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contained here will fire your imagination, but they are not how-to
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Introduction

 T.C. Mill

 


Welcome to
Erato! We hope this
volume proves an invitation to pleasure . . . and an invitation to
think about sex differently.

First, despite
the messages we receive implicitly and sometimes explicitly from
too many articles, blog posts, rumors and gossip, politicians
talking about women who use birth control, questions to
relationship advice columns, and certain porn scenarios,
sex is a good thing and it can be good for you to
have it. Not that you’re required to have
it, much less to have it in any particular way, but consensual sex
isn’t something you can be wrong for. You can’t be “too big” or
have a body part that’s “too little.” There isn’t just one way or
even a best way to have pleasurable, positive sex. You’re not
unhealthy or twisted if you want multiple partners, to play with a
power dynamic, to keep things casual, or to use a toy. You’re not
old-fashioned or a prude if you don’t want to have a particular
kind of sex or only want to make love to someone you have a special
bond with. And none of this is mutually exclusive either; it’s
possible for sex to be rough and romantic at once.

This gets to our
second thought about the erotic: that it’s beautifully nuanced and
complex. The porn, gossip, and pop sex advice we mentioned above
too often arise from and generate a paint-by-numbers, Tab
A-into-Slot B vision. On stepping outside it, you find a world of
curiosity, nuance, exploration, some awkwardness, and lots of
fun.

And third, we
believe that good sex is worth writing well about. Despite the
ideas of the brains behind the Bad Sex in Fiction Awards (not to
mention behind some of the winning entries), pleasurable sex can be
a literary topic. It’s worth thinking about and putting at the core
of well-crafted stories and prose poems. In Erato, named for the Muse of erotic
lyrics, we’ve gathered stories that, in the words of editor
Guinevere Chase, “make love to the language like their characters
are making love on the page.” Creative settings and unusual genres
also appear.

No one of these
fifty pieces, however finely crafted, is the last word—indeed, we
look forward to reading many more! Instead, each offers a glimpse
of that wider vision of what the erotic can be.

These diverse
short samples form a tasting menu of ideas and options. As flash
fiction, we hope they’ll appeal to anyone who’s paged through a
romance novel to “skip to the good parts” or sought out a high-heat
drabble on AO3. Sometimes instant gratification is sexier than any
tease. At the same time, when a story is focused on a single idea,
act, or scene, it has room to explore more depths than a bigger
piece with a lot to cover. A brief story honed to a knife’s edge of
sensuality can haunt us longer than an entire novel.

Plus the shorter
the stories are, the more we can devour. The fifty pieces in this
anthology will take you from Paleolithic caves to far-flung
planets, seducing you with magic, mythology, and dreams while wryly
acknowledging the reality that sometimes sex requires stretching.
Alongside old favorites like temperature play and strap-ons, have
you considered the erotic potential of shaving or a handful of
coins? Read on and see! 

 

Dedication: Erato
is dedicated to the memory of John Theriac,
writer, hippie, occultist, submissive, and girlfriend like no
other. - T.C. Mill

 

About the New
Smut Project

The New Smut
Project (newsmutproject.tumblr.com) has a funny name, but we’re
serious about our love for quality literary erotica. For us, a sexy
story that’s well-written isn’t beside the point—a flair for words
can be key to making a story memorable and arousing. We love
lyrical sentences that sing with meaning, action so vivid you can
feel as well as picture it, and dialogue that rings so true it
hurts. It turns us on. But common wisdom holds that smut isn’t
“true literature,” so why look for beauty in its prose or richness
in its characterization? 

Our project
started out of love and frustration. It became dispiriting to
search in vain for erotic stories that reflected our own
experiences; what we found instead were sexism and
heteronormativity, a narrow range of romantic and sexual
possibilities, warped views of the body and how it should look and
feel to be attractive, and neglect or stereotyping of minority
sexualities and gender identities. We decided the world could
definitely do with more well-written, queer, feminist
erotica.

We couldn’t find
enough of the smutty writing we wanted in mainstream erotica, so we
decided to publish it ourselves.

After all, we
knew the erotica we were looking for existed.  The talent was
out there, all we had to do was recruit it. And so, with our goals
in mind—high-quality writing and nuanced, diverse
characterization—we put out our calls for submissions.

For more, follow
the NSP Newsletter: http://eepurl.com/gQ9mg9


Anything for the
Mission

 Gerri
Leen

 


Burning,
bruising, sighing, touching—always touching. 

When the Fleet
sent us here, to this gorgeous world, where the convolution of the
native tongue is surpassed only by the fluidity of the
relationships, it was to open communications between our
planets.

Communication
isn’t just words, mouths aren’t just for talking, hands—oh yes,
hands and fingers and . . . there.

The selection was
an honor, one I’d striven for on missions to other worlds only to
be passed over. The evals had been scathing: too emotional, thinks
with her heart, moved by sentiment, inappropriately tactile. The
Fleet shrinks guard such judgments from personnel files, but
somewhere in my record it says this: I am too soft.

Soft is the
giving of flesh on flesh, the touch of his lips to mine, of her
fingertips trailing under my hair so lightly I shiver.

They don’t trust
pairs, these beings we long to impress, to cajole, to bewitch. They
don’t respect chastity—they believe those who refuse to touch will
also refuse to open themselves in other ways. It’s written in their
very laws, or so we’re told. Our reports back to HQ are heavily
censored. By us. By the three of us. We. Three. Lovers.

Love before was
possession, holding, cleaving one to another. But here, in this
world where nothing seems to shock, we open, we bloom, we let the
flow of desire move us.

At first, we
didn’t commit to the relationship, and the elders knew it, but
their smiles were pleasant, eyes holding a soulful wisdom that
said, “Soon, soon.” We held hands and walked this world and kissed
even, but still they knew.

There is kissing
and then there’s this, the lingering of lips on lips. The touch of
a tongue tracing the ear. My hand reaching for both of them,
pulling them close. When you open yourself, boundaries
fall.

And so do the
mission parameters. Transfers and separations and nothing we should
not be used to, nothing to cause tears, but they do. When the
elders come to us, when they ask, “Who will they send next? Are you
typical of your world?” we three answer in unison,
“No.” 

“We’re too soft,”
I say. “Too emotional,” he says. “Too sensual,” they
say. 

“And that’s why
the Fleet’s calling us back.” My voice breaks on the statement, the
declaration of failure, of betrayal. We came, we made inroads,
blended, fit in. Our crime: adaptation.

There is a raw
fear that courses through a body when loss is imminent: pulse
races, palms sweat, skin turns red. Ironically, the same signs
accompany sexual arousal. But desire does not induce the clench of
a fist, the tight set of a jaw, the frantic jiggling of a
leg.

My favorite of
the elders reaches over and stops my leg. “Do you wish to go
back?”

I feel my lovers
behind me; somehow I have become the leader even though I’m not the
ranking officer. Hands on my shoulders, quick squeezes of support,
and then the sighs of pure love as they trust me to answer for us
all. “No, no we don’t.”

Hard surfaces
loom back home, cold metal, the clang of alarms, the frustration of
a commander who wishes logic was part of my personal skill set.
I’ll shrivel, grow cold and be alone, just as before. I will
not—will never—have this again.

“Stay. The others
of your kind will catch up. Or not. And we can make it clear we do
not want to lose you, our brave pioneers.” Rising to leave, the
elder smiles, the expression making his eyes crinkle, and he
reaches out and touches first me and then the other two. “It is the
night of the three moons. Join us.”

Three moons
shining on bodies entwined. Established groups, new combinations,
sweet requests, invitations given freely, hand on hand on hand.
Come into our love. Abandon thoughts of going home. Make this your
home. Make us your people. Explore new horizons.

I sink back into
the arms of my lovers, and pull the elder’s hand to my lips,
lingering on his fingers with tongue and teeth and this sweet,
sweet suckling. His smile is a revelation, a benediction, such
satisfaction. And acceptance. “Yes, yes we will come.”

Yes, we will
stay.

***

 


Gerri Leen lives
in Northern Virginia and originally hails from Seattle. She has
poetry published in Eye to the
Telescope, Star*Line, Dreams & Nightmares, Songs of Eretz, Polu Texni, The
Future Fire, and others. She also writes
fiction in many genres (as Gerri Leen for speculative and
mainstream, and Kim Strattford for romance). Visit gerrileen.com or
kimstrattford.com to see what
else she’s been up to. 


Eleven
Buttons

 Jaye Raymee

 


It was quite a
night. A warm night. A night to decide that if he was going to be a
jerk, it was just as well to stay in, open a book and bottle of
wine. A night to turn off the lights and light the candles she kept
around her rooms because sometimes she liked the dark. A good night
to be, as she so seldom was, alone.

Stepping into her
bedroom, she moved toward her closet door, head tilting one way and
then the other as she slipped her earrings off—she’d put them on
thinking they were going out to dinner, but screw it. There was a
cheery clink as if of agreement as she set them in the small, fine
white china dish she had on her dresser for loose
jewelry.

She had already
slipped off her jacket, and she contemplated the rest of her
outfit. If she was a man, she was pretty sure she’d just pull the
blouse off over her head and let the cleaners deal with everything.
But she liked being a woman, being aware of small things, like
buttons, like paying
attention. Like not forgetting it was date
night.

Twisting her
right arm slightly, she undid the first cuff button there, then the
second, beautifully lacquered nails making short work of the black
ebony fastenings. She undid the two on the left next, a little more
awkwardly since she was left handed. “Sinister”—the Latin term
often used to describe female things. She grimaced at the thought;
just a bunch of monks afraid of female power and
anatomy. 

She caught sight
of her reflection in the mirror on the back of her closet door. The
candlelight was kind, softening the stress lines on her forehead,
allowing interesting shadows along the too-thin curve of her lips
and letting the green-brown of her eyes fill with mysteries they
avoided in the daylight. There were more buttons, too, starting
with number five on the French collar of her blouse, opening
to reveal more shadows stroking her collarbones and the hollow of
her throat.

Then number six.
She couldn’t help but count them, it was her nature.
Paying attention. She
paused as the pale crescents of her breasts showed just above the
fabric of her bra, framing her necklace where it dipped into her
cleavage. For a moment, her hands brushed along the ruffled lace
edges, sending a thrill shivered through her. There was a
stiffening inside the satin cups, while warmth suffused her exposed
throat and glowed in her cheeks.

A night to spend
time by herself, wholly sufficient, a party of one, with no demands
or expectations but whatever she felt like doing next.

One more button,
number seven. The shirt was open to her navel, where a small
glittering stone rested like the kiss of a departing lover,
promising more to come, or maybe promising nothing at all—who can
tell with lovers? In the candlelight, the ruby flashed red fire, a
beacon inviting further exploration and discovery.

The curtains of
her blouse parted fully as she undid the last button (number eight,
whispered her paying attention
voice). Her belly, both soft and firm, the place
where that lover might have laid his (her?) head to whisper those
farewells, or those promises, the gentle slope both vulnerable and
strong in the flickering light, bordered by the top of the black
skirt that hugged her hips, as that parting lover might have
embraced as she (he? they?) knelt before her. But it was good to be
alone, tonight. She wouldn’t think any more about anybody else, at
least for this night. Her night.

Candlelight
played on the planes of her hips as she undid the two fastenings on
the side of the skirt (nine, ten) and reached behind to slide down
the short zipper in the back. Pushing down, her thumbs caressed the
outside of her thighs as the cloth whispered along them to sink
into its own shadow at her feet. New mysteries appeared, her legs
cupping a shadowed V. Her panties outlined the tops of her hips and
her calves flashed a sign as she stepped out of the discarded
garment. She trailed her hands back up her thighs, lightly tracing
the path the skirt had travelled down, feeling a constriction in
the satin covering her sex. She allowed one finger to brush over
her mons, lips parting in a sharp inhale at the jolt that the light
touch sent straight to her core.

Sitting on the
bed, she slipped the blouse all the way off her shoulders, the silk
shivering along her arms. Her breasts pressed together as she
clasped her hands, resting them on top of her thighs. The mirror
showed her as a figure of pale beauty and dark curves, red sparks
of candlelight captured in the complex silver necklace and winking
from the jewel in her navel.

A hand moved
slowly from its chaste position on her thighs up to where the
necklace rested on top of her breasts. She fingered it idly, then
slipped it off. It wasn’t a night for memories, it was a night to
forget memory, to ignore expectations, to live in just this moment.
Freeing herself from the restrictive underwire of her bra, she took
a deep, liberating breath, her lungs pulling in the candle-scented
air and a long sigh pushing back the times past and focusing her on
now. She breathed deeply again.

She looked at the
woman in the mirror. Her nipples were firm now, with their own
secret shadows, mysteries she cupped in each hand, thumbs brushing
them to further arousal. One smooth lacquered nail on each hand
elicited a sigh at their cool touch on the stiffened buds, which
were beginning to glow from an inner warmth. She continued to
caress them, watching the mirror girl stroking herself from warmth
to something stronger, to heat, to darting flames.

A night to worry
about only her own needs, no one else’s.

Lying back on the
cushions of her bed, her eyes met those of the woman in the mirror
above it, a woman with chestnut hair spilling across the white silk
sheets, hazel eyes still hiding secrets, but playful ones, lips
curving into a smile of invitation and welcome.

An easy raise of
her hips, chills racing up her spine as she slid the last bit of
dampening satin along and off her legs, then she was fully naked
under the mirror woman’s gaze, breasts gently sloping to each side
in easy relaxation even as she felt tension coiling in her
body.

Tension that
demanded attention.

She watched the
mirror-woman’s hands move along her breasts and down, caressing her
belly, brushing along her thighs, and slowly parting her legs into
the final mystery there.

Fingers slippery
with growing desire, but still slow, she smiled at the woman above
her, who smiled back as they opened their legs to each other, to
the one lover who would never abandon her, never tell her she had
something better to do that night. The mirror would never demand
more than she wanted to offer.

And that lover
always knew just what she liked.

And when she
liked it.

Gently, opening
up.

Tentative, almost
shy exploration, keeping their gazes locked, hips twitching
involuntarily at the pressure, lips open to gasp at the sensation
of her smooth nails on her lover’s intimate opening, tracing the
outlines of the sweet flesh there, the tender unfolding and
swelling which pushed the flames under her skin into a full bonfire
as she brushed that final button, throbbing under her touch.
Number eleven, worth all our attention
now, her lover whispered, sighing along
with her.

The last parting,
opening, revealing, and she lost eye contact with the passionate
woman above her as her back arched, and her mouth opened into a
pink mystery of its own. A wordless cry heard only by herself
spasmed out of her as a wave of heat soaked her fingers and sent
her crashing over the edge of pleasure. Her climax unfurled and
blazed from the inside out, an endless moment which did, finally,
end as she collapsed back onto the cool coverlet, breathless and
spent. But not entirely
spent.

Her eyes flying
open, her breath hitching, catching the gaze of her reflection
again, she smiled a wicked smile. A good night to be alone. To have
things her way.

This time, she
was so sensitive that the smallest flicks along that tender final
button drove her to the brink of another release, sweat glowing on
her breasts, which felt both heavy and light at the same time as
she strained upward, hips driving toward her lover in the mirror,
sight filling with red as the blood pounded in her temples and
flashed through her loins, red-painted fingers clutching at the
crumpled bedclothes beneath her, the woman above her matching every
twist and thrust. This time, they locked eyes and cried out
together, bursting together through a torrent of heat and pleasure
where breath and heartbeat and body were all one connected inferno,
an inferno that consumed itself in a timeless instant, and then
left warm embers glowing in her belly, under the red coal of the
jewel that flickered there like a secret in the
candlelight.

As she slowly
relaxed, her gaze broke away to look down at her body, glowing with
satisfaction and clothed only in shadows. Her breath settling and
calming, she drifted, alone with her reflection, content in the
glow of the candles that gradually dimmed, winked out, and left her
gently sleeping.

***

Jaye Raymee
(they/them) writes about human intimacy in all its joyful
expressions. Jaye can be spotted anywhere from San Francisco to the
wild corners of Ireland, from pub firesides to café corners,
quietly scribbling in a series of notebooks where stories are born.
You may have run into Jaye just this morning and never realized it.
They would love to hear your feedback at
jayeraymee@gmail.com.


Touch


D. Fostalove

 


“Do you miss me
like I miss you?”

“You know I
do.”

“Come see
me.”

There was a long
pause.

“Ahmad, did you
hear me?”

“Yes, I heard
you.”

“So . . .
?”

“You can’t be
serious. What if I get caught by Patrol?”

“Go through the
woods and stay off the roads.”

“What about me
logging in to verify I’m still sheltering in place?”

“Ask your
roommate to log in for you. Haven’t you done it for him
before?”

There was another
pause.

“Do you know what
you’re asking me to do?”

“I
do.”

“I’m classified
as an essential worker.”

“I
know.”

“I can’t be
fitted with one of those monitors and confined to the
house.”

“I
know.”

“You can still
work from home with yours.”

“Babe?”

“Yes?”

“Calm
down.”

“I’m thinking
about the search dogs, the horrible stories from the
news.”

“It will be
okay.”

“You’re asking a
lot.” 

“You know I’d do
it again for you if I could.”

“I told you not
to come . . . ”

“I wanted to see
you.”

“Hold on. I’ll be
right back.”

Several minutes
passed.

“Nasir, you still
there?”

“Yes, I’m
here.”

“He’ll do it, but
only if we pay him.”

“How
much?”

“Fifty.”

“Chelb. Do
you have his account number?”

“Are you
serious?”

“Yes. What’s his
information?”

“3-15-22-9-4.”

“Got it. Sending
the funds now.”

“Did you just
hear him?”

“No.”

“He received the
transfer and will log in for me.”

“Good.”

“Let me get
dressed. I’ll see you in an hour.”

“See you
soon.”

***

He emerged from
the darkness of the woods after surveying the properties to the
left and right for spotters. Once comfortable, he jumped the
rickety wooden fence and darted across the yard. He tapped on the
glass and pressed himself up against the wall until he heard the
beep in his ear.

“Is that you out
there? I don’t see you.”

“Yes, it’s
me.”

He stepped away
from the wall and onto the patio.

When he saw Ahmad
standing on the concrete slab inches from him, Nasir moved to
unlock the sliding glass door and let him inside.

“Don’t. You’ll
trigger an alert on your ankle monitor.”

“You’re right.
Sorry. I lost myself for a moment.”

“I
see.”

“You look
amazing.”

He smiled behind
the mask, hoping it could be seen through his eyes. He hated the
contraption, but with how the virus had mutated it was much too
dangerous to breathe outside without it.

“Thank
you.”

“It’s been so
long since we’ve been face-to-face.”

“I’ve stopped
counting the days . . . ”

“Looks like
you’ve lost some weight.”

“I started back
on the elliptical a few weeks ago.”

He swatted at
fireflies that hovered around him.

“Don’t lose too
much. I like you thick.”

“Do
you?”

“Can’t you tell?
You have me all excited in here.”

“I
noticed.”

“Wanna
see?”

“You know I
do.”

He pretended to
pull down his pants but stopped shy of revealing
anything.

“Do you really
want to see how thrilled I am to have you here?”

“I didn’t risk
violating curfew or potential home confinement just to chat through
a window.”

“So you want me
to make it worth your while?”

“That’s exactly
what I want.”

He lowered his
sweatpants, revealing a stubby erection in the middle of a mound of
unruly pubic hair. Palming the flesh, he stared out at Ahmad, who
watched on.

“Now
you.”

“What?”

“I want to see
you, all of you.”

“What about the
neighbors?”

“They can’t see
this close to the house.”

“You
sure?”

“Yes.”

After a few
moments of hesitation, he began to slowly unbutton his shirt, then
replaced the gloves he’d taken off to complete the task.

“I wish you
didn’t have that mask on or those gloves.”

“I
know.”

“Keep
going.”

He stroked
himself, watching Ahmad lower his jeans and underwear to his
knees.

“Looks like I’m
not the only one excited.”

“The danger of it
all has me turned on.”

“What about
me?”

“That’s a given.
You always turn me on.”

He
smiled.

“I’m only messing
with you.”

“I
know.”

“Come
closer.”

He inched
forward.

“This is really
killing me, Ahmad.”

“What?”

“Seeing you but
being unable to touch you.”

He reached out
and placed a gloved hand on the glass.

“I feel the
same.”

Nasir placed his
free hand at the same spot on the glass as Ahmad’s.

“Touch
yourself.”

He removed the
heavy duty rubber glove from his left hand, dropping it onto the
ground at his feet, and grabbed the throbbing flesh that curved
upward.

“Look at me while
you stroke it real slow.”

“Like
this?”

“Yes, just like
that. In sync with me.”

They watched each
other, two hands pressed firmly on the glass separating them, the
others slowly moving back and forth along their
members. 

“Tell me
something.”

“Like
what?”

“Something
sexy.”

“Like what I miss
most?”

“Yeah.”

A couple of dirty
thoughts crossed his mind but he didn’t speak them
aloud.

“Say the first
thing that comes to mind.”

“The shemaghs
we use as blindfolds. The zip ties. Your
anticipation. How you tilt your head trying to figure out where I
am in the room, what I’m doing. Am I approaching with a feather?
Will I bite your earlobe as I whisper something nasty? Might I
kneel before you and clench your nipple ring between my teeth,
pulling until you wince? That’s what I miss most.” 

“Keep
going.”

“I miss those
times when I’ve fallen asleep on the couch after a grueling
twelve-hour shift at work and you wake me with quick pecks on my
neck and chest. I lightly brush you away but you can’t help
yourself. We haven’t seen each other or talked all day and you
really miss me. I try to resist your advances as sleep has a strong
hold on me, but then so do you, pulling my scrubs down, kissing my
stomach and thighs.

“‘I’m so tired,
Nasir. Just give me a few minutes of rest,’ I’d say.

“‘I’ve been
waiting to see you all day.’

“I mutter
something inaudibly. You apologize, admitting how selfish and needy
you are but how irresistible I am.

“‘All I need . .
. ’”

“‘ . . . is you.
Please, babe, don’t make me beg.’

“‘I like it when
you beg.’

“Then you’re
kissing my lips and my closed eyes, my forehead, my lips again.
Your hands are everywhere, pressing, caressing, prodding. I’m awake
enough to smile, run a hand through your hair and give in, but only
for a quickie. And before I know it, you’ve angled my leg over your
shoulder and buried your face, taking me into you.”

“You got me so
hot right now.”

“Do
I?”

“Yes!”

“You know what
really makes me excited?”

“What’s
that?”

“When you’re in a
really frisky mood and you put your tongue back there.”

He flicked his
tongue out suggestively.

“I’d love to do
that to you right now. Turn around. Let me see.”

He shook his
head, smiling again behind the mask.

“You know
what?”

“What?”

“I’d really love
to be upstairs in your bed right now, propped up on my elbows while
you’re crawling up the bed with that look—”

He
interrupted.

“I’m going to
unlock this door.”

“No.”

“Yes.”

“They’ll come.
You’ll go to jail this time.”

“I don’t care. I
want you in here with me.”

“Nasir,
don’t.”

“Okay.”

He moved closer
to the glass, still stroking himself as he began panting heavily.
Ahmad followed. Had the barrier not separated them, they would have
been able to breathe each other in, feel the heat radiating off
their exposed bodies. Touch.

“Focus on what we
have right now and not what we don’t have.”

“You’re
right.”

“Imagine I’m the
guy in the window as you stroll through the red light district. Let
me be your fantasy on the other side of the glass.”

“Ahmad, I’m about
to . . . ”

He erupted,
shooting globs haphazardly onto the glass.

He knelt and
brought his face to the window where Nasir’s satisfaction slowly
oozed downward.

“Yeah, spray it
all over my face.”

He increased the
speed of his strokes, feeling himself getting closer.

“Slap it across
my cheek. Let me taste it.”

He glanced up to
see Nasir watching as he began to feverishly stroke himself
again.

“Come for
me.”

“Is that what you
want?”

“Yes.”

He stood, tilted
his head to the sky, and released himself and a round of curses
simultaneously.

“Ahmad?
Ahmad!”

He opened his
eyes and focused, registering a tone of fear.

“Yes?”

He
pointed.

“What?”

A beam of light
pierced the middle of the enclosed yard and moved about
randomly.

“Hey! Is there
someone out there?”

He hurriedly
pulled up his pants, closed his shirt, and reached down for the
glove. 

“It’s one of your
neighbors. I have to get out of here before he calls
Patrol.”

He brought three
fingers to his lips, kissed them, and pressed the digits to the
glass.

“Please be
careful.”

“I
will.”

He raced towards
the woods, praying Nasir’s neighbor hadn’t alerted
Patrol.

***
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Hiyreh pushes
Naendas back onto their bedrolls, hand cradling the back of her
head. Naendas clings to Hiyreh’s shoulders, chasing her lips. Moons
upon moons she’s been sharing her hearth with Hiyreh, and one
passionate kiss is still enough to make her melt like the glaciers
do when the days lengthen.

“I’m glad to be
back with you,” Hiyreh says, already unlacing the collar of
Naendas’s tunic. 

Naendas laughs.
“You were gone for two days.” 

“Too long,”
Hiyreh mumbles, before diving back in to kiss her. Naendas presses
herself up against Hiyreh, pulling her close, fingers creeping
under the hem of her tunic. Hiyreh sighs softly and runs one hand
down Naendas’s side, then back up to cup her breast. When Hiyreh
strokes a thumb over Naendas’s nipple, something gritty and
slightly damp drags against Naendas’s sensitive skin, and she
shivers unpleasantly.

“What did you do?” 

She grabs
Hiyreh’s hand and brings into the daylight filtering in through the
gap between the reindeer skins and the rock wall. The sun falls on
streaks of mineral—red and yellow against Hiyreh’s dusky
skin.

Naendas raises an
eyebrow at Hiyreh. “You didn’t even stop to clean your hands on the
way here?”

“I couldn’t wait
to come back to you!” Hiyreh protests.

Naendas laughs.
“You got your paints all over me!” She kisses the side of Hiyreh’s
face, her jaw, down her neck. “I’ve missed you too, my love. But
you’re not fucking me with your hands full of ochre.”

“Aw.” Hiyreh’s exaggerated pout does little to hide the
underlying smirk. “Don’t you want me to decorate”—she punctuates the word
with eyebrow waggles—“your cave?”

Naendas splutters
with laughter, pushing a cackling Hiyreh off of her. “You better
hurry your arse down to the river before I change my mind about
fucking you altogether!”

Hiyreh rises,
still giggling self-satisfiedly, and Naendas watches her gather a
travel bedroll, a couple of hare pelts, and a pouch of soapwort
roots. She shakes her head. What Hiyreh calls humour, really. She
loves it. 

Hiyreh swings the
bundle of skins over her shoulder and holds her hand out to help
Naendas up. Naendas takes it, grateful for the way it helps take
weight off of her bad leg. 

Together, they
walk out of their partitioned hearth and into the common area. The
crafters assembled in front of the entrance greet them with
smiles.

“Oh, Hiyreh is
back from her cave-painting trip!” Daniral shouts. “So that’s why
we’ve had to miss your company, Naendas!”

“I’d counted on
you to knap me a new blade so I could cut myself some breeches,”
Skebbe adds, “but I see you have other priorities!”

Naendas laughs at
her friends. “You’ll get both my company and that knife, don’t
worry! We’re just going for a wash.”

“Oh, a wash,” Iggi drawls. “Is that what we’re calling it
now?”

Hiyreh sticks her
tongue out at her sibling and pulls Naendas by the
sleeve. “Come on, let’s go!”

Good-natured
ribbing follows them as they walk onto the ledge that overlooks the
plain below. Farther west, a herd of aurochs is grazing. Naendas’s
leg twinges and she looks away. She doesn’t like aurochs much. Not
anymore.

On their walk to
the river, Hiyreh sings song after song, her sharp, ululating voice
silencing the birds around them. When the water is in sight, Hiyreh
takes off running, her bundle of skins bouncing on her shoulder. By
the time Naendas has reached the river at her sedate pace, Hiyreh
is already naked and merrily splashing around.

“The water’s
great!” Hiyreh calls out.

Naendas unlaces
her tunic, her breeches, her soft boots, and leaves them atop
Hiyreh’s bundle. Then, feeling out the uneven riverbed with her
cane, she wades in until the water reaches above her
waist.

Hiyreh swims over
to her and playfully pokes at one of Naendas’s breasts.

“I love it when
your breasts float on the water like this.”

Naendas laughs
and holds Hiyreh’s hand tighter against her chest. “You just love
my breasts.”

Hiyreh grins.
“True.” 

“Want to help me
wash?” Naendas asks, stroking suggestively down the plumpness of
her own stomach.

“As if I’d pass
up that pleasure,” Hiyreh says. 

She places a kiss
on Naendas’s shoulder and swims over to the riverbank. She brings
back a handful of soapwort roots and crushes them between her wet
palms until they lather, then smooths her hands over Naendas’s skin
in gentle circles—her neck, her shoulders, her upper back, her
breasts. 

“Lie back,” she
tells Naendas, and Naendas floats atop the water so Hiyreh can
access her front. Her hair drifts in the current that caresses her
skin. She revels in Hiyreh’s hand beneath her lower back, holding
her steady as she washes the soft swell of Naendas’s stomach, under
her breasts, her thighs, between her legs. Neandas reaches out her
left hand, the one that’s not holding on to her cane, to touch
Hiyreh’s arse. She caresses between her buttocks with small strokes
of her thumb, gently pressing the pad of it into the soft, furled
hole there. 

Hiyreh moans,
muffled by the water in Naendas’s ears, and thrust her hips back.
Then, Naendas’s grip on Hiyreh’s arse slips as Hiyreh goes to her
knees. She ducks under one of Naendas’s legs, her hair brushing the
back of Naendas’s thigh, making her tingle pleasantly. Hooking both
of Naendas’s legs over her shoulders, she plants her hands solidly
on Naendas’s waist, and Naendas barely has the time to realise
what’s happening before Hiyreh licks decisively along her
sex. 

Naendas gasps,
folds backwards into the water, and immediately comes back up,
spluttering.

“Are you all
right?” Hiyreh asks, tendrils of wet hair framing her concerned
face.

“I’m fine!”
Naendas spits out water, laughing giddily. “But I might have to
stand up for this.”

“Seems
reasonable,” Hiyreh says with a grin. 

Naendas stands,
feeling steady thanks to her weightlessness in the water and the
support of her cane. She tilts Hiyreh’s face up and bends over to
kiss her, chasing her tongue until Hiyreh is moaning into her
mouth. Naendas is growing wet, but the river washes it away before
it can cling to her thighs. 

“I want you,” Hiyreh whispers when she pulls away, and she takes a
deep breath before ducking her head underwater. 

This time,
Naendas is prepared for what’s coming, so she cries out openly when
Hiyreh’s mouth touches her sex. Hiyreh licks at her with the
dexterity of familiarity, weaving her tongue around her nether lips
and the nub above them. The smouldering in Naendas’s lower belly
ignites all the way up to her breastbone. 

Hiyreh pulls away
and comes up gasping for air. 

“Hold me under,”
she says.

“What?” For
everything they’ve done while fucking, this is new. Naendas doesn’t
quite know whether to be scared or very aroused.

“Hold me under,” Hiyreh
insists. 

Aroused it is,
then. 

Naendas finds the
presence of mind to tell Hiyreh, “Please tap me if you need air,”
and Hiyreh gives Naendas’s hand a reassuring squeeze. She then
places it onto her head and bears down slightly.

Naendas chuckles.
She loves when Hiyreh’s bossy.

She gives Hiyreh
the time to take a deep breath, then pushes her under
inexorably. 

Hiyreh kisses and
licks at Naendas, drinking up her wetness before the water can wash
it away. She swirls her tongue downwards, and Naendas moans loudly,
angling her hips so Hiyreh can reach the exact right spots. On the
riverbank, a ptarmigan takes flight, scared off by Naendas’s
noises. 

Hiyreh starts
trembling slightly, muscles straining with the effort of not coming
back up for air, and Naendas bears down harder, forcing Hiyreh back
on her heels. The power of it rushes to Neandas’s very core, making
her even wetter. 

A moment later,
Hiyreh taps Neandas’s hip, and Neandas immediately removes her
hand. Hiyreh breaks the surface, gasping and spluttering, fills her
lungs with air, and dives straight back in. 

Twice more, she
laps and sucks at Naendas with a dexterity and passion she reserves
only for painting and fucking. Twice more, she comes back up for
air. The second time, Neandas is so close that she has to stifle a
growl of frustration. But Hiyreh barely gives her the time to feel
the loss. She goes right back under, fucking Naendas with her
tongue, then pressing it insistently to her nub, alternating those
movements until Naendas feels like she might melt and wash away
into the stream.

Surely it’s been
too long by now? Naendas tries to pull Hiyreh up, but she shakes
her head between Naendas’s thighs. She presses her face closer into
Naendas’s sex and closes her lips around the nub, sucking hard. At
that, Naendas comes undone, bracing herself on her cane to stop her
knees from buckling. She throws her head back, shouting out to the
sky, her free hand clutching at Hiyreh’s wet curls as pleasure
floods her body. She shakes with the intensity of it, hips
thrusting of their own accord.

When it’s over,
she pulls Hiyreh back up, still light-headed with pleasure. She
cradles her face to kiss her deeply, tasting herself on her
tongue.

“You are a
marvel,” she tells Hiyreh.

“More,”
Hiyreh pleads, and Naendas nods ferociously—she can only agree with
that sentiment. She pushes Hiyreh back underwater and pulls her
face against her sex. She rides her tongue with abandon, trusting
the water to absorb the force of her thrusts against Hiyreh’s face.
She’s so close again, so fast, still so sensitive, and she doesn’t
want to stop chasing her pleasure to let Hiyreh back
up. 

So she
doesn’t. 

She puts more
weight onto Hiyreh, holding her down, and Hiyreh’s fingers are
digging into her hips with bruising force but not tapping, still
not tapping, despite the uneven stream of bubbles rising to the
surface, tell-tale sign that she’s breathing out, that she needs
air. Air that Naendas could deny her—she wouldn’t, but she could,
and that thought makes her ride Hiyreh’s face harder, faster, until
she comes with a series of grunts that culminates in a strangled
shout. 

Her grip on
Hiyreh relents, and through the haze of her pleasure, she hears her
breaching the surface with a splash, gulping in deep breaths. Her
face is a dark, blazing red, her eyes are filled with unspilled
tears, and her teeth are bared in an enormous grin.

“That,” she says,
“was incredible.”

Naendas bursts
into breathy, overwhelmed giggles. “It was, wasn’t it?”

She strokes
Hiyreh’s dripping hair. “Do you want to move to the bedroll so I
can take care of you?”

“I got everything
I needed, my love. I don’t really want anything else,” Hiyreh says.
“But can we stay here for a bit? The sun will be out for a while
longer and I would enjoy having you all to myself for that
time.”

Naendas feels a
twinge of disappointment at the idea of not getting to pleasure her
hearthmate, but Hiyreh’s body is fickle about such sensations, and
truly, how could she be disappointed after what they just
did? 

So she smiles
lovingly down at Hiyreh. “Of course. That sounds
wonderful.”

Hiyreh stands up
and leads her out of the water, helping her climb onto the
riverbank. They dry off perfunctorily with the hare pelts—the sun
will take care of the rest—then Naendas shakes out the bedroll so
they can lie down.

Hiyreh lays her
arm over Naendas’s waist and Naendas pulls her closer. The warmth
of summer is everywhere: in Hiyreh’s body against her own, in the
heat of the sun on her face, in the hue of its light filtered
through her closed eyelids—red like Hiyreh’s ochre.

“Next time,”
Naendas murmurs, her tone mischievous, “you should use your paints
on me.”
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Eli insisted on
certain rituals. He was also the first person to think creatively
when Yvonne had explained her asexuality and was full of exciting
ideas, so she helped light a few tealight candles before they snuck
into his apartment floor’s shared bathtub. The shadows cast by the
candles hid cracked tiles and the grimy floor drain, and his
request to braid her hair gave the tub time to
fill. 

“Is this rude?”
she asked as he tried to get the hook to thread through the eye
latch on the door. She was now watching from the steaming claw-foot
tub, chin on her arms, admiring the spiny fishbones inked on his
ribs and the struggle of muscles across his shoulder
blades.

Eli shrugged.
“The toilet’s out there, folk’ll be fine. And it’s past
midnight.”

“Yeah, the ship
got in later than you said it would.” She considered the slight
tremble in his hands. “Do you want to get fucked?”

“Not in the
communal bathroom,” he said. The latch caught. He raised a
victorious fist.

“Your butthole
would be clean,” she pointed out.

Eli sank into the
tub across from her with a moan of pleasure. “Later, please. I’ve
been at sea for a month. We’ve got time. And I don’t keep gloves
and lube in my shower caddy. Come here, I’ll get your
back.”

He took his time
stroking her with the loofah—yet another ritual. He lingered a
little on her hips, on the insides of her elbows, her fingers, the
handspan high on her ribcage where her breasts began to curve
out.

“Liking the
side-boob?” she said.

Eli grinned and
handed over the loofah. “Right now, it’s hard to keep my hands off
you.”

She tried to be
slow and gentle, like he was with her, but she found a patch of oil
or engine grime that wouldn’t scrub out on his wrist and scoured
the skin red, muttering viciously under her breath. He didn’t say a
word but smiled at her in the way that crinkled his whole face with
delight. Yvonne let him scrub his armpits and his junk himself,
though she did slide a hand down his inner thigh and tuck her
fingers into the nest of hair low on his stomach. She liked how it
made him swallow hard, lowered his eyelids, turned his smile lazy.
There was only enough blood in his cock to give it a faint flush,
though that may have been the heat of the bathwater. He was truly
relaxed.

“You feeling
clean?” she asked. She couldn’t keep a straight face as she added,
“You feel like getting dirty?”

Eli opened one
eye so she could see him roll it. 

She snickered.
“Best I could come up with. How’s your ass?”

“Fine. And
yours?”

“Mine’s not the
one getting action.”

Eli dropped the
loofah back into his shower caddy and hooked one of his calves over
her hip. “True. You’re getting good at finding my prostate, by the
way.”

“Oh? You’re
welcome.” Yvonne kissed his knee, then rested her cheek there.
“Now, let’s get you on a bed and make sure I’m not out of
practice.”

“Oh. Actually . .
. ” 

“Hm?”

“My
legs.”

His rising blush
made her pause. She looked at his legs. They were knotted with
muscle and veins, like beautiful twisted vines, but they always
looked like that. “Too much standing on the ship again? There’s
positions where you don’t have to be—”

“No, I mean, I’m
home. The ship’s not going out for two weeks. I can shave
them.”

Another ritual,
and a signal he was truly home safe from the deep-sea fishing
routes: he could afford to lose a protective layer. Yvonne said,
“Of course, go for it.” 

“Would you, uh .
. . ”

Yvonne leaned
forward, sending a wave that swamped the ends of Eli’s shaggy hair
and splashed to the tile floor. “What is it?” she
asked.
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