toward the fire to warm them. “Do you need help?”

      “If you go near the front of that cave, I will spank you like a naughty kit,” I promise her. “Sit and warm up.”

      I work on unpacking the sled that I just packed not too long ago, and by the time I am done, the snow is easing up. I wait for Kira to point this out, but she says nothing, feeding bits of fuel to the fire and setting up a tripod and pouch so we can make tea. She has stripped most of her extra layers off and created a nest of furs in the back of the cave, and when I put the privacy screen over the entrance to block the wind, she straightens and smiles at me.

      “All done?” she asks, a smile on her face.

      I nod, taking the food satchel out of her hands. “I know you think I am overprotective, but I would rather be cautious than caught out in the cold with you and the kit.”

      “Did I say anything?”

      “I could hear you thinking it,” I tease her. “You think very loudly.”

      “Not loudly enough, it seems,” Kira says, moving to my side. She unties the belt holding my clothing to my body, letting it slide to the ground. She pulls at my clothing, peeling one layer off and then another. “I was just thinking that there’s nothing wrong with us taking our time. Spending a little quiet time together, just you and me. I think you could use a vacation.”

      “A vay-cay-shun?”

      She nods. “It’s where humans take a little trip to get away from their worries.”

      “You think I have worries?”

      She tugs on another thick layer of furs over my chest, smiling up at me as she leans close. “Or maybe you just need to get away for a little bit.” She lets the fur slide to the ground and then I am in nothing but a vest and my leggings. Kira moves behind me, her hand sliding across my backside.

      “Are you seducing me?” I ask her. “Should I expect a courting gift?”

      “No courting gift. But…would it be so bad if I was seducing you? Should I stop?” She presses her cheek to my arm and hugs me from behind, her hands on my stomach. “Is it so bad if I like touching my mate?”

      “It is not bad at all.” My breath quickens, and the press of her smaller body against mine makes me hungry for more. I ache to touch her, to fling her down onto the furs and just rut into her welcoming body…but she is carrying my kit. We must be careful. “Are you tired?” I ask instead. “Should you lie down and rest?”

      “Rest? From sitting in a sled all morning?” She lets out a derisive little snort and one of her hands slides to my cock. “I’m feeling pretty good, actually.” Her fingers graze up and down the front of my leathers. “It seems you feel pretty good, too.”

      I groan at her feather-light touch. Just that small caress is enough for my cock to harden, and I pull my mate tighter against me. I tilt my head back, giving my body over to her touch. “It is because I have the finest mate in both caves,” I tell her. “Just knowing that she is mine makes me impossibly hard.”

      “It’s a wonder you’re not hard all day,” she teases, rubbing her mouth against my bare arm and then biting me lightly. “Just wandering around the hills of snow, your dick standing up for all the world to see.”

      “How do you know I do not?” I tease back, because I like her silly mood. “How do you know I do not stop every few feet and just stroke my fine cock while I think about my mate?”

      She chuckles, coming out from behind me. “Because every time you come back to the cave, you’re so excited to see me. If you’d been playing with your cock all day long, you wouldn’t be able to last for nearly as long as you do.” Her cheeks flush with a hint of color. Even after many turns of the moon as mates, my Kira still gets shy when she says bold things, as if she expects to be rebuffed.

      Impossible. I will never rebuff her, especially not when she is eager for my touch. It is the greatest of gifts. “You are saying I have great stamina, then? I am pleased, my pretty mate. Sometimes I wish to last longer, just to please you.” I pull her mane free from its braid and let my fingers glide through her soft locks.

      “If you lasted any longer, I might fall apart,” she teases me.

      “Such flattery.”

      “You love it.”

      “I do indeed.”

      Kira smiles at me, and then she tugs on my vest, pulling it off. Her hands go to my leggings next, and I let her undress me, though I draw the line at my boots because I do not want her bending over more than she has to. She rolls her eyes at my insistence, and strips off her own clothing.

      I will never get over the joy of having a mate, I think. Of watching her eyes brighten with anticipation as I stand naked before her, of seeing the familiar curves of her body reveal themselves as she pulls off her clothing. I help her along, letting her lean on my shoulder as she kicks off boots and leggings, and then we are both undressed before each other. I have mated with Kira more times than I can count, but each one is as fresh and as joyous as the first. I will never tire of her smile, of the sight of her hips, or the flush on her cheeks when she comes. I will never tire of her, ever.

      My khui has chosen so very well for me.

      As I stand there, smiling at my mate like a lovesick fool, my poor female shivers, her full teats pricking in response to the cold air. “Let’s get under the furs.”

      “I thought you would never ask,” I tease.

      We go to the bed of furs, and instead of lying down first, Kira puts her hands on my chest and mock-pushes me toward the nest. “You first. I want to play with you for a bit.”

      “You do? Truly, I am the luckiest of males.” I eagerly lie on my back, adjusting a roll of fur under my neck so my horn tips do not press uncomfortably against the cave floor. My beautiful, nude mate slides her leg over my body and then descends, settling her bottom against my hips. My cock brushes up against her backside, my spur teasingly close to her soft folds, but she does not sit fully against me. Instead, she leans forward and runs a hand over my chest.

      “God, I love looking at you,” Kira sighs, her fingers brushing over my flat teats and dancing across the plating of my chest. “Just seeing you like this makes me want to bite you all over.”

      I shift underneath her, because my cock likes the thought of her biting me very much. “What is stopping you?”

      She lifts her head and gives me a surprisingly mischievous look. My Kira is normally the somber one, the one that needs encouragement to laugh. She is the serious one and I am the tease, the light-hearted one. Seeing her like this, though, it makes my heart pound.

      I love it when she takes control.

      Kira sweeps her long hair over her shoulder, then leans down and nips at one of my teats. Her small teeth are nothing but a graze against my much-harder skin, but I shudder anyhow. The sight of her actions alone is enough to make my cock harden painfully. She nips at me again, tiny bites up and down my pectorals, and then lifts one of my arms and nibbles up the soft inside, sending shivers of longing up and down my spine.

      “Lean back,” I rasp. “Seat yourself on my cock.”

      “Soon.”

      “At least rub yourself on my spur,” I cajole. “Wet it with your cunt. Slide over it. Take me in your body.”

      “Soon,” she promises again, and nips at a vein on my arm.

      I groan again.

      Kira flexes her hips, teasing her bottom against my cock as she brushes her lips over my skin. I want to put my hands all over her, force her down onto my length, but she is fragile and carrying my kit. I fist my hands at my side instead, determined not to touch her and interrupt. I flick my tail up and down her creamy thigh, though, unable to stop from touching her in some way as she nibbles and bites her way over to my opposite arm.

      “You’re so big,” she says with a happy sigh. “Big and strong and just looking at you turns me on.”

      “Does it?” I manage. “Show me how much.”

      She gives me a playful look and then takes my cock in her hand. She lifts her hips and rubs my length up and down her folds. “Do you feel how wet I am? That’s all because of you.”

      I groan, fascinated at my mate’s aggressiveness. I love how Kira can be both shy and yet hungry for my touch at the same time. Truly, I am the luckiest of males to have her as my mate. My khui has chosen so very well. “Come and sit on my face,” I entreat her. “Let me lick you until you come.”

      “Not today,” she promises, breathless as she rubs my cock through her folds again. This time, she fits the tip of my cock at her entrance and lets out a little gasp of sheer delight when I buck my hips, thrusting lightly into her. “You’re not playing fair.”

      “Does it matter?” I ask. “Come ride me.” I give up on holding my hands at my sides and cradle her waist instead, dragging her down farther onto my cock. Her sheath is slick with her arousal, and we both groan as she takes me to the hilt. When her hips are flush to mine, she wiggles against me, rubbing herself against my spur, and I love the way she gasps. Her nipples are taut with her excitement, and I let my tail slide over to one, teasing it as she begins to ride me.

      I love watching her as she presses her hands to my chest, her eyes closed as she bounces atop me, using my cock to pleasure herself. She sets the pace, and it is clear to me that she will not last long. It seems like no time at all before her movements become jerky, her cunt clenching tighter with every rocking motion atop me, and Kira becomes more frantic, bouncing quicker atop me. I encourage her with teasing words, grinding her hips down upon me even as I thrust upward, and love the squeal of pleasure she makes when my spur hits her just right.

      Then she is clenching and coming atop me, and I gently roll our bodies over until she is beneath me and I can claim her for my own release.

      When we are both spent, I slide free from her body and press a kiss to her soft mouth, then rest my head atop her belly. “Did we wake my kit?” I ask, rubbing a hand over her naked belly. I cannot be more content than this moment, I think. Not ever. I have everything I have ever wanted right here in my arms.

      “Sleeping, I imagine.” Kira yawns. “You know…”

      I lift my head, giving her a curious look. “What is it?”

      She gets an innocent look on her face and shrugs. “I was just thinking we could always go looking for Harlow while we’re out.”

      Not this. As gently as I can, I pull my mate into my arms and stroke her hair. “I love you, my Kira, and I love that you have never given up, but look at the weather outside, my mate. If your Har-loh managed to live when she wandered off, do you think she could live through this?”

      “I don’t know.” She sniffs, and I hold her tighter. I hate that she still thinks of her lost tribemate. “I just…I feel like we should have looked harder. That maybe if we turned the right corner, we’d have found her.”

      “There are always those that walk into the snow and never come back,” I say, stroking her mane. “It is hard to accept, but it is part of life. Risking your life—and that of our kit—to find her body will not do anyone any good.”

      “I guess,” Kira says with a small sigh. “I just…I hate that we lost her. I feel responsible.”

      “You are not. You did not force her out into the snow. You could not have known what was to happen.” I press another kiss to her brow. “Is this why you wished to go on this journey? To look for her?”

      “Actually, no,” she admits, her hand sliding up and down my side. “I’m selfish, I guess. I thought it might be nice if we got away from the others for a while. Had a little ‘you and me’ time.”

      “We have ‘you and me’ time in our cave every night,” I reassure her.

      “No, I mean, time alone. Together. Just the two of us. Like Georgie’s honeymoon. It’s time for us to just spend together, bonding. Reconnecting.”

      “Do we need to reconnect?” I gently thrust my hips at her. “I am ready.”

      “Not like that.” She ducks her head against my shoulder. “Pervert.”

      I just grin. I like her smiles more than anything in this world. “So what you are telling me is that you do not mind if our trip to the other cave takes a great many days because we can spend them alone together?”

      “Yes.” Her voice is muffled against my skin.

      “This is a good thing,” I promise her. “Because I intend on stopping at every hunter cave along the way to ensure we are not caught in a storm.”

      She chuckles, pressing a lazy kiss to my skin, her fingers tracing patterns on my hip. “Exactly how many are there between here and there?”

      I consider the path in my head, one I have traveled a great many times before. “Six.”

      “Six?” she sputters. “What, are we going just across the hill and stopping for the day?”

      “Possibly. Is that a problem?” I reach up and cup one of her teats, toying with the sensitive nipple. Her teats have grown larger, I think, the nipples darker. I decide I like the change, just like I like the way her hips and bottom are spreading larger. It is just more of her to enjoy. “I thought you wished for us to reconnect. I have lots of parts that need connection to my mate. Very, very frequent connections.”

      She just rolls her eyes at me and settles in against my side. “Your hand feels good,” she admits after a moment when I keep rolling her nipple.

      “Another connection,” I promise. “Shall I connect my mouth to your nipple and feast?”

      Kira lets out a dreamy sigh, rolling onto her back. “God, yes.”

      Six days of connecting with my mate. I like this idea a lot. Even as I nuzzle my way down her soft skin toward her teat, I wonder if I can find more caves along the way to extend our trip.

      As long as we are safe from the weather, after all, what is the harm?
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      KIRA

      It’s so odd to me how our roles have reversed, Aehako and I. In my pregnancy, I’m the easygoing one, the one that never worries about anything. Aehako is the one that stresses over the smallest of things. When we get ready to leave the hunter cave the next morning, a thick snow starts to fall, so we unpack our things and stay for another day.

      And then another.

      It takes three days before the weather lets up enough for us to travel some, and it takes another four days before we approach the valley that holds the main cave of the sa-khui.

      “Well,” I tease Aehako as he hauls the sled through the snow, the smoke from the main cave on the horizon. “You did say it would take several days.”

      “It might take one more,” he admits to me, pausing and looking up at the gray skies. “I do not like the sight of those clouds.”

      If we stop right at the finish line, that just seems silly. “I bet we can make it,” I tell him cheerfully. “I can get off and walk—”

      Before I finish the thought, he tugs the sled along, hustling through the snow at a breakneck pace. I smother a giggle behind my thick glove.

      Really, even if we stopped for another day, it’d be all right. The “vacation” away from the South Cave has been good for us. I didn’t realize how much stress that being leader was putting on Aehako, in addition to my pregnancy. He worries all the time if his decisions are correct ones, or if the tribe would not be happier back at the main cave. He worries some—like Hemalo and Asha—are displeased with his leadership. He worries he is not as authoritative as Vektal, because he is usually a more laughing sort.

      And me, I had no idea my mate was holding all this in. I thought he’d taken to leadership the way he takes to everything—with enthusiasm and a big smile. Turns out he’s been hiding his fears because he didn’t want to burden me.

      The guy thinks I’m more fragile than glass, apparently.

      So we talk, a lot. We organize supplies in each cave we stop in, and refresh what we need. I start sewing a blanket out of fur scraps just to give my hands something to do, and we talk more. Aehako laughs so much in this vacation that I realize he hasn’t been laughing much in the last few weeks, and I’ve been too preoccupied to notice it.

      I vow to make him laugh more often.

      So I start sewing something else with the scraps. I tell him that it’s just another blanket, but I make a small, fuzzy loincloth instead, and I stuff the backside full of more scraps so it’ll make the wearer have a massive bubble butt. Another idea occurs to me, and for a moment, I shake my head. That’s not who I am, making obscene things out of leather…but it’ll make Aehako laugh. So after smothering a few giggles, I go ahead and make an “attachment” for the front of the loincloth, too.

      All of this happens under Aehako’s nose as we laze about in the hunter caves. He takes naps, so many of them I worry he’s been losing sleep, and he puts his hands on my belly and talks to our kit for hours on end. It’s so nice to be away, just the two of us, that I secretly hope for bad weather on our return trip, too.

      After all, we’re in no hurry to get back, are we? Everyone’s an adult. The South Cave can manage itself for a few weeks.

      The sled jerks ahead, making me yelp as Aehako picks up the pace. Sure enough, a thicker snowfall is starting to pour from the skies, but Aehako has apparently decided to sprint the rest of the way instead of pausing at another hunter cave. I cling to the packs as we zoom over the snow, and the distant cave comes closer and closer to view. The sight of the large, triangular opening of the main cave fills me with a curious sense of…not exactly homesickness, but a wistful sort of pleasure.

      This was my first home here on Not-Hoth. It’ll always hold a special place in my heart.

      “Ho,” someone cries, and a fur-covered figure jogs toward our sled.

      “Ho!” Aehako pants, not stopping even as the other hunter pulls up alongside us. “We are heading in before the weather hits.”

      “I see that! And you brought your pretty mate!” The hunter lowers his hood and it is Zolaya, who grins at me. “My mate will be glad to see the both of you. I suppose I can put off checking my traps for a day or so.”

      “Go check them,” Aehako tells him with a friendly shout. “We will be staying for several days yet. Feed your mate’s growing belly!”

      Zolaya claps a big hand on Aehako’s shoulder and then nods at me. “Perhaps I shall!” He jogs off again, passing us by, and then we are almost at the cave.

      “Ho!” cries another voice. “Visitors!”

      My eyes brim with happy tears as more people crowd at the entrance of the cave, and I see humans mixed with friendly blue faces. I didn’t realize how much I’d missed everyone until just now, and I’m filled with a wild, impatient sort of joy as we approach.

      I can’t wait to hug all my friends again.

      Aehako finally stops his endless jog and pulls the sled directly in front of the cave entrance. His shoulders heaving, panting, he moves to my side and helps me climb out of the massive pile of supplies. Immediately, I’m met with happy squeals. Marlene—ever exuberant—flings her arms around me and Ariana bursts into tears and hugs me, too. I see Georgie, standing next to her mate, and Nora, and it’s all too much. I get weepy, too, and then Georgie and I collapse on top of each other and sob, much to Vektal and Aehako’s chagrin.

      “Pregnancy tears,” I explain to my mate as I wipe my cheeks. “I’m happy. I really am.”

      My mate looks uncertain, but he’s quickly distracted away as his mother and father arrive. Sevvah and Oshen are enveloped in bear hugs, and then his brother Rokan is there, a faint smile on his face. Sessah—a much tinier, younger version of my mate—is there too, and he beams up at his grown brother, so small and adorable that I realize that our child might look just like him.

      And I start crying again. Before Aehako can ask, I blubber, “I swear I’m happy!”

      Sevvah just clucks at me, tugging me into her arms. She’s so regal, his mother, with her looping gray braid and the only hint of her age the lines around her eyes. “Of course you are happy, dear heart. You are carrying a kit. If he has not seen you weep at least once a day over nothing at all, then he should count himself very lucky.” She smooths her fingers over my face and then beams down at me. “Come, I will make you something to eat.”

      “Now I’m hungry,” Georgie mutters at my side.

      “Then I will feed you, too,” Sevvah says easily. “Come sit by the fire while my Aehako greets his friends.”
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      Sevvah fusses over me for a while as Aehako meets with Vektal, and then is pulled away for one thing after another. I get it, though. He’s leading the South Cave and everyone’s going to want to know what’s going on there. He’s going to be busy all day, even though he casts several worried looks toward his mother’s cave as if he wants to come and hover all over me.

      “His father was like that the first time I carried,” Sevvah says with a rueful smile. “He was at my side so much that I wanted to shove his head into the snow if he did not give me space to breathe.”

      I smile at her. “When does it wear off? When does he relax?”

      “He does not.” Sevvah chuckles at her own joke. “If he is anything like his father, he will be the most attentive of fathers—sometimes annoyingly so.”

      That’s all right with me.

      Georgie shows up at Sevvah’s cave entrance just then, and peeks inside. “Knock knock.”

      “Come in,” Sevvah tells her. “I was just about to prepare this evening’s meal.”

      My friend looks at me, then holds up a soft wrap. “I was actually going to take a dip in the bathing pool and wondered if Kira wanted to join me.”

      It sounds like a gossip session, and it’s been so long since I’ve had a long chat with Georgie and Liz and the others that I immediately get to my feet. Then I hesitate, looking over at Sevvah.

      “Go on,” the older woman says, squeezing my shoulder. “Food will not be ready for a while yet and if you are out in the open, Aehako can quit casting worried looks in this direction.” She rolls her eyes.

      “All right.” I head towards Georgie.

      As we approach the main part of the cave, I see Aehako glance over. He’s talking with Rokan, his expression grave. A twinge of worry hits me and I squeeze Georgie’s arm, letting her know that I’ll join her shortly. I head toward Aehako, and when I move to his side, he and Rokan immediately stop talking.

      Well if that’s not alarming, I don’t know what is. “Hello, Rokan,” I say easily. “How are you?”

      “Very well.” He smiles at me. “It is good to see you and my brother again. I like how happy you have made him.”

      “We’re both very happy,” I agree, and Aehako runs his hand down my hair affectionately. I glance up at my mate. “What were you two talking about?”

      “Nothing important,” Aehako says, perhaps a bit too brightly. “Maylak is napping so you will not be able to see her until later tonight. Kashrem says her kit is big in her belly and makes her very tired.”

      “I know what that’s like,” I murmur, caressing my belly. It already feels enormous…and I’m tired all the time at the halfway point. Just more to look forward to, I suppose.

      Aehako puts a protective hand on my shoulder and bends down, peering into my face. “Are you tired? Do you need to rest? Perhaps you should rest—”

      “I’m fine,” I tell him firmly. I lean in and give him a quick peck on the nose. “And I’m going to go relax in the pool with Georgie and the others. I promise I’ll take it easy.”

      He hesitates, and then nods, rubbing his knuckles along my jaw. “Speak if you need anything.”

      “I will.” I smile at Rokan, and then head over to the center of the cave, where the large bathing pool steams and calls invitingly. Megan and Nora are already in it, both of them naked. Georgie joins them, sliding into the pool, and I loosen my wrap and outer layers, folding them neatly before I set them on a nearby rock seat. I ease myself to the edge, wearing nothing but a leather loincloth and a breast-band. No one will think twice if I get completely naked, but I’m still a little awkward about nudity and my changing body isn’t helping things. I slide into the water, and then the delicious warmth of it hits me like a freight train. I bite back a moan of pleasure as the comforting heat soaks into my tired body. “Oh boy, I missed this.”

      “I can imagine,” Georgie says. “No pool at the South Cave? You heathens, you.”

      “We have a sa-kohtsk skull in our cave that I can put water in, but it never gets very hot or very deep, because getting rid of the water is such a chore. This is…different.” I close my eyes, leaning against the ledge. “This is bliss.”

      “I’m in here almost every day,” Megan agrees. “It helps with my fat ankles. Or at least, I tell myself that it does.”

      “You just missed Liz, by the way,” Nora says. “She and Raahosh set off yesterday. She’ll be so bummed she missed you.”

      I’m bummed I missed her, too. I love her brash mouth and wish I could see how she’s handling her pregnancy. If Raahosh is letting her go hunting with him, I’m guessing he’s not as hover-y as Aehako is. “We’re staying for a few days. Maybe they’ll return before we leave.”

      “I hope so.” Megan rubs her belly, which looks twice the size of mine, complete with stretch marks. For all that we’re only a few weeks apart, she looks way more pregnant than me, and I’m briefly envious. Does that mean she’ll have her baby sooner than me? Or is she just naturally carrying larger? I wish we had more answers, but we’re all going to be the first ones to have “hybrid” babies. This is uncharted territory for all of us.

      I glance over at my mate again, but he’s deep in discussion with his brother, neither one of them looking over here. I wonder if anything’s amiss. Wouldn’t he tell me if it was?

      “So,” Megan continues. “Give us all the gossip at the South Cave. How’s Josie? Tiffany? Claire?”

      I settle in and talk about my tribesmates for what feels like hours, who is up to what, Tiffany’s latest craft projects, Farli and her new pet Chompy, who poops literally everywhere in the cave, much to Kemli’s chagrin, and the latest hunting mishaps. I don’t think of myself as a chatty sort, but I find that I’m talking for hours about the smallest details of our life at the South Cave, and Megan and Nora and Georgie all share their own stories with me. There’s a tale of a hopper that got into the storage rooms and destroyed a ton of roots before anyone realized what was happening, and Megan talks about her latest macrame projects. Nora talks about sex—being Nora—and how she and Marlene are trying to design better underwear.

      “Where is Marlene?” I ask, curious.

      “Probably having sex with Zennek again,” Georgie comments, dragging her hand through the steamy water.

      “She’s been insatiable lately thanks to the pregnancy. Me, I get swollen ankles,” Megan complains. “She gets a kicked-up libido.”

      “I’m pretty sure Marlene was born with a kicked-up libido,” Nora giggles.

      “Like you’re one to talk. We hear you guys going at it every night.” Georgie rolls her eyes. “Your voice in particular echoes really loudly.”

      Nora just giggles again. “Can I help it if Dagesh has incredible stamina? Or that he’s turned on by my big pregnant boobs?”

      “Ew?” Megan teases. “Did I want to know that?”

      “About as much as I wanted to know about your foot thing?” Nora replies sweetly.

      Megan groans.

      “Foot thing?” I ask, my face scrunching in confusion. “You mean like Cashol has a foot thing?”

      “No, like Megan does.” Nora wiggles her brows. “You should see her go on and on about how veiny Cashol’s ‘strong feet’ are.”

      Georgie makes a mock-gagging noise.

      Megan just groans again and lowers herself under the water’s surface, as if that can hide her from the good-natured laughter in the cave. I try not to giggle too much, but the happiness in the cave is infectious. It’s so nice to see my friends again. I love everyone in the South Cave, but half of our family is here.

      It’s nice to come home, even for a little while.
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      KIRA

      I towel off and sit near the pool, chatting with Georgie while I wait for my hair to dry. It’s been the laziest of afternoons, but I’ve enjoyed every moment of it. Tomorrow, I’ll pitch in and help Sevvah around the cave, or Maylak, or sew with Georgie—whatever is needed. Today, though, I’m being a lazy, indolent slug and loving it.

      Sessah trots over to where we sit. He’s Aehako’s younger brother, just a small scrap of a boy, but I could swear he’s shot up by several inches in the last few months. He’s got a serious look on his face that reminds me a bit of Rokan, but when he approaches me, his grin is all Aehako. “Mother told me to come and get you,” Sessah says. “She made a meal just for you.”

      “I’ll be there soon,” I promise him, glancing at Georgie. “Where’s Aehako?”

      “He’s talking with Rokan.” Sessah gives me a toothy grin. “Did you bring me a present?”

      I reach out and tweak the long braid over his shoulder. “Your brother might have been making something for you,” I say, knowing full well that there’s a carved slingshot for him in Aehako’s packs. “What are they talking about, your brothers?”

      “Dreams.” Sessah’s answer is cheerful.

      My blood runs cold. I think of Aehako’s worried confession from a few days ago. “Dreams? What kind of dreams?”

      Sessah shrugs, already bored. “I’ll tell Mother you’re coming.”

      “Be right there,” I whisper, my gut churning as he races away. The baby in my belly flips and I absently caress it, fighting the panic rising inside me. I think of how serious Rokan and Aehako looked. How they quickly changed topics when I approached, guilty looks on their faces.

      Aehako assured me that he didn’t have the “knowing” dreams like his brother does. But…what if Rokan is having bad dreams about us, too? What if something’s wrong with the baby?

      What if I’m not meant to have one after all?

      I feel cold all over.

      “Kira?” Georgie asks as I get to my feet. “Are you okay? You just got really pale.”

      I nod absently. “Uh, just gas.” I pat the small swell of my belly. “You know how it is.”

      “Boy, do I ever.” She gets to her feet, slightly awkward. “Come hang out after dinner if you’re not too tired? I’ve missed talking to you.” She squeezes my hand and gives me a warm look.

      “Will do.” I turn toward Sevvah’s cave, but I can’t concentrate on anything. I can’t concentrate on Sessah coming back out to retrieve me, holding my hand in his smaller one. I pick at the delicious root chowder with chunks of fresh fish in it. Normally I’d devour two bowlfuls, but I have to force myself to eat tonight. My stomach is too upset, and after dinner, I claim fatigue and that I want to lie down. Sevvah helps me set up a bed and a fire in one of the storage caves so Aehako and I can have privacy, and I curl up in the blankets, watching the fire crackle as my thoughts churn and churn.

      I keep thinking of Aehako’s guilty expression. Of how he and Rokan both looked uncomfortable when I showed up. How quickly they stopped speaking.

      Dreams, Sessah said.

      I touch the rounded bulge of my belly. Here I thought all of my dreams were coming true. What if I’m wrong, though? What if this is just another one of life’s cruel jokes?

      Do I…need to prepare myself for the worst? Just the thought makes my breath catch. I…can’t. I just can’t. If something happens to my baby or to Aehako, it’ll break me. I’ve been strong through so much, but I can also only take so much. I need to see Maylak and have her tell me what’s wrong, but the thought of finding out those answers frightens me even more.

      I don’t want to know. If avoiding her means I can prolong the inevitable, I’m going to hide in this stupid cave for the next few days and beg Aehako to take me home early. I can’t handle bad news about my baby. I can’t.

      I put my hands on my stomach and cradle it gently, too terrified to even cry. Under my hands, the little one kicks my bladder and spins, and I’ve never been so glad to have to pee in my life.
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      I must drift off to sleep at some point, because I wake up when Aehako slides into the blankets beside me, and the fire is out. The cave is chilly and he puts his hands on my warm body, rubbing them up and down against my bare arms. “I thought you were going to come and get me when you went to see the healer,” Aehako murmurs against my ear, spooning my body with his bigger one. “What did she say?”

      I can hear the hurt in his tone. Does he think I would go without him? He doesn’t realize that I’m in here, hiding from the world. “I haven’t seen her yet. I’ll go in the morning.”

      He leans over and kisses my cheek, holding me tight against his chest. “Are you feeling well? Is everything all right?”

      You tell me, I want to scream. But I don’t. I can’t be mad at him. If he’s talking to Rokan behind my back, it’s because he’s afraid of upsetting me. He wants to try and “fix” whatever he can without alarming me. It’s sweet, and it makes me love him all the more.

      I’m everything to him, just like he’s everything to me. Him…and the baby.

      I roll over and face him, studying his handsome, broad features. He doesn’t look devastated or stressed—at least, no more so than usual. Is he trying to hide it from me in all ways? My heart aches with such love for him. I don’t know how I managed to end up here, planets and planets away from my own, to land in the arms of this man, but I’ll be forever thankful for it.

      Whatever happens in the future, we face it together.

      I cup his face and kiss his mouth fiercely.

      Aehako groans in surprise at my initiative. He licks at the inside of my mouth, the ridges of his tongue sending hot flutters through my body. His tail wraps around my ankle, and he slides his big hands over my ass, kneading my muscles. “On your knees, my pretty mate,” he murmurs between kisses. “Let your male take care of you.”

      “Yes,” I whisper. I want that. I want him to take care of me. I need it. His touch is like a drug, and I want it to send me spiraling. I bite his lower lip hungrily, and then turn, getting on all fours. With my belly growing, this is becoming our position of choice, and just putting my palms on the blankets makes me get all hot and bothered. Maybe Marlene isn’t the only insatiable one lately.

      “Love how needy you are,” he murmurs, tugging my leather leggings down and pushing my tunic up to expose me.

      Am I needy? Maybe I am. I need to connect with my mate. I need to feel his touch. I need him to make me forget all my worries.

      A little gasp escapes me as he glides his hot, aching length through my folds from behind. I’m wet already, but that erotic touch makes me even wetter. I love the drag of his ridges through my pussy, love how big he feels, how invasive against my spread folds. I lean forward a bit more, pressing my cheek to the furs and arching my back.

      “So beautiful,” Aehako murmurs, lightly raking his fingers up and down the backs of my thighs and my buttocks. The touch sends little frissons of shock through me, my nipples tightening. So good. How does he always know how to make it so good?

      Then he’s pushing inside me, so big and thick that I can’t stifle my moan of pleasure. He grunts as he sinks deeper, his hands tight on my hips, and I know what’s coming next, but I’m still not entirely prepared for when his spur pushes into my back entrance, pressing in the most exquisite and deliciously unnatural sort of way. It shouldn’t be nearly as amazing as it is, but making love like this makes me completely and utterly crazed with need. “Move,” I whisper, my fingers curling in the furs. “Please, please move.”

      He does as I ask, retreating slowly, and then in the next moment, his hips slam into mine. His spur invades me again, and it just makes everything ratchet up to eleven. I gasp with every thrust, whimper every time he pulls back, and within minutes, my toes are curling and my calves feel tight with the onset of an orgasm.

      “Please,” I choke out again, and the way he breathes my name on his lips does something to me. The shudder of it starts low in my belly, and the next thing I know, I’m coming, my entire being tightening in a wild, impossible release that feels exquisite and is somehow exactly what I needed.

      Aehako thrusts into me, his movements careful and precise until I clench tight around him, and then the breath heaves from his lungs and he’s coming, too, his release making our bodies slide wetly together even as he thrusts deeper. I moan one last time as he covers me, his heated skin pressed to mine, and then he collapses in the furs, his arms tight as he drags me with him.

      I squirm on the blankets with him, because his spur is still buried in me from behind, and it’s…not the most easy-to-ignore sensation. Now that he’s sated and relaxed, maybe I can get him to tell me what’s going on.

      “So…” I begin quietly. “Is there anything you want to tell me?”
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      AEHAKO

      I flex my hips against my mate’s backside, loving the feel of my cock—and the tip of my spur—seated in her body. Even after several turns of the moon, the eagerness for mating that resonance brought to us feels unabated. I can see her flick her mane, and I get hard. She looks at me through her lashes and I get hard. She snores and puts her cold feet on me…I get hard.

      Truly, I am the luckiest of males.

      So when she pats the arm I wrap around her waist? I get hard. I lean in close and brush my lips against the curve of her small ear.

      “So. Is there anything you want to tell me?” Kira asks.

      I try to think, but it is near impossible with the hot clasp of her body holding my cock. “I…love you?” Humans like to hear the “love” word often, so I try to tell it to Kira many times a day. Sometimes she is moody because of the kit, though, and needs to hear it more often. I think for a moment and then add, “You look very beautiful today?”

      She slaps my arm and then wriggles out of my grasp. My cock leaves the warmth of her body and then she moves away from me on the blankets, grabbing new furs as if she is going to make a nest for herself. “You are impossible. Just tell me already!”

      I sit up, confused. “Tell you what?”

      Kira meets my eyes and to my surprise, she looks as if she is about to weep. “Don’t do this to me, Aehako. Tell me what’s wrong with the baby.”

      My heart seizes in my chest. It is my worst nightmare coming true. “What is wrong with our kit?”

      “You tell me!” She bursts into tears. “No more secrets! You can’t withhold secrets from a pregnant woman!”

      “I do not know what you mean, Sad Eyes.” I slide across the blankets, moving toward her and trying to take her in my arms, ignoring her feeble slaps. “Tell me what is wrong with our kit. Did you feel something bad? Did something move that is not supposed to move?” A new worry hits me. “Did I hit it with the head of my cock?” Sometimes when I tilt her hips just right, I get so deep that I worry about such things, even if it cannot be true. Unless…

      She makes a noise that is half snort, half sobbing. “Don’t make me laugh! I’m mad at you!” Her small fist smacks my chest.

      I want to be relieved—so I did not jab my son—or daughter—with my cock—but she keeps crying and my heart will not slow down in its fevered, frightened pounding. “Kira, I am very confused right now.”

      “You said you would tell me if there was a problem with the baby, but I caught you talking to Rokan and you changed subjects and had this look on your face—”

      “What look?” I sputter.

      “The guilty look!”

      I have a guilty look? Wait. What does this have to do with my brother? “Is there something wrong with our kit?” I ask again, trying to stay patient.

      “You were talking to Rokan about dreams,” she cries, swiping at her cheeks. “You tell me. What do the dreams mean?”

      I stare blankly. I still have no idea what she is talking about.

      At my expression, she continues. “Sessah said you were talking to Rokan about dreams. You told me your dreams weren’t like his! That you didn’t have the knowing sense!”

      Dreams. Dreams. I think hard, trying to remember what it is I talked to Rokan about that would have had me look guilty and dreams and…oh. “I told Rokan that you and the kit were all of my dreams coming true.”

      Her tears ease, a little. “You…what? You did?”

      “Yes. And Sessah heard that, I assume.” I am going to throttle my little brother for scaring my mate.

      “But then why did you look guilty when I came up to you?” She stabs a finger at my chest. “I know you. That was a guilty look. You wear it every time I say I’m tired and then you pretend you just want to cuddle. It’s never just cuddling.”

      I am caught. She is right. It is never just cuddling. I try to think of what else I spoke to Rokan about… and then I know what it must be. “We talked about moving back to the main cave. Me and you. I spoke with Rokan about it.” I hesitate. “I did not want to say anything to you because you are very stubborn about making the South Cave our home, but I do not want to be a half a day’s walk from the healer if you need her.” I reach out to touch the small swell of her belly. “And now I am convinced that we should if there is something wrong with the kit.”

      “Wait. Wait. I thought you said you didn’t talk about the kit.”

      “I did not. You are the one saying something is wrong—”

      “But you just said—”

      “I do not know what I am saying,” I exclaim. “All the blood is in my cock still, and you are trying to talk serious things when my mind is soft. All I know is that I am taking you to the healer—right now—and we are going to get answers.”

      When I reach for her, though, she grabs my wrists, a puzzled look on her face. “So you didn’t talk to Rokan about the baby?”

      “I told him I was excited and scared. I think I might have used the words ‘pissing myself with fear,’ but he said every new father feels like that.” Now I am even more terrified, though. I place my palm against her belly and I cannot feel anything moving. Now, I am starting to panic. “When was the last time you felt the kit move?”

      “Do you really want to move back?” She looks startled.

      “I want to know how the kit is doing.” I can think of nothing else right now. I touch her stomach for a moment longer, but nothing moves, and a sliver of fear pierces me. I jump to my feet and wrap a blanket around Kira’s shoulders. “We are going to see the healer right now.”

      “You’re naked—”

      I scoop her up into my arms and carry her out of the cave.

      “We just had sex, Aehako,” Kira hisses at me, struggling to get out of my grip. “At least let us clean up before we go visiting—”

      I hesitate, but only because she struggles in my arms so. I set her down gently. “Hurry, then.”

      A few breaths later, Kira and I are clean enough, and she throws one of my tunics over her body, grumbling when I pick her up again. “It is the middle of the night,” she protests again. “If there’s really not a problem, we should wait until morning.”

      At this point I do not know if there is a problem or not. I only know I am terrified for my mate and my kit. I do not care if I wake up Maylak. She will understand. All I care about is making sure my Kira—and my child—are all right.

      Kira makes another protest as I cross through the cave. “If you didn’t talk to Rokan about the baby…I think we’ve just freaked each other out.”

      “It does not matter,” I say stubbornly. “We are going to the healer now. We are getting answers.”

      She sighs, but does not struggle. I have no doubt she wants to see the healer, too, but she worries she will be too much trouble. There is no such thing as “too much trouble” when it comes to my mate and my kit, though. It does not matter how much trouble we are, only that all is well.

      The privacy screen is to the side, but Kashrem sits up as I storm into their cave, rubbing his eyes. “Aehako?” he asks, his voice low. “Is all well?” Maylak is curled up at his side, her pregnant belly enormous. On her other side, her young daughter Esha is curled up against her.

      “I need Maylak to check my mate and my kit,” I say.

      “Please,” Kira adds in a sweet voice. “We’re very sorry to wake you up in the middle of the night.”

      “No, we are not,” I say, equally sweetly. “We are just worrying ourselves stupid.”

      Maylak rubs her eyes, waking up as we talk to Kashrem. She yawns at my words, hiding her face behind her hand…or perhaps she is hiding a smile. “Come sit,” she says, patting the blankets. Her belly seems enormously swollen, but her smile is easy. Kashrem takes Esha into his arms and hugs her, heading out of the cave with the sleepy little girl.

      I feel a little guilty at waking the kit. Only a little, though. “Sit, Kira,” I say to my mate, and when she shoots me a fierce look, I kiss the top of her head. “Please.”

      She makes that little sound she always does when she is irritated with me, but I ignore it. All I need are answers. She can be mad at me later, and then I will kiss her frowns away.

      “Do you need a blanket, Aehako?” Maylak asks calmly as she puts a hand on Kira’s belly.

      Comparing their pregnant bodies makes me realize just how much more Kira has to go before our kit is born, and I begin to sweat. Our kit must be so very small inside my mate, and I do not know how I will handle it if the child comes early…

      “Aehako?” Kira asks, her brows scrunched as she looks up at me.

      “Eh?”

      “You’re naked, love. And you’re eye level with poor Maylak.”

      “And hovering,” the healer adds. “I have seen everything before but that does not mean I want it in my face.”

      I find a fur on the floor, wrap it around my hips, and discreetly adjust myself. “Do you feel the kit? Is all well?” I drop down next to Kira and take her hand in mine, nervous. “If something is wrong, can you tell what it is? Should we stop mating? Does my mate need to eat more red meat? What—”

      Kira pulls her hand out of mine and covers my mouth. “Hush, love.”

      Maylak closes her eyes, putting both her hands on Kira’s stomach, and concentrates. I can hear the gentle thrum of her khui. It purrs, but not like it does when there is resonance. It is a different sort of reaction, one that happens when she uses her healing senses.

      I hold my breath.

      Maylak eventually opens her eyes. “From what I can tell, the kit is fine and healthy, and growing much faster than mine.” She pats her distended belly. “Humans must breed so fast.”

      “Nothing’s wrong?” I echo. “You did not sense any pain? Any problems?”

      “No pain,” the healer reassures us. “No problems. How do you feel, Kira?”

      My mate lets out a long, shuddering sigh. “I’ve felt great, but I think my imagination’s running away with me. Aehako was worried, and his worry made me worry. I freaked out and then he freaked out and that’s why we’re here. I’m so sorry, Maylak.”

      I touch my mate’s belly, wanting to shove my ear against her skin so I can listen for the kit. “But you are certain there is nothing wrong?”

      “Nothing,” Maylak reassures us. “I would feel it if there were. Small things would sing…wrong. They would be evident when I touched you, like a snarl in a mane that catches the fingers.” She strokes Kira’s belly again. “But all is well. Why are you so worried?”

      “Because she is small and human,” I say.

      Kira snorts.

      “And she is everything to me. Her and the kit both. I would give anything for them.” I hesitantly touch my mate’s belly and sure enough, there is a flutter of response. “They are my everything and I am the luckiest.”

      “Shit,” Kira mutters, and starts to swipe at her eyes. She is crying again.

      “I cannot help worrying,” I admit. “Sometimes I worry I am too lucky, and it is all a dream.”

      “Never say the word ‘dream’ again,” Kira sniffles. “And I love you, Aehako, but we can’t keep freaking out. Either one of us. I swear I aged ten years tonight.”

      My pulse hammers. “You did?”

      Kira groans. I swear Maylak does, too. “You know what I mean,” Kira says. “We’ve got to calm down.”

      “I will never calm down. This is my first kit!” I smile with relief when the child kicks against my hand once more. “The little one just moved.”

      Maylak just chuckles. She gives Kira a knowing look and yawns. “I can check you again in the morning. When you leave, will you send Kashrem and Esha in?”

      “Of course,” my sweet mate says, and offers her hands to me. “Help me up, Aehako?”

      I do, and when Kashrem enters with Esha asleep in his arms, her skinny legs dangling, I think that might be a good way to carry my mate, too. But before I can suggest such a thing, Kira drags me away from the healer’s cave and then taps the top of my chest, her signal that she wants to kiss me and I need to bend down.

      I do so, gladly.

      She cups my face, shaking her head at me. “You’re an idiot sometimes. I am, too. We have to promise to stop freaking each other out, all right?”

      “I cannot make such promises,” I tell her sheepishly. “I will always worry about you and our child.”

      “I know. I worry, too, but we really can’t make ourselves crazy like this.” Her soft fingers skate over my face and she studies me, all serious expression and sad eyes. “Do you truly want to move back?”

      “Will it make you feel safer?”

      “No.”

      I am surprised at her answer. “No?”

      “I already feel safe, Aehako.” She shakes her head at me. “I’ve felt fine. Better than fine. If I get sick every now and then, that’s just part of being pregnant. Kemli’s at the cave and she’s had lots of children. And we truly are only a sled ride away from this cave and the healer. I’m not worried about anything. But when you worry, apparently I pick up on it.”

      “Are you telling me to calm down?”

      “Do you think you can?” A hint of a smile plays at her lips.

      “I know one thing that helps me relax,” I drawl, and she rolls her eyes. I love making her chuckle, and it feels like a gift when she does so right now.

      “I can only guess that it involves your cock and my body.”

      I give her a sly look. “Perhaps Rokan is not the only one with a knowing sense.”

      “You’re impossible.”

      “But you love me anyhow?”

      She leans in and kisses me. “I do. But let’s relax for the rest of our vacation, all right?”

      “You know what relaxes me?”

      Kira mock-groans. “You really are the most impossible mate.” But she is smiling as she says it, and I know if I suggest cuddling, it will turn into touching, and mating…because it is never about just cuddling. Never.

      And Kira loves that it is never just about cuddling, too.

      My mate reaches up and caresses my cheek. A wicked smile curves her mouth. “Remind me to show you the new loincloth I made you in the morning.”

      I can tell from the look on her face that it is going to make me laugh long and hard…and then we will probably end up mating afterward. “In the morning, then.”

      She wiggles her brows at me.

      Truly, I am the luckiest.
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      Hello there!

      I just want to say thank you to everyone that continues to love and talk about my barbarians. Writing stories about them is like coming home. It’s a warm, fluffy blanket of love. Revisiting Kira and Aehako reminded me that I need to do more of the honeymoon stories. For those of you asking, I’m trying to go in order so I can hit everyone up! That means Harlow and Rukh are next and Josie and Haeden are a few stories away.

      If you’re wondering when this particular story is set, it’s about 6 months after they move to the south cave. The last few honeymoons were set right after the mating, but I thought it would be fun to see Kira and Aehako settling into their mating and how the pregnancy was progressing. I also thought it would be fun to see casual, joking Aehako losing his mind over Kira’s pregnancy and then her getting caught up in it, too. Anyone that’s married knows that if a spouse worries about something, it’s easy for the other spouse to feed off of that worry, and then you’re both a mess. Been there. ;)

      As always, these side stories are absolutely not necessary to enjoy the main ones. They’re just little visits to old, favorite characters and as I like to call them, fluff.

      I personally love fluff. It’s just a sweet, feel-good sort of story that leaves you with a smile.

      Later this month, full length dragons, I promise! <3

      Ruby

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Looking for more to read?

          

        

      

    

    
      This made you want to binge the entire Ice Planet Barbarians series, right? Right! Lucky for you, here’s a link to book one.

      
        
        Ice Planet Barbarians

      

      

      

      Or did you just want to re-read Kira & Aehako’s story?

      
        
        Barbarian Lover

      

      

      

      Maybe you want to jump in to Icehome and see what’s going on there?

      
        
        Lauren’s Barbarian

      

      

      

      Or heck, perhaps you want to try something completely new.

      
        
        Bound to the Battle God

      

      

      

      It’s all in Kindle Unlimited so borrow away!
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