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      Four-hundred sixty-five people alive on Level One of the Refuge yesterday.

      Four-hundred sixty-three today.

      The kitchen crew gets a new report first thing in the morning because we’re responsible for preparing and packaging daily rations for everyone on this level, precisely measured to meet every individual’s caloric and nutritional needs.

      A few months ago, I was promoted to head taster, so it’s my job to make meals as appetizing as manufactured protein blocks, tank-raised tilapia, and modified vegetables can taste. This morning, adding raisins and a little sweetener to the breakfast oatmeal was an easy fix, but the protein sandwiches for lunch are a challenge. I’m still working on them three hours into my morning shift.

      Bella is getting impatient. She was trained as a nutritionist, and she’s waiting to calculate the portion size so the packagers can get to work.

      I take a small bite of my latest effort, trying not to scowl as I chew.

      Bella shakes her head. “Cadence, give it up. Protein block will never taste good.”

      “I know. But this batch tastes worse than normal.”

      “No, it doesn’t.” We’ve had this conversation countless times, and her voice reflects it. “The protein block is made in exactly the same way each time from our reserve of pre-War protein powder and soybeans. The variations in taste are your imagination.”

      “I don’t think so.” I swallow back any more arguments since they go nowhere. Bella’s spouse, Trevor, is the head of Provisions. Naturally, he wouldn’t lie about how the protein block is made.

      But I’m not wrong. Every batch tastes slightly different.

      “We need to finalize the sandwich,” Bella says, bringing me back to the task at hand.

      We have only one kind of bread—a dense, dry brown loaf that’s nutritious and easy to produce in large quantities—so there’s no way to improve that. I slice the protein even thinner, separating the slivers with lettuce and tomato and adding an avocado spread of my own creation instead of our standard dressing. I taste the sample mini-sandwich, and it’s a lot better.

      Not great, but better.

      Bella is in her early forties, but we’ve worked together closely since I started in the kitchen at thirteen. I like her better than anyone but Danny. She rolls her eyes as I chew. “Cadence.”

      “Okay. Go with it.” I push the sample toward Bella. It takes effort not to snatch it back to improve it even more.

      She groans in exaggerated relief as she works on her tablet. “There’s no space for perfectionists here. People need to eat, whether it tastes good or not.”

      “But we’re all happier if it’s tasty. Surely you’ve noticed the difference since I took over from Barry.”

      Our previous head taster was a bad-tempered man who knew how to schmooze the council chiefs but was too lazy to put any effort into his job. He always prepared the bare-bones recipes on file, and we ate nothing but nutritional slop until he died of a heart attack.

      There have been a lot of heart attacks in the Refuge for a couple of decades now, and it’s not because of poor diet or lack of exercise. It has either infiltrated our genes or is a consequence of spending entire lives in an underground bunker with artificial light and recirculated air.

      But better to die in our forties from a heart attack than to live the even shorter, animalistic lives of the ferals who survived on the surface.

      Bella glances up and catches me staring at an empty spot in the air, lost in my own thoughts. “Daydreaming about your birthday?”

      In three days, I’ll be twenty-one. I can finally have my spousal ceremony and marry Danny. We’ve both consistently passed our monthly physical examinations with high marks, so we’ve been approved as breeders.

      “No, I’m not,” I reply to Bella. “But I’ve been waiting to get pregnant all my life. I can’t believe the time is finally here.”

      “Don’t expect miracles,” she tells me. “Most breeders don’t manage even one pregnancy. And those who do usually only get lucky once.”

      Bella and Trevor had one baby a year after their spousal ceremony and have spent more than twenty years trying and failing to get pregnant again.

      Even managing once permanently improves a woman’s status. Babies are getting rarer and rarer, and none of our doctors or geneticists can figure out why.

      “I know. But Danny and I are hopeful.”

      She shakes her head again, although she’s secretly smiling. “It’s good to be optimistic.”

      Her comment surprises me. She’s always faced life with a compassionate but matter-of-fact resignation.

      She mutters, “It’s gonna get harder and harder.”
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        * * *

      

      I always meet Danny in the Meadow for midmorning break.

      The Meadow is a recreational space on the east side of our level, with a high ceiling and a special ventilation system that sustains airflow to mimic a fresh breeze. The colored lighting simulates blue sky, green grass, and bright sunshine. It’s the only space in the entire bunker where the blank white walls and stale air aren’t always closing in.

      Danny is a year older than me and exactly my height, with tan skin and dark hair and eyes. We’ve known each other all our lives, and he’s always been my favorite person. We’re comfortable together. We can talk about anything, and I like spending time with him. When I was ten years old, the geneticists analyzed our genes and determined that we’d be a suitable match for breeding.

      He’s waiting for me by our normal bench.

      I rush through the final steps and wrap my arms around him in a hug. He’s grinning when I pull away. “You’re in a good mood,” he says.

      “I guess so. I’m excited about Friday.”

      “Me too.” When we sit side by side on the bench, he reaches over to hold my hand. “I’ve been so excited these last few weeks that my hand has been put to good use.”

      “Don’t do that too much. Remember what Dr. Cameron said. You don’t want to deplete your sperm.”

      “I’m doing just fine on sperm production. And I don’t do it too much.” He slides an arm around me, adjusting me so I’m leaning against him.

      “Okay, good. Because my fertile period should be lining up exactly with my birthday. Maybe I can get pregnant right away.”

      Danny has a lean, warm body. It’s comforting and familiar. He squeezes me. “I bet we will. We’re going to have more babies than anyone in fifty years.”

      The air blows from the large vents in the ceiling, wafting against my face and blowing the hair that’s slipped out of my braid. I breathe deeply, trying to contain the rising hopes and daydreams swirling stronger as Friday approaches.

      I’ve been a good citizen of the Refuge my entire life. I was diligent during my school years, and when I showed no particular intellectual aptitude, I worked hard in my internships in mechanics, agriculture, and domestics until they decided the kitchen was the place for me. I’ve followed all the rules. I’ve maintained good relationships. I’ve respected authority in every instance. I always get high marks on my biannual behavioral reviews.

      But it feels like I’ve never done anything. Never really lived.

      Maybe having a baby will change that.
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        * * *

      

      When I return to work, the kitchen crew’s supervisor is there, inspecting the morning’s work.

      Vanessa is an attractive woman in her mid-thirties—one of the only redheads of her generation. I’ve always liked working under her brisk, pleasant efficiency.

      She tastes the breakfast oatmeal, even though it’s already been dispersed, and nods her approval. Then I offer her a sample of the lunch sandwich and wait as she takes a bite and chews.

      Her eyes meet mine, and I hold my breath, worried she’s going to criticize. I wasn’t entirely satisfied with the meal, and that’s never a good sign.

      Then, “Best sandwich we’ve ever served.”

      A rush of pleasure rises from my chest to warm my cheeks. “Thank you.” I try to maintain an expression as no-nonsense and professional as hers, but I no doubt fail.

      The only consistent criticism I’ve received in performance reviews is that I’m too emotional. Occasionally, they’ll also say I talk too much. The culture of the Refuge has always been defined by peace and order, so giggling when happy and crying from stress or conflict is frowned upon.

      I’ve been doing better lately. I even manage to nod soberly in response to Vanessa’s compliment. I murmur, “Thank you,” instead of grinning and hugging myself.

      Vanessa moves on, inspecting Bella’s nutritional calculations and the precision of the packagers’ work.

      I try to sort through today’s available ingredients to figure out what to make for dinner, but I’m distracted by far too many good things in the works.

      I’m almost twenty-one. My spousal ceremony is on Friday. Danny and I can start trying for a baby immediately. And I just now got the greatest compliment of my life.

      It’s been a good day.

      I’m mulling over a pile of russet potatoes when Vanessa comes up behind me. “Cadence.”

      I turn at the sound of my name.

      “Can you⁠—”

      I never actually hear what she was going to ask because the strangest expression twists her face.

      “Are you okay?” I come closer, reaching out to help as she sways and raises her hands to her throat. “Vanessa?”

      She makes a weird choking sound and falls. I grab her in time to prevent her from hitting the floor. The weight of her body brings mine down too, and I land on my knees beside her.

      She’s making jerky twitches. Grappling at her throat and chest.

      “Someone help!” I call out, my voice breaking embarrassingly because I’m starting to panic. “Call a medic!”

      I check her pulse nervously. She’s not breathing, and I can’t feel a heartbeat.

      I start chest compressions. The repetitive motion comes automatically. I was trained like everyone else when I was thirteen, in my last year of school.

      Bella runs over and kneels on the other side of Vanessa, but there’s nothing else we can do. I’m still working on the chest compressions when the medics arrive. I back away to watch them work.

      In another minute, someone else runs into the kitchen, pushing me out of the way to get to Vanessa.

      It’s the chief of facilities, Vanessa’s spouse. His name is Will. I’ve never said a word to him, but I’ve known who he is for most of my life. He doesn’t talk a lot, but when he does, people listen.

      He crouches and reaches for one of her hands. He’s got thick, unruly dark hair and an equally rumpled beard that’s got a lot of premature gray in it. His expression is as stoic as normal, but I can sense emotion shuddering beneath the surface.

      He’s scared.

      And he should be.

      Vanessa is having a heart attack. It’s been a long time since anyone has survived one.
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        * * *

      

      When I return to the kitchen at four for my short afternoon shift, I hear the news.

      Vanessa died.

      I’m not surprised, but I’m upset. It makes me want to cry even though I was never particularly attached to her. She was older. I never worked with her closely until recently, and she was my supervisor. But I liked her. I enjoyed working for her, and earlier today she told me my protein sandwich was the best she ever tasted.

      She shouldn’t have died like that.

      My good mood from the morning has transformed into a bleak heaviness. Barbara, the coordinator of morale, would tell me that’s why I need to learn how to stabilize my mood. Highs will always lead to these kinds of lows, and those lows will affect my work and my behavior.

      I’ve never been able to take her advice.

      Sometimes life is good, and sometimes it’s terrible.

      How can I not feel it?

      I’m quieter than normal as I tweak the stew recipe for dinner, but everyone else in the kitchen is quiet too. After my shift is over and I’ve eaten, I’m ready to head back to my quarters and go to bed early, but a messenger is waiting to tell me that the Council of Chiefs wants to meet with me.

      With me.

      The only time I’ve ever met with them was when I completed my final internship and was posted in the kitchen crew, and that was merely a brief, standard interview to usher me into worker status.

      My stomach is a tense ball of nerves as I follow the messenger to the council room and walk in.

      There are sixteen council chiefs seated around a horseshoe-shaped table.  Chief Rosamund—a slim, attractive woman with salt-and-pepper hair and brown skin—is chair and has the central seat. She’s almost sixty, one of the oldest people in the Refuge.

      “Come in, Cadence. No need to lurk in the doorway.”

      I didn’t realize I was lurking. Obediently, I move closer to the table. There’s no empty chair in the room, so I stand awkwardly, trying very hard to hide my trembling.

      “It’s okay,” Chief Rosamund says. “You’re not in trouble.”

      I let out a breath, although I couldn’t think of a single rule I might have broken to warrant being called in like this. I don’t know what to say, so I clasp my hands behind my back and wait.

      “We understand you’ll be twenty-one on Friday and are preparing for a spousal ceremony.”

      That’s a strange way to put it, but I don’t have a chance to process her choice of articles. “Yes. With Danny.”

      She glances down at her tablet as if she’s reviewing information presented there. “Your physical exams have been promising. Your hormones and egg production are better than we usually see anymore.”

      My nerves break with a flicker of pleasure. “I hope so. I’m ready to have as many babies as I’m allowed.”

      “You’ll be allowed as many as your body can handle. Our numbers get fewer every year. That’s why it’s essential to make the absolute best spousal matches—to give us every chance of replenishing our population and perpetuating the human race without dangerous mutations.”

      “Of course. Danny and I were tested, and our genes were approved as a match.”

      There were only two thousand people in the Refuge when the bunker doors were locked two hundred years ago to escape the ravages of the War. The initiative was funded by a wealthy, forward-thinking, and altruistic recluse committed to the survival of the human race. They say only the smartest and healthiest candidates were chosen by the original council to give us the best chance of thriving down here.

      The two thousand were split between two levels. That should have been a large enough population for genetic variety, but that first generation was able to produce very few babies. So numbers declined quickly.

      For the first hundred years, the council didn’t supervise marriage and breeding, but people too closely related started pairing up, so it eventually became necessary to assert more control over the process to preserve the quality of our genes and produce the healthiest babies.

      “We’ve already seen far too many aberrations. Your hair, for instance.”

      Fighting a surge of defensiveness, I raise a hand to touch my long, loose braid. My eyes, eyelashes, and eyebrows are brown like most of the others my age, and my skin is a rosy beige, but my hair is white. It’s not platinum blond like we’ll occasionally see. It’s fully, undeniably white. It’s been that color since birth.

      It’s always bothered me to be so different from everyone else, but I’ve mostly grown used to it now. Danny has always said he doesn’t mind that it’s such a strange color.

      “I understand.” I still have no idea why she’s rehashing a situation that’s been obvious my entire life.

      “Your match with Danny is tolerable, but we’ll always choose the best genetic pairings available.”

      I stare at her, my churning nerves clenching into a heavy knot.

      “And there is now a better available match for you.”

      The room blurs around me. I twist my hands together more tightly.

      This is happening. They’re not going to let me marry Danny as has been intended all our lives. They’ve found someone else for me.

      Three days from my twenty-first birthday.

      “Wh-who is available?” I manage to ask into the tense silence.

      Chief Rosamund’s eyes slide to her right. The eyes of the other chiefs all shift in the same direction.

      Toward Chief Will.

      Chief Will.

      Who is seated motionless, as hard and unrevealing as the statues we studied in our classics unit.

      “But…” It feels like I’m strangling on the shock. “But Vanessa just…she died this morning!” I liked her. I’m already missing her. Her death should matter more than this.

      “Yes.” This time, it’s Chief Brody speaking. He’s in charge of Security. A tall, silver-haired man with dead eyes and an icy voice. “It was a tragedy. Despite the fact that she was never able to produce offspring, she will be missed.”

      The words make me want to clench my fists, but I resist the defensiveness. Brody’s spouse died last year, but as a couple, they managed to have three babies—more than anyone else currently alive. Maybe he knows what he’s talking about.

      He continues: “But we’re talking about our survival. We can’t indulge in mourning periods. Your genes are an ideal match for Chief Will’s, and you’ll be of age on Friday.”

      Chief Rosamund nods.

      I search the faces at the table for an expression of sympathy or reluctance, and there are none. None. They’re in agreement on this. And they don’t care that I’ve spent years expecting and dreaming of Danny as my spouse.

      My gaze lands on Chief Will’s face. He’s looking at me, but it’s still impossible to read what he’s thinking. His jaw looks tense beneath his thick beard, and his posture is stiffly upright. But he’s always been cold and uptight, so those clues provide no insight into his state of mind. He meets my gaze and holds it unwaveringly.

      It’s a long time—too long—before I can wrench my eyes away from his to look back at Chief Rosamund. “What about Danny?”

      “We will speak with him. We’ve found him another good match on Level Two. Tara will be of age in five months, so he won’t have long to wait.”

      “Level Two?” I cough to clear my throat. “Will he move, then?”

      “That hasn’t been decided yet. She might move up here with us. But that’s not the issue today. We need your agreement to marry Chief Will so we can proceed with plans for Friday.”

      “So he…” I shoot another quick look at the man’s impenetrable expression. “He wants to…”

      His spouse died ten hours ago.

      “He has agreed. We need your agreement as well.”

      I know exactly what will happen if I don’t agree. I’ll be labeled uncooperative. I’ll lose my advanced position on the kitchen crew. I’ll no longer receive special privileges. The good name and reputation I’ve made for myself for working hard, following the rules, and behaving with sense and sobriety will be irrevocably tarnished.

      I can’t do it.

      I won’t.

      “I agree.” It doesn’t sound like my voice, although the words come out of my throat.

      “Excellent.” Chief Rosamund smiles at me. The other chiefs nod or murmur approvingly.

      I’ve done the right thing. There’s no reason for me to feel sick.

      Chief Will still hasn’t smiled. Hasn’t shifted his position. Hasn’t blinked.

      I can’t tell if he’s angry or sad or excited or utterly bored with these proceedings. I’ve always known exactly what Danny is thinking, but Chief Will is reinforced concrete. Stark, unknowable, and unrelenting.

      “We will miss Vanessa, of course, but we’re all pleased this has worked out. We have no doubt you’ll be productive as spouses.”

      I have no idea what to say. I nod.

      “Thank you, Cadence. You’re dismissed.”

      I blink, then look at Chief Will, but he’s still doing nothing but staring at me. Flustered and confused and too upset to wrap my mind around what’s happening, I nod again.

      Before I walk out of the room, I manage a mumbled “thank you.”

      Thank you.

      For doing this to me.

      For forcing me to marry an unpleasant man who’s basically a stranger.

      For completely blowing up the rest of my life.
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        * * *

      

      For the next two days, I go about my normal schedule and hide my distress. Everyone acts like I’ve scored a huge victory. Marrying a council chief is nearly unheard of. If they’re breeders, people marry in their early twenties, and if they’re not, they don’t marry at all. Thirty-five is the youngest anyone can be chosen for the council.

      All my friends and acquaintances assume I should be awed and gratified. I really do try to appreciate the decision and the sudden rise in status it will afford me. But Will is sixteen years older than me and a stranger. Danny is crushed and angry—I try to calm him down so he doesn’t do something stupid and get in trouble—and I can’t help but resent the fact that my long-expected future has been ripped away from me.

      Due to nothing more than an ill-timed heart attack.

      Three more days, and I would have been safely married to Danny.

      On Friday, I work my morning shift, dreading the spousal ceremony scheduled for after lunch. I haven’t spoken a word to Chief Will since the council called me in. I haven’t even seen him except for a few brief glimpses across the room at dinner.

      It would have been nice if he’d made an effort to ease the strangeness of the situation by getting to know me, but he doesn’t. And because he makes no attempts to communicate, I’m not comfortable initiating it myself.

      After I finish my morning shift, I complete my scheduled hour in the workout room and then go back to my quarters to shower and put on clean clothes. I always change after exercising, and this morning I spilled tomato sauce on my pants, so it’s more necessary than normal.

      I brush out my hair and pull it back in the same loose braid I always wear.

      There’s nothing else I can do to improve my appearance. Loose hair isn’t approved of, since it gets in the way and can be a safety hazard. Everyone—regardless of gender—wears the same soft, loose white trousers and button-up tops. It’s been that way from the beginning in the Refuge. These uniform clothes promote cleanliness and equality and help prevent focus on the superficial. Except in pre-War photos or films, I’ve never seen anyone wear any clothes other than these.

      I don’t know why I’m concerned about looking my best anyway. It’s not like Chief Will chose me for his spouse. The only reason his finding me attractive will matter is to expedite arousal, which will aid intercourse so I can get pregnant as soon as possible.

      He’s waiting in the council room when I arrive. He doesn’t smile and doesn’t speak, so I don’t either.

      The ceremony itself takes no more than five minutes. He and I stand in front of the council. We are asked four questions.

      Will you commit to a lifelong partnership?

      Will you be physically intimate only with each other?

      Will you prioritize having children over all other obligations?

      Will you work together for the common good?

      We both say yes to all four, and then we sign the official marriage document. And that’s it. The deed is done.

      Chief Will acts calm and natural—not nearly as nervous and jittery as me—but he doesn’t look me in the eyes the entire time.

      It doesn’t bode well for what’s to come.
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        * * *

      

      We finish the ceremony with plenty of time for me to make it back to the kitchen at four for my late-afternoon shift. Everyone congratulates me. Acts like I should be thrilled.

      I’m afraid I might vomit.

      I skip dinner because the sight of any more food will push me over the edge. Instead, I return to my quarters and pack my meager belongings into a small crate. I sit on the edge of the bed that’s been mine since I was thirteen and left the school bunk room. Breathe for several minutes to dispel the nausea.

      It will be fine.

      Fine.

      Life in the Refuge passes in stages. Babies live in the communal nursery, cared for by trained staff. Children live in the bunk room while they’re in school. Workers, starting at age thirteen, get their own small rooms unless they’re chosen for a spousal ceremony. This is simply the next stage for me.

      It won’t be the same as marrying Danny, but it doesn’t have to be terrible. If Chief Will and I are a better genetic match, then there’s a higher probably of having healthy offspring. That’s what I’ve always wanted, and that life is still available to me.

      Surely Chief Will won’t always be as silent and intimidating as he’s been this week.

      After all, he probably got thrown into this marriage as abruptly and reluctantly as I did. Plus, he lost Vanessa only a few days ago.

      Maybe he’s sad. The Refuge has always discouraged mourning, just like any other excessive emotional expression, but that doesn’t mean it wouldn’t hurt to lose a spouse.

      The idea that he’s grieving helps. Humanizes him. He might not be mean and cold. He might simply be sad. It’s not his fault our genes match better than mine with Danny’s.

      I’ve always adapted to the changing requirements of life here. At five I left the nursery to start school. At thirteen I graduated and began a worker’s life. Now I’ll marry. Hopefully get pregnant. Maybe even more than once.

      It’s a good life down here. We’re safe and healthy and peaceful when the surface world is not.

      I can do this too.

      I will do it.

      It’s not going to be as awful as I fear.

      Chief Will never would have been promoted to the Council of Chiefs if he were a bad man. He must have spent his thirty-seven years following the rules and working hard. Just like me.

      Squaring my shoulders, I stand up. Pick up my crate. Leave my small private quarters for the final time.

      I walk through three long hallways and turn into the far west wing that houses the council chiefs. His suite is numbered 1010. I stand in front of the control panel until the camera reads my face. The door slides open with a mechanized hiss.

      I’m holding my breath as I step inside, but he’s not in the room yet. These quarters are much larger than mine. There’s a living area with a couple of lounges and a small table with chairs. The ceilings are much higher than in regular sleeping quarters. An archway directly ahead leads into a bedroom with two beds against opposite walls, each neatly made up with crisp white sheets and coverlets. There’s a white nightstand with three small drawers for personal belongings next to each bed. A closet to hang up clothes. And the most significant privilege is another door leading to a private bathroom.

      He’s got the lighting set to soft white, so I switch it to gold, which makes my hair look closer to blond.

      It takes no time at all to unpack my stuff from the crate. The nightstand on the right is empty, so I stow most of my personal stuff there. I hang up my pants and shirts in the closet and put my underwear and camisoles in a large empty drawer in the bathroom. I set the crate on the floor next to my bed. Then change my mind and put it on top of my nightstand. Then change my mind again and leave the suite to walk it back to Provisions.

      When I return, I jerk to an abrupt stop at the sight of Chief Will across the quarters. He’s standing in between the beds, staring down at the tablet I laid on mine.

      “Since that nightstand was empty, I assumed that’s the side I should take. I’m happy to swap if you prefer.”

      “No. I’m used to the left side.” His voice is soft. Deep.

      “Okay.” I step out of the doorway and let the door slide shut.

      Now we’re alone in absolute silence.

      We stare at each other across the length of the living area until I rediscover my ability to move. I walk into the bedroom so I’m closer to him.

      “Do you need help with more of your stuff?” he finally asks.

      “No. I got it all.” I swallow hard, dropping my eyes. “Thank you.”

      He makes a wordless grunt that must substitute for a real response.

      I can’t seem to stand still. My hands keep moving, clasping together and then clenching at my sides and then clasping again. I don’t like to appear so insecure, so I sit down on the side of my bed.

      Without a word, he goes to the bathroom for a few minutes and then returns smelling like soap. He sits down like I am.

      Now we stare at each other from our respective beds.

      “I’m ready for sex anytime,” I finally blurt out.

      His brows lower slightly, and there’s a slight pause before he says gruffly, “Okay.”

      Relieved that we can at least get intercourse over with, I start unbuttoning my shirt.

      He does the same. He’s not wearing anything under his shirt, so I get a look at his bare chest. It’s a good one. He’s not a huge man, but he’s got broad shoulders and well-developed muscles. There’s dark hair on his chest, a flat belly above the waistband of his white trousers.

      I’m wearing a simple white camisole under my shirt, and I keep it on. I stand so I can slide off my pants. Wearing only my camisole and underwear, I lean over to grab my pants from the floor and drape them neatly on top of my shirt on my bed.

      When I turn around, he’s watching me. His eyes move up and down my body. My hair is still braided, but a few strands have slipped out. I tuck them behind my ears, hoping I don’t look too sloppy.

      I’m taller than most of the other women on this level and quite a few of the men. My arms and legs are long. My breasts and hips aren’t impressive. I’ve always been told that curvier is better for having and nursing babies, and last year they increased my allotted daily calories because they thought I was too skinny. At last month’s physical exam, Dr. Cameron told me I’ve filled out nicely and should be in good shape for pregnancy and breastfeeding.

      I’m deeply self-conscious about my body as Chief Will stares, intently focused on me for the first time.

      “Take off the top too,” he says.

      Men like to look at breasts. That’s what I’ve been taught. They’re more likely to get aroused if they can see them.

      I pull my camisole off over my head and drop it with the rest of my clothes. My breasts aren’t huge, but they’re rounded, with rosy-tan nipples that tighten from the cool air in the room.

      More of my hair has slipped out of the braid now. Frustrated, I pull it loose. I’ve started to rebraid it more neatly when Chief Will says, “Leave it.”

      I take a shuddering breath, setting down my elastic and smoothing my hair. Not that it helps. It’s always been thick and wavy. It looks rumpled and messy if it’s not braided. I hope the gold lighting makes it look less white.

      He’s doing more of that staring, his eyes focusing on my breasts, my legs, and my hair. It feels like a long time—but it’s probably just a couple of minutes—when he finally says, “Okay. Come over here.”

      He’s still seated on the edge of his bed. I take several steps over until I’m standing in front of him.

      Chief Will is the one who has had sex before. I never have. Because I was identified as a potential breeder after I had my first period, recreational sex was off-limits to me. I assume he’ll tell me the best way to do it.

      My skin breaks out in goose bumps, and my cheeks are way too hot. I’m struggling to keep from trembling, and I’m standing directly in front of him when my breath catches in my throat with a weird, ragged sound.

      His eyes shoot up to my face, and he frowns with his brows and his mouth. “You’re scared.”

      “I’m not⁠—”

      “Put your clothes back on.”

      I gasp and step backward, a flash of resentment overriding my nerves. “I’m a little nervous because I don’t know you and I haven’t had intercourse before. I’m not so scared that I can’t do this.”

      His eyes dart down briefly to my breasts before they meet my indignant gaze. “We can wait.”

      “I don’t want to wait. I’m fertile right now. I want to have sex so I can get pregnant. If you don’t want to do this, just say so. We can wait if you prefer. But that will be your choice. Not mine. Don’t you dare blame it on me.”

      I sound far too bad-tempered because my emotions are spiraling defensively. It’s not a good way to begin this relationship. I know that much.

      But what am I supposed to do with such a silent, frowning, difficult man?

      He peers at me for another minute before he says, “Fine. Take off your underwear.” He reaches into the top drawer of his nightstand and pulls out a small bottle. He removes the cap and squeezes out some thick, clear liquid onto one of his hands.

      He’s rubbing the liquid between his palms while I lean over to pull my panties down my legs and over my feet. I drop them near the rest of my clothes before I turn to face him.

      He pulls me closer to where he’s seated. “Spread your legs.”

      I do as he says, holding my breath as he touches between my thighs.

      His hand is wet with the lubricant. He spreads me open and rubs the liquid everywhere, all over my outer lips, my clit, even back toward my bottom.

      I gasp because it’s cool and unexpected, and I’m sensitive down there.

      He checks my face.

      “I’m fine,” I say. “Keep going.”

      I’m not sure I’m fine. I’m having to struggle to keep my hands and knees from trembling. But I’m determined to do this, and so far it doesn’t feel bad.

      Just weird.

      I know how intercourse works, and the lubricant will make it easier.

      He puts more of it on his hand and then draws me farther between his parted knees. He slides one finger and then two all the way inside my vagina, applying the lubricant and pushing against my inner walls.

      It feels…surprising.

      It stimulates me strangely.

      He’s still watching my face, and I suspect if I flinch for any reason, he’ll stop and make us wait.

      I don’t want that to happen. It would feel like a failure. Not only a failure of duty but also of my physical abilities.

      Having intercourse is both natural and necessary for getting pregnant.

      I can do this.

      He’s still working his fingers in my vagina. Now he’s pumping more than pushing. It’s making me hot and breathless. It feels like I’m losing my balance. When I hear my fast breathing in the quiet room, I try to swallow it down.

      After a minute, he slides his fingers out and uses the tips to rub my clit.

      The sharp tug of pleasure takes me off guard. I make a silly whining sound and then flush in embarrassment.

      He doesn’t react. He keeps rubbing until I’m so off-balance that I have to put a hand on his shoulder to brace myself. Then he penetrates me with his two fingers again, pumping the way he did before but faster now.

      The sensations are building so quickly, I can’t keep up. I huff in time with his rhythm, unable to stay as quiet as I’d prefer. He uses his thumb to press into my clit again, and the pleasure breaks without warning. My vagina contracts around his fingers.

      It feels so good, I drop my head back. A soft moan escapes my lips. I have to clutch at his shoulder to keep from falling.

      I know about orgasms. I learned about them in school and read about them in books. But I’ve never had one until right now.

      “Okay,” he says, when my internal muscles have stopped clenching and the sensations have leveled. “That was good. Now you can get on the bed. Hands and knees.”

      He gets up as I climb onto the bed. I’m relieved that he approves of my performance so far and excited that my body is doing what it’s supposed to. I arrange myself on my hands and knees, looking over my shoulder at where he’s standing next to the bed. “Like this?”

      He stares at my ass, which is pointed right at him. “Yes. That’s good. You ready for me to fuck you?”

      I’ve read the word fuck in books before, but I’ve never heard anyone say it out loud. “Yes. I’m ready.”

      I’m still watching him over my shoulder as he undoes his trousers and lets them drop to the floor, before stepping out and toeing them out of the way. Then he takes off his white underwear.

      His lower body is as fit and attractive as his upper body. His penis is fully aroused. He finds the lubricant and squirts more out to rub all over his erection.

      He draws my body closer to the edge of the bed where he’s standing. Then he positions my thighs so they’re farther apart. He uses one hand to hold one cheek of my bottom while he grips his erection with the other. I’m pulsing all over and holding my breath as he guides himself into my vagina.

      Because of the lubricant, he slides in fairly easily, but it’s tight. Tighter than I expected. I make another silly whining sound that embarrasses me.

      “Does it hurt?” he asks tersely.

      “No. It’s fine.”

      It does hurt. Not bad, but some. There’s no reason for him to know that, however.

      My neck also hurts, so I stop looking back at him. I can’t see his face anymore, but his presence feels tense. Like there’s a lot of energy coiled inside him.

      He adjusts his stance, shifting his penis inside me.

      I gasp at the way it feels.

      Then he starts to pump his hips, thrusting with tight, rhythmic moves.

      “Is it okay?” he asks, sounding as breathless as I feel.

      “Y-yeah.” I can’t seem to catch my breath. My body is rocking from the way he’s pushing into me, my breasts and my hair swaying messily. “Yeah. It doesn’t hurt.”

      “That’s good.” He picks up his speed. Now every time he thrusts, his groin makes a slapping sound against my bottom. “You’re doing fine.”

      Relief wafts over me, mingling with the physical sensations. It’s still uncomfortable, but it doesn’t hurt as much. And it’s so weird. Raw. Intense. And somehow vulnerable.

      But it’s what we’re supposed to be doing, and I’m doing it okay.

      I keep making those silly sounds. Stretched and high-pitched and softly helpless. I can’t help it, but Chief Will doesn’t seem to mind. He’s releasing low, steady grunts himself as he thrusts faster.

      He’s gripping the flesh at my hips with both hands, holding me in place so he can really go at it. I can’t resist glancing back at him one more time, and I see something primitive in his eyes.

      It makes me strangely proud.

      He lets out a choked exclamation as his hips start jerking clumsily. He’s gasping loudly and grinding his hips against me as he ejaculates.

      I feel several spurts of his semen. Each one fills with me more satisfaction.

      When he’s finished, I get worried about it leaking out and down my thighs, so I lower my head and shoulders to the bed in the hopes of holding it better inside me.

      Chief Will pulls out, giving my bottom several firm little pats. “You did good.”

      “Thank you.” I’m smiling with one cheek resting on the bedding. “Is it staying in?”

      “I think so.” He uses his fingers and pushes against my entrance, like he’s making sure his ejaculate doesn’t leak out.

      Then he goes to the bathroom. I hear the toilet flush and water in the sink. When he returns, his beard and the edges of his hair are damp.

      I’m still holding the same position.

      “I think you’re safe to get up now,” he says. “Go back to your bed.”

      I do as he says, lying down on my back with my knees bent up. “Maybe we’ll get pregnant right away.”

      “Maybe.” He pulls his underwear back on and climbs into bed.

      I don’t move for a long time until I can’t wait any longer to pee. I go to the bathroom and clean myself up, then return to my bed to climb under the covers.

      “Good night,” I tell him, settling myself comfortably as he turns off the lights.

      “Good night.”

      And that’s it. We’ve done our duty, and it wasn’t too bad. I’m kind of sore, but it’s definitely manageable.

      I close my eyes, hoping his sperm is doing its job inside me.
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      I sleep better than I expected. I don’t stir until the first-shift alarm chimes at 4:45.

      Sitting up straight in bed, I blink as I look around, confused and disoriented. The room is bigger than it should be.

      And I’m not alone.

      The events of the previous day hit in a rush of realization. With a sharp breath, I peer at the other bed. The lights have started illuminating dimly with the gradual morning wake-up sequence.

      Will’s shape is visible beneath the covers, and his dark hair and beard stand out against the white bedding. “I’m awake. You can turn on the lights.”

      I reach over to the switch above my nightstand to turn on my bedside light, adjusting it to gold. Will hasn’t sat up yet, but he’s watching me from his pillow.

      Unsurprisingly, I have no idea what he’s thinking.

      “What time do you start work?” I ask him.

      “Not until six. You can use the bathroom and get ready first.” He sounds polite, but he’s as unsmiling as he was yesterday.

      He definitely hasn’t warmed up overnight.

      Since he suggested it, I don’t question this reasonable plan. I stand, sucking in a small gasp at the pang of discomfort between my legs.

      The aftermath of his penis stretching my vagina last night.

      When I shoot a quick glance back at Will, his eyes are narrowed on my face. “You hurt?”

      “No. Of course not.” Frowning, I make my way to the bathroom, struggling not to limp just slightly.

      He must think I’m a complete incompetent. Or else he believes his penis to be such a powerful appendage that it renders all females forever changed in its wake.

      Neither is true.

      I’m fine this morning. And his penis is a penis.

      Its only worthwhile use, as far as I’m concerned, is getting me pregnant.

      Maybe I already am.

      With that hopeful thought in mind, I rush through my morning routine, going to the bathroom and then washing up quickly before I get dressed. We’re only allowed one shower of ten minutes each day, and I save mine for after I exercise, so in the mornings I clean up with a washcloth instead.

      I’m finishing the braid in my hair when I step out into the room.

      Will has sat up, but he’s staring at the floor. His shoulders are slightly hunched.

      “Okay, I’m done,” I say, processing a flicker of empathy. He looks burdened. Stressed. He’s probably missing Vanessa. My voice is gentler as I continue. “I’ll see you later today. I know it’s adjustment and not what either of us expected, but I’m sure we can make this work.”

      He straightens. His eyes are narrowed in what looks like a glare. He doesn’t say anything.

      “All right, then,” I say, irrationally hurt by the rebuff.

      I finish tying off my braid as I leave, and I have to run to arrive in the kitchen exactly as the bell chimes the beginning of my five-o’clock shift.
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        * * *

      

      It’s not until after eight that I get the chance to chat with Bella. We’ve finished preparing the egg wraps for breakfast, and there’s always a lull before we really get going on lunch rations.

      I’m sorting through the selection of vegetables brought up earlier by the agricultural crew when Bella comes over to sit beside me. “So, how was it?”

      Since I’m focusing on beans and squash, I’m momentarily confused. “What?”

      “Last night. How was it?”

      “Oh.” A self-conscious heat rises into my cheeks, but I don’t know why. Bella and I have always talked about everything. “It was fine.”

      She arches her eyebrows.

      “It was. Everything worked as it’s supposed to work.”

      She snickers. “What a way to describe it. How did you feel about it? Did it hurt or anything?”

      “No, no. He…he made sure I was ready. He knows what he’s doing with intercourse, so it went fine. If we keep it up, there’s no reason we won’t be able to make a baby.”

      I’m not sure why she’s searching my face the way she is, like she’s seeking signs of something. I look back at her evenly.

      “Okay,” she says at last, relaxing her scrutiny. “I’m glad it went fine. Let me know if you have any questions or concerns about anything. Or if he starts doing it in a way that hurts.”

      “He didn’t hurt me at all.”

      “So you’re getting along pretty well, then?”

      “Uh, no. I wouldn’t say that. He’s not mean. He’s just not…not friendly. It’s not like it would be with Danny. We like each other and can have a good time together. Will is…not like that.”

      Bella frowns. “Well, give it some time. He might loosen up once he gets used to things.”

      “Yeah. I hope so.”

      “No time wasting!” The clipped voice from behind us is such a surprise we jerk and straighten up.

      It’s Monica. Our new kitchen supervisor. Vanessa’s replacement, transferred over from housekeeping. She’s in her early thirties, and she has a sharp, pinched look I’m convinced has more to do with her personality than her physical appearance.

      She’s no Vanessa. I don’t like her at all.

      “We’re sorting through the vegetables so I can decide the recipe for lunch,” I explain, making sure to sound mild and not as defensive as I feel.

      She always makes me feel like a naughty child.

      “It takes two of you to do that?”

      “Having another set of eyes is helpful,” I say calmly. “Bella in particular helps so I can balance out the nutrition from the beginning.”

      This is only partially true, but it’s close enough to make me feel like I’m not telling my supervisor a lie.

      “I see.” Monica’s narrow lips are still pursed in a disapproving expression. “Keep the socializing to a minimum. We’re here to work. Not boast about one’s new spouse.”

      I blink. Then blink again. She ignores my obvious surprise and moves away from us to micromanage the packagers.

      “What?” I turn toward Bella with wide eyes.

      She’s spilling over with stifled amusement.

      I make a hushing gesture, fighting laughter but not wanting us to get in trouble again. “She’s not… I mean, she can’t be…” I can’t even get the words out.

      “Jealous,” Bella confirms in an almost-soundless murmur. “I think she was hoping to get paired with Will herself.”

      Monica’s spouse died last year, and she hasn’t gotten another one yet. Although it’s hard for me to imagine anyone would want her, that’s not a factor in finding a spouse. She’s either not a genetic match for any available man, or she’s no longer fertile. Neither of those things is under her control. I’m sure that must be hard for her.

      But still. The last thing I was doing was bragging about getting stuck with a much older man with the personality of a concrete wall.
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        * * *

      

      After my morning shift, I eat lunch, exercise for an hour, and then return to our quarters so I can shower, re-dress, and rest before my afternoon shift starts at four.

      I put on clean clothes. Then I pull on my socks but not my shoes. Often, I’ll go to the Meadow for the afternoon, but people always try to talk to me there, and I feel more like being by myself today.

      I pull up the book I’ve been reading on my tablet and stretch out on one of the lounges in the living area.

      The Refuge has a carefully cultivated catalog appropriate for common reading. Those books are freely available on our tablets. There is a large room that houses physical editions from before the War, but we’re required to get council approval to borrow and read those. Many of them have questionable content and dubious philosophical foundations, so I’ve never tried despite my curiosity.

      Today, I’m rereading a book about a pioneer family struggling to survive against the ravages of nature in the world as it used to be.

      I try to imagine what it looked and felt like. The endless expanse of sky. Wide-open spaces. Wind and rain and snow and sunshine. Grass. Animals.

      We have old photos that help me visualize, but otherwise, it’s a guessing game. I’ve never known anything except the floors and ceilings and walls of the Refuge and the few hundred people who live on this level.

      I’ve set my tablet down and closed my eyes as I try to conjure a mental picture of a hailstorm. I’m so focused, I barely notice when the door opens. It’s not until I hear someone clear his throat that I pop my eyes open.

      “Oh,” I say, sitting up abruptly. “Hi.”

      Will has stepped into the room, and he’s frowning down at me. “Are you napping?”

      He sounds surprised. Disapproving.

      I force myself not to scowl at him. “No. I wasn’t napping. I was reading.”

      “Your eyes were closed.”

      “I was thinking. Trying to picture something in the book. Why does it matter?”

      “It doesn’t.” He stops staring at me at last and strides through the bedroom archway to pull out a clean shirt from the closet. There’s a big dark smear on the one he’s wearing. Oil or grease or something. “I was surprised you’d sleep in the middle of the day.”

      “I wasn’t sleeping! And even if I were, why would that matter? This is my break time. I’m on the kitchen crew. We start early and work late, but we have a few hours off in the middle of the day.”

      He’s unbuttoned his dirty shirt and is now pulling it off his arms. His back is as nice looking as his chest is. Smooth and sculpted with a good bone structure and leanly developed muscles. “I know where you work,” he mutters. “And I know what your schedule is.”

      “Then why are you surprised I’m resting?”

      He’s annoyed with me. I can sense it on his face even though his features are as stiff and stoic as normal. “I didn’t expect you to be here. That’s all.”

      “Oh. Well, I am.”

      He pulls on his clean shirt and buttons it quickly. He’s not looking at me as he asks, “Are you always this prickly?”

      “Prickly?” The word comes out with an indignant gasp. “Prickly?”

      He glances at me over his shoulder. Doesn’t respond.

      “I’m not prickly. Ask anyone.”

      “I have.”

      “You have? You’ve asked around about me?”

      “Of course I have.” He’s dressed now. He smooths down his tousled hair and beard. “You think I wouldn’t have asked about you?”

      Upon brief reflection, it does make sense he would have asked about me. After all, we never said a word to each other before our spousal ceremony. I knew who he was because he’s a council chief, but he would have no reason to notice me. He probably wanted to know what I was like before he agreed to marry me.

      “What did they say about me?” I ask in a milder tone.

      “They said you were compliant and hardworking and easy to get along with. They said you’ve never made any trouble. They said you’re good-natured and respect authority and would be an excellent spouse for a council chief.”

      “Oh.” Everything he’s said is good—things I should like to hear about myself—but for some reason, it sounds like he’s describing a stranger. I don’t care for it.

      “One person said you’re too emotional but that it doesn’t get in the way of your duties. Not a single person mentioned that you’re prickly.”

      “I’m not prickly!” The brief interlude of understanding and curiosity vanishes in another surge of resentment. I drop my feet back to the floor since I feel strangely vulnerable reclining on the lounge. “Stop calling me that.”

      “How would you suggest I describe this?” He waves his hand in my direction, the gesture clearly encompassing the way I’m behaving right now.

      “I would describe it as a normal person who feels she’s doing her best in a situation she doesn’t want and has absolutely no control over. I understand that you lost Vanessa and never expected to get stuck with me, and so you’re not happy about this marriage. But it doesn’t seem to occur to you that I’m a person just like you and might feel similarly. My entire life, I was supposed to marry Danny, and then suddenly everything changed for me. I’m trying to make the best of the situation. I’m not the one making this difficult. You’re the one who actually had some sort of choice about this marriage. If you didn’t want me, you should have said so.”

      The words are pouring out after being stifled inside me ever since our ceremony yesterday. They’re rash. Unwise. I shouldn’t be saying them.

      I swallow hard as Will stares at me, tense and glowering.

      “You think I had a real choice in this matter?” he asks thickly.

      “I don’t know. But I do know you had more choice than I had. It’s not my fault we’re married. I’d appreciate it if you wouldn’t take it out on me.”

      “I’m not taking anything out on you. I’ve been basically polite this whole time. Yet again, you’re being defensive.” His mouth twists. There’s a glint in his eyes that proves he knows exactly what he’s doing when he adds, “Prickly.”

      I’m so angry, I want to scream. Or, worse, burst into tears. I turn around, showing him my back as I contort my features in an effort to keep control.

      Some people are good at that. Will clearly is.

      I’m not.

      It takes real effort.

      I’m blowing out the anger and resentment when the surge of feeling finally settles.

      I turn around to continue the conversation, but he’s already walking out the door.
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        * * *

      

      I stew about the argument and his uncooperative attitude all afternoon. Anytime I’m not focused on work, I’m rehashing everything he said, how and why all of it was wrong and rude and unnecessary.

      Dinner is the one meal at the Refuge that’s eaten communally. It’s the only time of day without work shifts or varying duties. I’ve always eaten at a table with Danny and Bella and others I know and like. Will eats at the table with some of the other council chiefs and a few of their spouses.

      I thought he might expect me to move to his table, and earlier today I would have been willing to do so. He doesn’t say so, however. He makes no gestures toward me. He doesn’t even look at me. So I’m not about to volunteer to sit next to someone who doesn’t like me or want me in his life.

      I pretend to be in my normal good mood with the others, since I’m not about to admit I’m already arguing with my new spouse. After dinner, I stall going back to our quarters. I chat with Bella and go with my friend Ferrell to see a new crop of tropical fruit they’ve managed to grow in the greenhouse this year.

      It’s later than normal when I finally return to our quarters. Will is already there, sitting on his bed and reading something on his tablet. He slants me a cool look as I enter.

      Well, that answers the question of whether he’ll want us to reconcile and start fresh.

      I meet his look with a matching one of my own and head directly into the bathroom, where I wash up and brush my hair and teeth.

      I leave my hair loose since he asked for that yesterday and walk out of the bathroom wearing nothing but my panties and camisole.

      When I stand in between our beds, facing him, Will glances up from his tablet.

      His shoulders tighten, and his eyes run up and down my body in an unexpectedly urgent way. He sets his tablet on his nightstand.

      “I’m ready for sex whenever you are,” I tell him.

      “Seriously?” His dark eyebrows lift.

      I frown. “Yes. Of course. Why wouldn’t I be serious?”

      “You’re still angry with me.”

      “What does that have to do with anything?”

      He stares.

      It seems blatantly obvious to me, but maybe it doesn’t to him. “We’re in this situation to have babies. That’s the only reason we’re together. I’d like to get on with it, unless you’re too annoyed to have sex with me.”

      He sucks in a deep breath through his nose. His eyes travel up and down my body again before they focus on my breasts.

      I glance down to see that the shape of my nipples is visible through the thin fabric of my camisole.

      “Okay,” he says with a lot of gravel in his voice. He opens the drawer in his nightstand to pull out the lubricant. “Take off your clothes.”

      I do as he says, tugging down my underwear and stripping off my camisole. When I’m naked, I step forward so that I’m within arm’s reach of where he’s seated.

      Like yesterday, he moves me into a better position and then squirts a lot of the thick, slippery liquid onto his hands before rubbing them together and then applying it all over my groin and into my vagina.

      When he’s got the lubricant all over, he slides two fingers inside me, stretching my inner walls like he did yesterday.

      “You need to relax,” he says. He’s been watching his hand moving between my legs, but now he lifts his eyes to my face. “We can’t do this if you’re so uptight.”

      I don’t appreciate being called uptight, but I don’t object because I suspect he’s right. I’m still resentful, and it’s probably making me tense. I try to blow it out the way I did this afternoon.

      “Good,” he murmurs, pumping his fingers in my vagina with the sound of wet suction. “That’s better.” He separates his fingers, stretching me even more. “Try to soften up your pussy, or it’s going to hurt.”

      I don’t want it to hurt. Plus, getting pregnant is my primary responsibility now, and I want to do a good job. I keep breathing deeply, consciously relaxing my pelvis muscles.

      “Better.” He slips his fingers out and rubs my clit.

      I make a little squeak at the jolt of pleasure. Grab for one of his shoulders when my legs feel like they might buckle.

      “Rub your nipples for me,” he says, penetrating me with his fingers again.

      “What?”

      “You heard me.”

      I did hear him, but it’s a weird thing to do. I let go of his shoulder and straighten, using both hands to fondle my nipples. I don’t actually know how best to do it, so I rub in tight circles like he was doing to my clit.

      The intense tugs of sensation surprise me. I gasp. Arch my back in a way that lifts my breasts.

      He’s watching me touch myself. He’s still got his fingers inside me, but he stops moving them.

      It feels good and torturous at the exact time—touching my breasts while his fingers are unmoving in my vagina. The sensations are somehow connected. It’s like they’re stretching me between them.

      “Will,” I mumble, dropping my head and releasing a completely involuntary moan.

      “Is it feeling good?”

      “Y-yeah.”

      “Okay, then. Don’t stop.”

      It’s hard to focus on my nipples because he starts pumping his hand again. It’s really wet down there, and I don’t think it’s all the lubricant. Some of that wetness is me.

      I hear myself let out a whimper that’s almost childish. I grab my breasts since I’m drowning in the rising sensations.

      “No. Keep rubbing them.”

      “But I…I need… I can’t…”

      “Yes, you can.”

      I groan again as I release the grip on my breasts and focus on fondling my nipples again.

      “There you go,” he says in that low, slightly gruff murmur that’s so much better than his normal impatient tone. “You’re really softening up now.” He thrusts his hand faster. A little harder.

      I squeeze my eyes shut and let out a soft sob as the pleasure peaks without warning. My body shakes through the orgasm, and I clamp down hard around his fingers.

      He’s watching me. I know it, even though my eyes are closed.

      It takes a minute or two for me to come back to my senses and catch my breath. As I do, he stands and strips off his clothes.

      He’s fully aroused, his penis big and hard and bouncing slightly as he straightens.

      “Climb on the bed whenever you’re ready,” he tells me.

      My head is still spinning, but I don’t want him to think I need extra time or effort. I get on the bed, positioning myself on my hands and knees like yesterday.

      He takes my hips and drags me closer to the edge of the bed. He’s standing beside it.

      He rubs my back and the curve of my bottom, pushing down at my shoulder blades so my upper body is lower than my pelvis. I support myself on my forearms and rest my cheek against the thick white covers.

      He’s feeling between my legs, spreading my cheeks and fingering my vagina again. “Okay. You’re all warm and wet and pliant. You should be ready.”

      I don’t know why, but his words embarrass me. They make that defensive anger rear up again. I have to bite back a retort that would do nothing but disrupt our intercourse.

      “I am ready,” I force out. I’m too vulnerable with my bottom in the air like this. It feels like he’s staring at it. I want him to put his penis inside me and get going.

      When I hear a squishy sound, I glance over my shoulder to see him lubing up his erection. When he’s done, he steps closer, lifts my hips into position, and lines up at my entrance.

      He pushes in, and it’s easier than yesterday. It’s still really tight, but it’s not as uncomfortable.

      “Does it hurt?” he asks.

      “No.” I really do try to keep the impatience out of my voice. “I’m fine.”

      He must hear it anyway because he falls quiet. It feels like he’s tenser than before. His hard shaft is all the way inside me, but he’s not moving it.

      When I check his expression, he’s frowning at me again. “Prickly.”

      I suck in a sharp breath. Then another as he starts to thrust. The first is in indignation, and the second is in pleasure because his erection moving inside me feels good.

      Weirdly, intensely, achingly good.

      “I’m not prickly,” I rasp, since it needs to be said.

      My cheeks are burning, and it feels like I’m sweating a little. I don’t know why, because he’s doing most of the moving. He’s pushing into me from behind, shaking my body on every thrust.

      And I like how it feels. Way more than I ever would have expected.

      After a couple of minutes, when he speeds up, I can’t help but make a helpless little sound after every thrust. The sensations aren’t rising and building the way they do when he rubs my clit, but they’re deep and consistent, and they radiate through my body.

      “You’re liking this,” Will says in a breathless mutter.

      It’s a statement, not a question, but I’m compelled to answer it anyway. “Yes, I like how it feels. It’s taking longer than yesterday. You’re going to finish, aren’t you?”

      “Yeah. Yeah, I’m gonna come.” He’s got a fistful of one of my bottom cheeks. He’s gripping it tightly, and even that kind of feels good. “Almost there.”

      I whimper with another surge of pleasure because he’s about to ejaculate. Fill me with his semen. I’m holding my breath in expectation as he starts grunting. His hips work hard against my bottom, thrusting urgently until he finally freezes. Shudders. Then releases in several hard spurts.

      I make a long, pleased sound as I feel each one.

      He keeps his erection inside me longer than yesterday, gasping loudly and occasionally shifting his stance like he’s trying to grind out the very last of his seed.

      I want all of it.

      I need it if I’m ever going to get pregnant.

      But it’s more than that. It just feels good.

      So good that I’m slightly disappointed when he finally pulls out. Like yesterday, he uses his hand to make sure I don’t lose any of his semen.

      “It feels like there was a lot,” I say.

      “It was a lot.” He strokes the curve of my bottom, which is still poised in the air so nothing leaks out.

      “Good.”

      I feel better than I have all day. Not only physically but emotionally too.

      Weirdly satisfied.

      At least there’s a purpose to being stuck with this man.
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      Three weeks later, and I might be pregnant.

      My period should have started three days ago, and it hasn’t yet.

      I have an exam and blood test scheduled for two days from now. They won’t waste the resources until a woman’s period is five days late. But I’m hopeful. I’ve been kind of blah and tired and stomach-churny all day. Maybe because I’m pregnant.

      Will and I have been having sex every evening, and I assume we will this evening too, even though I’m not energetic.

      If I’m not pregnant already, tonight might be when it happens. I’m not going to let this heavy fatigue get in the way.

      Other than that hope, the past three weeks haven’t been great. While not miserable, I go through each day with a tense uncertainty I’ve never experienced before. I’m unaccustomed to not knowing what’s expected of me. Not predicting how the people around me will speak and act. I’m constantly waiting for some sort of bomb. It never explodes, but the floor still feels shaky beneath my feet.

      Will and I haven’t fought since the day after our spousal ceremony, but I don’t think he’s been happy with me.

      And I can’t help wishing I could have married Danny instead.

      It’s almost bedtime, but Will hasn’t returned to our quarters yet after dinner. I saw him talking with Chiefs Rosamund and Brody, so the conversation probably went long. I’ve already cleaned up, brushed my hair and teeth, and taken off all my clothes except my underwear and camisole.

      My stomach doesn’t feel good. It’s too early for morning sickness, but I’m not sure why else I would feel like this. I ate oatmeal for breakfast, a sandwich for lunch, and baked tilapia and mixed vegetables for dinner. I’ve eaten the same meals countless times, and I know all the ingredients were fresh because I helped prepare them.

      I cross my arms over my stomach and lean forward until the rumbling in my belly stops.

      The door slides open as I’m straightening. Will pulls to a stop a few steps into the room. “What’s the matter?”

      “Nothing.”

      “Are you sick?” I’m not sure he’s smiled since we married. He’s not broody or intimidating right now, but he’s eyeing me soberly.

      “No. Just kind of tired today.”

      “Did something happen?”

      “No.” I work not to sound impatient. Sometimes he can be pushy. “Like I said, I’m tired.”

      “We can take a break tonight if you need it.”

      If he’d worded the comment differently—if you want instead of if you need it—I probably would have taken him up on the offer. But his word choice implies I lack the endurance to be a dutiful spouse, and that’s not true.

      It’s not true.

      “I don’t need a break. I’m fine.”

      “Okay.” With that, he disappears into the bathroom.

      He’s in there for a few minutes. I assume he pees and washes up the way I do each night, although I’ve certainly not inquired. He takes his daily shower after he exercises in the middle of the morning, but he never smells too strongly when we have sex the way some men do late in the day. I appreciate him taking the time to clean his body.

      That’s one item on the very short list of things I like about my new spouse.

      I’m still sitting on the bed when he comes out wearing nothing but the standard white briefs all men wear. He darts me a few looks as he sits on his bed.

      When I don’t move, his eyebrows shoot up. “You coming over?”

      “Yes.” It takes more energy than it should to push myself to my feet. He always rubs me with lube and makes me come before he fucks me, but I don’t want to stand that long today. My body is used to the size of his cock by now, and he always uses plenty of lubricant. I don’t need an orgasm first.

      I’d rather just get it over with.

      I strip off my clothes and climb onto the bed, getting in my normal position on my hands and knees.

      He shifts sideways toward me, his expression confused.

      A normal person would ask me for an explanation, but he doesn’t. He stands, pulling off his own underwear and then reaching for the tube of lubricant in his drawer.

      I’m looking over my shoulder so I can see that he’s halfway aroused. As he stands staring at my naked body, his penis hardens all the way.

      He’s got more hair on his groin than the photos of naked men I studied in our anatomy unit, but he also has a lot of hair on his chest and face and head, so maybe that explains it. I have no way to judge relative sizes—if he’s big or small or average—but I like both the size and the appearance of his penis.

      I like the look of his whole body. It always provokes a deep, curling sensation below my belly.

      Today, staring back at him makes my neck ache, so I focus down at the white bedding instead. He squirts out liquid and rubs it between my thighs. I assumed he would lube up his erection and get going, but he doesn’t. He slides his fingers into my pussy and starts pumping them.

      “You don’t need to—” My words cut off with an unexpected jolt of pleasure when he pushes into my clit with his thumb. I lower my shoulders and head so my arms don’t have to hold them up.

      “I need to get you warmed up first. Works better that way.”

      He’s always blunt and straightforward. In his mind, it makes practical sense to give me an orgasm first so that my body is more receptive to his sperm.

      I like how he makes me feel, but breeding is more important than physical stimulation. If having an orgasm really does aid in that, I’ll accept what he gives me. I breathe deeply and try to focus on the sensations as he fucks me with his fingers.

      After a minute, my skin heats up. My pussy pulses. He fits his other hand between my thighs to work on my clit. He’s not really rubbing it. He’s slapping it lightly in time with the thrusting of his hand.

      I bite back a whimper as new pleasure surges.

      “There it is,” he says. “Now you’ve got it.”

      The sounds his hands make on my body are raw and shameless and undignified, the wet suction from his fingers in my pussy and the smacking on my clit. Even the bed is squeaking because I’m involuntarily pushing my bottom back toward his hands.

      As the feelings intensify, I bury my face in his thick comforter, using the fabric to stifle my voice as I mumble, “Will, oh, Will, oh, Will,” with increasing volume.

      Then the pleasure breaks. My pussy spasms around his fingers, and my body shakes through the climax.

      “There you go,” I hear him murmuring behind me. “That’s better. That’s a good one.”

      I’m sniffling and still whimpering as the sensations gradually fade into the occasional aftershock. He gives my groin some relieving pressure after he withdraws his fingers from my vagina.

      He rubs my bottom and waits until I lift my face from the bedding before he moves on.

      “I’m okay,” I tell him, even though he didn’t ask.

      “We had to work for it, but you came good.”

      “I know. But I’m ready. You can fuck me now.”

      He rubs his erection with lubricant. He usually stands beside the bed, but tonight he climbs onto it, getting on his knees behind me and drawing my bottom into place.

      He’s always quiet, and I’m too worn out to turn my head to check his face. But I swear I him let out a soft, textured groan as he finds my entrance and edges himself in.

      I make another silly sound.

      “Is that good or bad?” he asks, rolling his hips slightly like he’s adjusting to the sensations the way I am.

      “It’s good. It…it feels tighter than normal. You feel…bigger.”

      He lets out a wordless grunt and gives a tight buck of his pelvis. But his voice is calm and natural as he replies, “You came pretty hard. And you’re still gripping me real tight.”

      “Is that okay?”

      “Oh yeah. It’s just fine.”

      Relieved, I focus again on breathing and relaxing my pelvic muscles as he builds up a rhythm of steady pumps. He’s holding my hips like usual, but this evening he’s actually pulling my bottom back toward his groin each time he pushes forward. It tightens the thrusts and somehow stimulates more nerve endings.

      I gasp on each thrust because it all feels so good. Soon my thick inhales turn into little outbursts of sound.

      I’ve always liked how it feels when he moves his penis inside me, but it’s never been this intense. The sensations are rising the way they do when he uses his fingers on me. So big and deep and fast that it almost scares me.

      I release a small sob and hide my face in the covers.

      “It’s okay,” he says, gruff and breathless. “It’s okay. Don’t fight it. Just let it come.”

      Turning my head again, I suck in air and let out another helpless sound—much louder than I would have chosen were I able to control my voice. My skin is blazing. My hair is falling all over my face, sticking to my damp cheeks. My nose is running, and my eyes blur with tears.

      And nothing has ever felt like this in my entire life.

      “You’re doing good.” Will is going fast and hard now, still pulling my bottom backward into each thrust. “You’re almost there.”

      I cry out as the orgasm overtakes me. It starts in my pussy and radiates through the rest of my body. Fluid is leaking out and trailing down my inner thigh, and it’s a lot more than the lubricant he used. I hide my face again so I can muffle my volume.

      “Fuck,” he rasps out. He’s barely thrusting now. Just holding me in place and grinding into me. “Fuck, Cadence. Take…it…all.”

      He comes on the final word, jerking almost clumsily against my bottom as he works through his release. I feel every spurt of his release, and it excites me to a ridiculous degree. That he’s coming like that. Filling me.

      It takes a long time for me recover afterward. He holds his position for a while before pulling out, making sure none of his semen drips.

      I’m still shaking slightly with the aftermath and trying to catch my breath as he gets up to go to the bathroom. I haven’t moved when he returns.

      He stands and looks at me for a moment. Then he leans over to pick me up and carry me to my own bed, where he settles me gently on my back. I lift my knees to keep holding his ejaculate inside me.

      I could have gotten up and walked myself to my bed, but I kind of like that he carried me. It makes me feel…protected. And jittery at the same time.

      “Good night,” I say into the dark after he turns off the light.

      “Good night, Cadence.”
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        * * *

      

      I’m in a bad mood the next day. I have no idea why.

      Will is even more uncommunicative than normal during our brief interaction first thing in the morning. Then Monica picks on me endlessly during the morning shift.

      She’s not a nice person—that much is obvious—and not a great supervisor. But she’s not nearly as picky and critical with anyone else as she is with me. Every time I attempt to adjust a recipe to improve the taste, she insists I’ve made a mistake. This morning, she chastises me for having delusions of grandeur. Plain people prefer plain food, and I need to accept my place and stop making our meals too fancy.

      If I don’t improve my performance, she says in her primmest tone, then she’ll have no choice but to demote me to packager and let someone more mature and competent be our head taster.

      She gives me this lecture in front of the entire kitchen. It takes every ounce of control I possess not to argue or defend myself. That doesn’t work with her. I’ve tried it more than once, and it only makes the situation worse. So I take it. I swallow it down with as blank an expression as I can manage.

      Instead of going to the Meadow for my midmorning break, I hurry back to our quarters and throw myself on my bed so I can cry.

      I do have sense enough to check the time, but it’s right in the middle of Will’s exercise hour. He won’t be back here to shower for at least thirty minutes. I’ll be better and gone by then.

      I’ve been bawling into my pillow for only a couple of minutes when a voice startles me so much, I jump.

      “What the hell, Cadence?”

      I sit up, wiping at my eyes and my runny nose. The shock has distracted me from my distress, and my heart is racing with nerves. “You’re back early.”

      “I pulled a muscle in my shoulder,” he says, taking a few long steps to stand next to my bed. “What’s wrong?” I get no more than a first consonant sound out when he talks over me grumpily: “Don’t tell me it’s nothing. You’ve been crying.”

      “It’s not a big deal. I just got upset and needed to cry.” I pause to choose the words to explain the reason to him.

      He assumes the hesitation means I’m not going to continue because he bites out, “Tell me why. Right now.”

      I gulp at his tone. It makes me jittery in the same way I felt last night when he carried me to my bed. “It’s…it’s hard getting used to a new supervisor.”

      His glower softens slightly. “You’re crying about work?”

      “Yes.” I move so my legs are hanging over the side of the bed and straighten my shoulders. “It will be fine. I’ll get used to it. But she’s…she’s not Vanessa.”

      I hear him take a ragged breath.

      “And she doesn’t seem to…to like me.”

      “Why do you say that?”

      “Because she’s always picking on me. I’m not imagining it. Everyone else has noticed too. She singles me out for criticism, and then she tells me how terrible I am at everything in front of the entire kitchen.” I sigh and rub my face. “I try not to be a complainer, but it’s hard. Having a new supervisor is hard enough, but when she dislikes me so pointedly, it’s even harder. I’m not used to…”

      He’s been listening. I know it even though his expression hasn’t changed. When I trail off, he prompts, “You’re not used to what?”

      “I’ve always done a good job at any work I’ve been given. Vanessa would sometimes correct me, but she always indicated I was good at what I do. I’m not used to this.” I drop my eyes. “I shouldn’t complain.”

      “It sounds like you have reason to complain in this instance.”

      “Maybe.” I let out a long exhale, and for some reason, it tightens my throat. A tear slips down one cheek. “I miss Vanessa.”

      Will doesn’t answer. But he meets my gaze when I raise my eyes. He gives a brief, jerky nod. Then he strides into the bathroom.

      By the time he comes out, I’ve pulled myself together. I watch as he unbuttons his shirt and pulls out one arm. He sits on his bed and uncaps the tube he brought out.

      It’s some sort of muscle rub, I realize, as he puts some on his hand and reaches over his left shoulder to rub it in. He strains to reach the spot that’s hurt. His face twists briefly.

      “Here,” I say, standing without thinking through the impulse. “I’ll get it for you.”

      He grows still.

      “Do you want me to do it?” I ask him in a different tone.

      He doesn’t answer with words, but he hands me the tube. I squeeze out a dollop. It smells minty. Strong. When Will readjusts his body on the bed, I can reach the back of his left shoulder. With my empty hand, I feel his shoulder blade. “Here?”

      “A little higher and to the left.”

      I move my fingertips.

      “Yes,” he mutters. “There.”

      I rub the stuff on his skin and keep rubbing until it’s been fully absorbed. Then I put some more on my hand and rub that in too, slower and harder, kneading the muscles there.

      Will’s heavy breathing is the only thing breaking the silence of the room. His body feels tense. So does his spirit.

      I have no idea what he’s thinking.

      When I’ve finished with the second dollop, I’m shaking and jittery again, so I step back. “There. Hopefully that will help.” I carefully set the tube on his nightstand.

      He hasn’t moved. Not at all. Except for his eyes, which have shot up to my face and then dropped again. “Thanks.”

      “You’re welcome.” Trying to shake off the weird mood, I glance at the clock. “I’ve got to get back to the kitchen soon, but I can put more on for you tonight if you want.”

      He mumbles something in response, but it doesn’t consist of any real words.
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        * * *

      

      Something has changed that afternoon when I arrive for my four-o’clock shift.

      Monica still glares at me with the same disapproval and impatience, but she doesn’t criticize or correct me at all. Not when I add different herbs into the dinner stew, and not when I put balsamic vinegar on the strawberries because they’re so dry and flavorless.

      I’m not the only one to notice it. Bella comes over at one point and asks in a whisper what I did to get her off my back.

      I didn’t do anything. She still obviously doesn’t like me or approve of the work I do. But she doesn’t say a single negative word to me the entire shift.

      She also doesn’t say a positive word, but not in my wildest dreams would I expect that.

      I sit down for dinner at my normal table, both confused and relieved. Bella and I hash out some theories, but we have no answers for the change.

      A couple of times, when I glance over to Will’s table, I catch him watching me. He’s as stern and unrevealing as ever, but it feels like he’s searching for something in my face.

      It would be nice to have a spouse willing to talk to me, but that’s evidently not in my future. Hopefully he doesn’t think I’m doing something wrong.

      I don’t think I could handle that today.
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        * * *

      

      After dinner, I’m more exhausted than ever. I return to our room and go to the bathroom.

      I’m sitting on the toilet when I discover that my period has started.

      I stare at the blood staining the white fabric of my underwear for a long time.

      My eyes blur. My body shudders. Tears spill from my eyes.

      No wonder I’ve been so emotional. And felt so tired and heavy. It’s not because I’m pregnant.

      It’s because I’m not.

      I lean over and cry silently into my hands for a few minutes. Then I pull myself together enough to get my menstrual cup, clean between my legs, and insert it.

      I stare at myself in the mirror as I wash my hands. I’m paler than usual. And my brown eyes are oddly dark. My hair is messy, large sections having slipped out of my braid. I didn’t change the lighting color to gold the way I usually do, so the whiteness of my hair looks startling against my skin and eyes, despite the fact that I’ve had this same coloring since birth.

      My nose is small, and my lips are wide. They’re normally rosy, but they look pale pink today.

      This is me. The same Cadence I’ve always been.

      But it feels like I’m staring at a stranger.
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        * * *

      

      I’m curled up on my bed when Will walks in a few minutes later.

      He pauses, frowning when he sees me. “What’s wrong?”

      “N-nothing.”

      “Something is wrong. Was your supervisor still singling you out this afternoon?”

      “No.” I almost forgot about that incongruity. “In fact, she didn’t criticize me at all in the afternoon shift. Did—” I cut off my own question. It’s too presumptuous.

      He’s still frowning as he comes over and sits on my bed, turning slightly so he can see me. “I had a word with Nichole earlier.”

      Chief Nichole is in charge of Domestics. Monica’s boss.

      “You did?”

      “Yes. It’s not appropriate for me to intervene in Domestics, but I mentioned there might be an issue and asked if she’d looked into it. Clearly there was and she did.”

      My lips part. “Oh.”

      “So things are better in the kitchen?”

      “They…they were. This afternoon. Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome.” His shoulders lift as he takes a long breath. “So if it wasn’t work, then what’s wrong with you?”

      I hesitate only briefly. I have to tell him the truth. “My period started.” I contort my face to keep from crying again. “I’m not pregnant.”

      He’s going to be disappointed. I know he will. We’ve been trying every single night, and it didn’t work.

      He moves his hand in my direction like he might touch me, but he doesn’t. He stands up. “We’ll keep trying.”

      He meets my eyes, and I nod in agreement.

      He goes to get ready for bed, then slides under his own covers and turns off the light. We don’t have sex. There’s no reason to, since there’s no way for us to get pregnant during my period.

      The strange thing is that I still kind of want to have sex with him tonight.
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      The examination chair in the Level One clinic is clean, white, and adjustable, cushioned with buttery soft vinyl. There are stirrups for your feet. Locking clamps for your wrists. Depending on the nature of the exam, there’s also a belt for your waist.

      Today I’m positioned with my lower body higher than my upper and  my legs spread far apart as Dr. Cameron peers between my thighs. He’s got a bright light on a strap around his forehead, and he’s using his largest speculum to spread open my vagina.

      It hurts. A lot. It’s been more than three months since my spousal ceremony. Will and I have had intercourse every night I’m not on my period. I was hoping, since I’m now used to penetration, that the pelvic exam wouldn’t be so painful, but I was wrong.

      I hold myself perfectly still, ignoring the tears beading in my eyes.

      “All right, peaches,” Dr. Cameron says in the gentle, almost-singsongy tone he always uses. “Let’s see what’s going on down here.”

      “Nothing has been hurting or anything,” I explain. “And my periods have been normal. I don’t understand why we’re not getting pregnant.”

      “He’s ejaculating in your vagina regularly?”

      “Yes. Every night.”

      “What positions are you using?” He picks up a shiny tool and inserts it. I have no idea what he’s doing, but the poking around hurts even more. “You’re not on top, I hope.”

      My cheeks burn. “No, I’m not on top. I’m on my hands and knees.”

      “Hmm.”

      I wait, struggling not to wince as he moves the instrument deeper. “Is something wrong with that position?”

      “Not at all. Just be careful about the angle. To give yourself the best chance, you don’t want to waste any of his seed.”

      “I don’t think we do. He always…pushes it back in. If it leaks.” I swallow a wave of nausea.

      “That’s all right, then. You’re looking really good down here.” He peers at my face from in between my knees, his headlamp blinding me. “Everything is fresh and pink and healthy. He’s not bringing himself to orgasm on his own, is he?”

      “No!” My voice sounds weird to my own ears, and I wish he would stop asking me questions. None of this feels like his business. “He only ever ejaculates inside me. Except for when you test his sperm.”

      Dr. Cameron’s job is to make sure everyone on his level is healthy and having as many babies as possible. It would be wrong for me to withhold information he might need to give me the best treatment and advice.

      But I hate it. More than I ever did before.

      “Very good. It sounds like you both are doing everything right. There’s nothing wrong with your body. It’s in excellent condition.” He adjusts the speculum, opening it even wider. When I gasp at the discomfort, he says, “Take a deep breath, peaches. Relax for me.”

      I try to do what he says, but I jerk when I feel his fingers inside me.

      I know this is part of the medical checkup, but it feels wrong. Invasive.

      “Long, slow breaths. Let me see them.”

      I take a shuddering one and then another that’s not as shaky.

      “Better. I know your body better than anyone else, so you need to trust me.”

      “O-kay.”

      “Everything is fine. His sperm count is still good, and your hormone levels are perfect.”

      “Then why…why aren’t we getting pregnant?”

      “Try to be patient and give it more time. Most couples don’t manage to get pregnant immediately. It’s not like the barbarians aboveground. We don’t breed like animals down here. Your body knows best and will accept his seed at the right time.” He’s still rubbing my inner walls.

      I hate it. “Okay.”

      “What’s happened here?” he asks, finally removing his hand from inside me and instead running his fingertips over the wrappings on my left ankle.

      “Oh. I twisted it yesterday getting off the treadmill, and it was sore, so Will wrapped it up for me.”

      He frowns and tsk-tsks as he unwraps the stretchy bandage.

      I don’t want him to do that. It feels better the way Will wrapped it. But I don’t object, of course. Neither of us is a medical expert.

      “And why did you allow him to do that rather than pay me a visit?” I’ve never liked that singsongy murmur he always uses, but today it’s grating on me like grinding teeth.

      He moves my foot in all directions, and I gasp when one of the angles hurts. “It wasn’t that bad. Will knew what to do.”

      “Chief Will’s job is to spill his seed inside you. It is not to interfere with you in any other way, and it is not to make judgement calls about your health.” He goes to a locked cabinet, waits until his face in the camera unlocks it, and then takes out a small vial and a hypodermic needle.

      When he’s prepared the shot, he comes back to inject it into my ankle.

      Shortly, all sensations in my foot and ankle have gone.

      “Next time you come right to me immediately, peaches.”

      “Okay.” I have to force the word out of my throat.

      “Good girl.” He returns to his position between my legs, finally retracting and withdrawing the speculum.

      It’s not over yet, however. He inserts three fingers inside me, moving them around and curling them up as he presses down with his other hand against my lower belly.

      I bite back a whimpering sound as the pressure creates an intense cramping pain.

      “Breathe slow and deep, peaches.”

      Although I do as he says, I hate every minute of it until he finally finishes the examination, swings the chair upright again, and lets me out of the stirrups and clamps.
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        * * *

      

      A couple of hours later, I’m trying to focus on adjusting the seasoning in the stir-fried vegetables and ignore the lingering pain between my legs and the numbness of my foot and ankle.

      I was hoping the physical exam might assuage my worries about not getting pregnant yet, but I feel so much worse now than I did this morning.

      Despite my continued attempts to be less emotional, I’ve felt like crying all afternoon.

      Monica has been glaring at me throughout the shift, but I’m used to that now. At least she doesn’t openly lecture me anymore like she did for the first few weeks after Vanessa died.

      So I’m surprised when I hear a shrill demand from across the room. “Cadence. Over here, now.”

      Frowning, I set down my seasoning mix and walk through the kitchen to where Monica is standing with cold eyes and pursed lips. “There’s someone outside to speak to you. Don’t waste too much time.”

      I’m more confused than ever, but I limp out to the hallway. No one pays visits during work shifts. It’s simply not allowed.

      I straighten when I see Will leaning against the wall across from the doorway. His thick hair is more wildly rumpled than usual, and he’s got a couple of grease stains on his shirt.

      “Will,” I say, something about his familiar stoic face and broad shoulders comforting me for the first time all day. I returned to our quarters after my appointment with the doctor. Will is often there for an hour or so in the afternoon, but he wasn’t today. “What’s going on?”

      “There was a maintenance issue with one of the generators that kept me busy all afternoon,” he explains. “How did your appointment go?”

      My breath hitches. He pulled me out of my work shift to ask about the examination. “It was okay. He said everything is perfectly healthy, and there are no problems with my hormones or your sperm. It just takes more time.”

      “All right.” He’s speaking almost as softly as Dr. Cameron, but Will’s voice is low and gruff and uninflected. It soothes me rather than grates on me. “Then we’ll keep doing what we’re doing.”

      I lift my left foot so I can rub at my numb ankle until I realize what I’m doing and set it down again. “That’s what he said we should do.”

      Will’s head tilts down more, and his eyes narrow. He uses one of his big hands to lift my face so he can see it better. “What’s the matter?”

      “Nothing. Dr. Cameron said everything was fine.”

      “That’s not what I mean. You’re too pale, and you look like you’re about to cry.”

      “I’m not. I’m just tired.”

      “Why did you unwrap your ankle?”

      “I didn’t. Dr. Cameron did. He gave me a shot.”

      Will makes a face, but he doesn’t reply to my explanation with words. He seems very bristly right now, but I don’t think it’s directed toward me.

      “I’m really fine,” I tell him, horrified when I hear my voice wobble.

      Will isn’t being sweet or reassuring or comforting or loving. He’s acting with his normal terse, unrevealing efficiency. But it’s making me feel better anyway.

      He waits, staring at me like he’s expecting me to break down into tears or something.

      I don’t.

      Finally, he says, “I can give you a shift exemption this afternoon if you need it.”

      “Oh.” The idea of having the rest of the day off is a dream, but it’s also weak and needy, and I’ve never been like that. “No, I’m okay. I don’t need an exemption.”

      “All right.”

      He doesn’t say anything else. Just keeps peering at me.

      I hug my arms across my chest. “I better get back to work, or Monica will let me have it.”

      “She better not. Let me know if she says anything.”

      “I will.” I stand in front of the door, waiting for it to slide open. As it does, I give Will one more quick look over my shoulder. He’s got some sort of dirt smear on his cheek and into his beard. I want to clean it off for him. “Okay. I’ll see you tonight.”

      “Yes.”

      And that’s it. I go back to work.
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        * * *

      

      That evening, I’m still sore and sickish. I can’t seem to shake that examination.

      I don’t even know why.

      I don’t eat much at dinner, and then I return to quarters early. I spend longer than usual cleaning myself up. Then I put back on my camisole and loose, light pants. I usually wear only my panties to bed, but for some reason, I want to be covered up tonight.

      I’m curled up on my side in bed when Will comes in.

      “You said you weren’t sick.” He sounds disapproving but not bad-tempered.

      “I’m not. Just kind of sore.”

      “From what?”

      “From…the exam. He uses a speculum and opens my vagina really wide. It hurts.”

      He frowns, breathing heavily.

      “It’s normal. It’s the only way to see inside. I just…don’t like it.”

      He takes three steps closer to my bed. “Did something happen during the examination?”

      “No. No. It was all normal. I don’t know what’s wrong with me. It just made me feel…”

      “It made you feel what?”

      “Icky.” It’s a silly, immature word, but I can’t think of another as appropriate.

      He’s breathing even more loudly now. Deep and kind of ragged. His shoulders and his hands are clenched.

      “It’s fine,” I add, since it looks like he might be getting angry. His response is making my own feelings realer and more intense, and I’d rather minimize and brush aside the whole thing. “It really was mostly like all the other exams I’ve had in my life.”

      “Next time I’ll sit in,” he says at last.

      “On the exam? I don’t think he’ll let you.”

      “Yes, he fucking will.” The implicit threat in his tone is deeply reassuring. “I’m a chief, and he’s not.”

      “Okay,” I reply in a hoarse whisper, close to tears again. “Thank you. I would… That would help.”

      He nods as if the issue is decided. Then he heads to the bathroom.

      I expect him to be in there a while to go through his normal bedroom routines. But he comes out almost immediately, holding another length of stretchy bandage wrap.

      “Oh.” I rearrange on the bed when he reaches for my left foot. “Dr. Cameron said⁠—”

      “I don’t give a fuck what he said. If you can’t feel the pain, then you won’t know to keep the weight off. And you need the wrap to help the swelling and to keep from twisting it again accidentally. Don’t go back to him for another shot.”

      “I won’t.” I’m weirdly shaking as he carefully wraps my ankle again the way he did yesterday.

      He’s not tender or even particularly gentle. But he’s focused. On me.

      I tuck my hands under my hips so he won’t see them trembling.

      “There,” he says at last, setting my foot back on the mattress. “You’re sore, so we won’t have sex tonight.”

      “I could⁠—”

      At his stern glare, I cut off my own words.

      Instead, I say, “Since my period just ended, I’m probably not fertile anyway.”

      “Either way, you need to rest tonight. We can start trying again tomorrow.”
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, I feel better. Physically and emotionally. The memory of the appointment with Dr. Cameron still makes my stomach churn, but I’m able to move it to the back of my mind and focus on the new day instead.

      I get up right away when the 4:45 chime sounds, and when I emerge from the bathroom, Will is awake, standing and waiting for me in nothing but his underwear.

      “Sit down,” he tells me, gesturing toward my bed. “I want to check your ankle.”

      I do as he says, letting him kneel next to me and unwrap the bandages. It’s still sore when he gently stretches the tendons. In fact, it’s even sorer than the morning before.

      “Why is it worse?” I ask as he wraps it again. I’ve hiked up the leg of my trousers so that the fabric doesn’t get in his way.

      “Because of that fucking shot. You couldn’t feel when you were putting too much weight on it or turning it in the wrong way. Just be careful with it today.”

      His beard looks lopsided because it’s pressed down on one side the way it always is after he sleeps. He’s got thin, mobile lips and high cheekbones. One of his eyebrows has a faint scar slicing through it. His eyes are a warmer brown than mine.

      I like to look at his face.

      Impulsively, I run my fingers through the coarse hairs on the smushed side of his beard, smoothing them out so they match the other side.

      He grows very still, his eyes searching my face.

      “It was lopsided.” My explanation is whispered self-consciously. “I was fixing it.”

      “I see.”

      We stare at each other for a minute until I finally slide my pants leg back down into its proper place.

      Will clears his throat and stands. Because I’m still seated on the bed, I’m in an ideal position to see his crotch. There’s a bulge that’s not normally there at the front of his white briefs.

      He has an erection.

      I’m so surprised, I stare. Flushed with excitement rather than embarrassment. I don’t know why the sight of his mostly hard penis barely tucked into his underwear makes my pulse race and my stomach jump, but it does.

      It even makes my pussy throb. Just a little.

      “I…” I gulp over the tension in my throat. “I have to be at work in three minutes.”

      “You better go.” He takes a step backward. “Right now.”

      I really don’t want to, but that’s what I do.
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        * * *

      

      I go to the Meadow for my midmorning break like usual, and today Danny shows up and sits on the bench beside me.

      He doesn’t always join me the way the way he used to. He’s been kind of standoffish since I married Will.

      It’s understandable. We can’t have the same relationship as before. He’s told me about the girl they’ve paired him with on Level Two. She’s healthy and attractive and by all accounts has a pleasant manner, but he doesn’t seem nearly as excited about her as he was about me.

      We’ve known each other all our lives, and I care about him as much as I ever did. But things are different now. They have to be.

      He asks about my ankle and about my doctor’s appointment yesterday. He tells me he’s been working on repairs to the generator that broke yesterday.

      “Oh, yeah, Will mentioned that. Have you lost power anywhere?”

      “We transferred power to one of the backups, but we need to get the main one fixed.”

      “Is it causing you problems?”

      “No, but it takes time. And it would be easier if I weren’t constantly micromanaged.”

      There’s a particular edge to his tone that clues me in. “Who is micromanaging you? It’s not Will, is it?”

      “Of course it is.”

      The corners of my lips turn down. “He’s not normally like that.”

      “You have no idea how he acts at work. And it doesn’t help that he doesn’t like me.” Danny scowls, which never used to be a normal expression for him.

      “Why wouldn’t he like you?”

      He gives me a significant look.

      “No. That’s silly. He wouldn’t hold it against you that we used to be intended for each other. He’s worried about the generator. Our power supply is crucial to life down here. Of course he’s worried. That’s why he’s hovering more than usual.”

      “It might explain his hovering, but it doesn’t explain why he treats me like a kid. It feels intentional.”

      I’m upset, but not because I suspect for even a moment that Danny’s complaints are based in reality. Rather, it bothers me to hear anyone speaking badly about Will. “Danny, you’re twenty-two. He’s thirty-seven. Couldn’t that be the reason he treats you like you’re younger than him?”

      “You’re really taking his side? You’ve only known him for three months.”

      “I’m not taking a side. I’m asking questions. Obviously I don’t know Will as well as I know you, but I do know him now. He’s not petty. Ever. He became a chief younger than anyone else in half a century because he’s smart and gets things done and focuses on what’s important. The generator is important. It’s not personal.”

      Danny shakes his head, still sullen. “It feels personal. How can it not? I resent the hell out of him for getting to marry you when you should have been mine. I bet he resents me too. Because I’m closer to you than he’ll ever be.”

      Something doesn’t feel right about that. In fact, it’s so wrong, it makes my insides twist and tighten.

      I’m relieved my break time is almost over so I can say goodbye and return to the kitchen.
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        * * *

      

      I follow Will’s suggestion and skip my exercise hour today. After showering, I switch the lights to a dim gold and lie down on my bed. Instead of reading, I fall asleep.

      When I next come to awareness, it feels like I’ve been sleeping for a long time. I don’t know the day or time. The room lighting is still gold, and I haven’t heard a chime. But something woke me up.

      I discover what it is when Will comes out of the bathroom a few minutes later, his hair and beard wet and his skin still damp from his shower. He’s wearing nothing but a towel wrapped around his waist.

      “Did I sleep all the way to tomorrow?” I ask groggily, sitting up and pushing my hair behind my shoulders. I still haven’t braided it again yet.

      He makes a breathy sound. It takes a moment to realize he’s laughing dryly. “No. I had to work all through the morning to get that generator going again, so I’m just getting my shower now.”

      “Oh. Is the generator working now?”

      “Yeah. We finally got it up and running again. Your friend Danny is part of that crew. He did a good job.”

      I’m washed with an unexpected satisfaction at his bland words. I knew I was right about him and Danny was wrong.

      Will simply isn’t a petty, jealous man. He treats people fairly.

      I smile up at him.

      He almost—almost—smiles back.

      “So you don’t get any sort of break today?” I ask him, glancing at the clock. It’s almost three o’clock.

      “I do. I took it in the afternoon instead of the morning. I don’t have to be back until four.”

      “That’s good. Me too.” My eyes drift down his body, enjoying the look of it. Then my brows shoot up when I notice the outline of an erection beneath his towel. “Oh.”

      He makes that huff of a laugh again. “I have an idea for our break,” he says in a thicker tone than before.

      My chest and pussy clench excitedly. “In the middle of the day?”

      “Why not?”

      Before I know what’s happening, he drops his towel on the floor and climbs on top of me in bed.

      I blink up at him, startled and thrilled and slightly nervous, like we might be doing something naughty. My legs have spread automatically to make room for him between them. “Oh.”

      His shoulders shake a few times. He’s not smiling, but there’s something warm and amused in his eyes. “Do you want to?” he asks, hooking his fingers around the sides of my underwear.

      “I do. Is that bad?”

      “Why would it be bad?”

      “It’s the middle of the day!”

      His shoulders shake again. He makes a choppy, raspy sound. “There aren’t any rules about when sex is allowed. We can have sex anytime we want.” He slowly drags my panties down my legs.

      “I didn’t know that. I thought it was supposed to be before bed.” I lift my ankles so he can get my underwear all the way off, and then I pull off my camisole. “Someone should have told me that before.”

      He leans forward until his face is hovering near mine. “I’m telling you now.” He angles his head so he can press a kiss on the right side of my jaw. Then lower on my throat. Then even lower on my nipple.

      “Oh!” I arch up at the jolt of sensation.

      He lifts his head to check my face. “You like that?”

      “It’s even better than when I touch them myself.”

      He’s smiling for real when he ducks his head again and closes his lips around that same nipple, sucking this time instead of kissing.

      I make the most ridiculous whining sound and grab for his head to hold him in place. “Will.”

      He mumbles as he teases the nipple with his tongue. It goes on for a while before he kisses his way over to my other breast.

      By now, I’m squirming. I can’t keep quiet. My pussy is aching, and he hasn’t even touched it yet. “Will,” I say on a sharp intake of breath. “Can you touch me?”

      “I am touching you.” His mouth is still working on my breast, and he’s holding my bottom with one hand.

      “I mean—” My fingers are tangled in his hair, tugging on it in my urgency. “Can you get the lube?”

      He shifts his hand to feel my pussy, smiling over my nipple. “I don’t think I’ll need it.”

      “Wh—” I lift my head to look down my body, but all I see is his thick tousled hair. The glint of silver threaded through it. My fingers clenched around fistfuls of it.

      He slides two fingers inside me. They push in easily and make a raw, wet sound.

      He’s right. We definitely don’t need the lubricant.

      I moan with relief as he pumps his fingers and applies suction to my nipple again. I can’t keep my head still, and my hair gets everywhere as I toss and arch. The rising sensations threaten to tear me apart until the tension finally releases. My pussy squeezes around his fingers.

      I’m too loud. Part of my mind recognizes it, but that somehow excites me even more. I can’t see what’s happening between my legs since Will’s body is sprawled over mine, but it feels very wet down there.

      Gasping, I finally unclench my hands in his hair. “Sorry if I…was pulling on it.”

      He huffs with amusement, letting my nipple slip from between his lips and lifting his head to meet my gaze. “You won’t hear me complaining. Are you feeling good now?”

      “I’m feeling very good. But aren’t you going to fuck me?”

      “I’m definitely going to fuck you. Right now, if you’re ready.”

      “I’m ready.” I raise my head and shoulders, starting to turn over onto my stomach, but his body gets in my way.

      He has shifted higher so his face is even with mine, and his erection presses against my lower belly. “We can do it this way.”

      My mouth makes the shape of an O, but no sound comes out. I’m still breathless from my orgasm, but a new tension is already building inside me.

      He’s only a few inches taller than I am, but his frame is a lot larger. He feels bigger than normal above me like this, gazing down at my face with a hungry expression I’m not used to seeing this close.

      I’ve caught a glimpse of it before when I glanced over my shoulder as he fucked me. This is different.

      Intense.

      “Part your legs more,” he murmurs, shifting more weight on his knees as he takes his erection in one hand. When I do as he says, he holds himself up on one arm and aligns himself at my entrance.

      I exhale slowly as he edges in, bending my knees even higher.

      “That’s good.” His muscles are tense, and a wave of hair is falling over his damp forehead. “Soften up for me. Let me in.”

      I need something to stabilize me, so I hook my hands around the back of his neck. Now that he’s in my vagina, he’s adjusting his position again, bringing his upper body closer to mine.

      “Good. Now see if you can wrap your legs around me.”

      I’ve got them splayed wide, but it’s not hard to lift them and twine them around his middle. He reaches around to help me get them higher on his back, and both of us groan at the shift in penetration.

      He’s deeper now. Big and deep and tight and all over me. I’m holding him with my arms and my legs, and his face is so close. I can see him, but that means he can also see me.

      It’s unnerving. Vulnerable.

      He begins pumping his hips, making tight little thrusts. After a minute, I’m able to match his rhythm, rocking up and squeezing my legs on every inward stroke.

      The stimulation isn’t the same as when he’s really going at it from behind, but it’s intense in a different way. Emotional as much as physical. I grunt softly as his thrusts shake my body and the bed.

      He’s grunting too. Louder and gruffer than me.

      “Will!” I gasp, digging my fingernails into the back of his neck as my body, the room, the entire world, tightens down to my rising need. “Go faster. Harder.”

      With a rough sound, his body responds to my demand. He straightens his arms for more leverage and really fucks me hard, his hips rutting.

      I cry out as my climax breaks, and he comes right after me, jerking his hips through a few final pushes as he lets out a muffled bellow.

      I whimper in pleasure as I feel the spurts of his release filling my pussy. I squeeze my legs around him possessively.

      His arms buckle, and the weight of his upper body rests on me. He tucks his face into the crook of my neck.

      I unwind my legs as my body relaxes. I’m petting him instead of gripping him now. My hands stroke his shoulders. His back. Then lower to the firm muscles of his buttocks.

      He moans long and hoarse. A carnal, sated sound.

      For some reason, I love playing with his butt, caressing the cheeks, sliding my fingers along the crack, squeezing the tight flesh.

      After a few minutes, he raises his head to give me a curious look.

      I giggle. “Sorry.”

      “Why are you sorry?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe not everyone wants their bottom touched.”

      He lets out a sharp burst of sound. Then his whole body shudders with dry laughter. I’ve never heard or seen him laugh like that before.

      “Are you laughing at me?” I ask after a minute, more pleased than defensive.

      “Of course not. I’m just laughing. But, Cadence, you don’t have to apologize. You can touch me anywhere you want.”
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      A month later, I wake up in the wrong bed.

      Something feels weird—even before I open my eyes. I sit up with a gasp, blinking around the dark room.

      My mind hasn’t caught up yet. I should be back in my old quarters with a small, simple bed tucked against the back wall. This room is wrong, and anxiety rises into my throat until I blink through the confusion.

      I’m in the right quarters after all. The bigger, fancier one I share with Will now. That’s why the bedroom is separated from the rest of the space by the archway and why the area feels vast. With hidden corners and lofty ceilings.

      I am, however, in the wrong bed.

      That’s why I’m so disoriented. My bed is positioned without a view to the rest of the suite, but this one is pointed right at the arched entrance to the bedroom.

      I didn’t move to my own bed last night after we had sex.

      Embarrassed by this oversight, I scoot to the edge of the mattress, but a sharp pang in my vagina startles me as I shift my thighs. With another gasp, I brace myself instinctively.

      It’s supposed to be the bed I’m using for support, but it’s actually Will’s stomach I push down on.

      He grunts and makes some breathless sounds that prove he’s waking abruptly. I scramble off the bed so he won’t catch me here several hours after the time it’s appropriate, but that jab of pain halts me again.

      “Ouch,” Will grumbles. He’s fully awake now. I sense his eyes on me in the dark.

      “Sorry. I was trying to get up and didn’t realize you were there.”

      “Where else would I be but my own bed?” His tone is typically dry. Difficult to read. But he’s never wanted me to sleep in his bed. He’s made that perfectly clear. Early on, he would always tell me directly to go back to my bed, and then later the expectation was implicit.

      “I know. I woke up confused. I fell asleep over here.”

      “Why did you do that?”

      “It was an accident.” It’s hard not to feel defensive. We’ve been married now for four months. I shouldn’t have to face interrogation for a simple mistake. “I was tired and fell asleep before I realized it.”

      I ignore the pain as I haul myself to my feet and limp over to my side of the room. I collapse on my bed, pulling up the covers over my naked body. I didn’t even pull on my panties and camisole after we had sex last night.

      My sheets and duvet are crisply cool. Not nice and cozy like his.

      “What’s wrong with you?” he mutters.

      “I’m a little chilly. That’s all.” I sound and am annoyed now. It’s always cool in this room at night, and he kicked me out of his warm bed. What does he expect?

      “You were limping.”

      I don’t know how he even saw. It’s too early for them to start gradually increasing the wake-up lights. “Oh. It’s nothing. I must have pulled a muscle or something last night.”

      We had sex like usual—with him taking me from behind—but then he got going again before I moved beds. The second round was longer and more vigorous, and we changed positions a few times. Including a new one where he had my bottom lifted all the way up off the bed and my ankles hooked on his shoulders. That would explain the soreness in my ab muscles too.

      “You need to tell me if something hurts. Keeping it to yourself isn’t going to help anything.”

      I take a minute to breathe deep and slow. Will is like this a lot. Kind of bristly and terse. I should be used to it by now, but it’s actually more frustrating now than it was at the beginning. Early on, I assumed this was his entire personality, but it’s not. Occasionally, he’s warmer. Once in a while, he even laughs slightly. And it’s hard to understand why he can’t be like that more often. After all, I’ve been a good spouse to him. I’ve skirted around his moods and done my best to accommodate his preferences. I’ve had sex with him every single day except during my period. The only thing I’ve failed at is getting pregnant, but that’s something I can’t control.

      “Are you pissed?” He sounds more curious than angry.

      “I’m not pissed.”

      “Seems like you are.”

      “I said I’m not.”

      “Prickly.”

      I clench my duvet with both hands and grit out, “I wasn’t keeping anything to myself. It doesn’t hurt that bad.”

      “Then why were you limping?”

      I do some more deep breathing instead of answering.
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        * * *

      

      An hour later, I’m still awake in my own bed, trying not to stew.

      Will is awake too—although he’s been as silent as I am. I can tell from his breathing and the way he shifts in his bed that he’s not asleep.

      I’m relieved when the lights illuminate in a dim glow the way they do a few minutes before the first-shift warning chime. Pretty soon I can get out of here and away from Will and his silent, brooding tension.

      It’s not my fault Vanessa died. It’s not my fault he got stuck with me instead of her. A decent person wouldn’t take his displeasure in our situation out on me.

      It would be nice if he liked me for something other than sex.

      I could like him too if he let me.

      I’m too restless and antsy to wait for the chime, so I semi-limp to the bathroom. There, I sit on the toilet for a minute and cry silently into my hands. It’s mostly a release of emotional tension, but I don’t want Will to hear.

      He already thinks I’m silly and prickly and immature. Crying over nothing would only convince him I’m not up to handling the basics of life.

      When I’ve regained my composure, I splash water on my face and use a washcloth to clean myself up. I really want a shower, but I need to save that until after I exercise this afternoon. I get clean panties and a camisole from my bathroom drawer, but I didn’t grab my trousers and top from the closet before I came in here.

      I brush out my hair and adjust the lighting to gold as usual so it looks more blond than white. My face in the mirror is pretty enough but also kind of strained this morning, with shadows under my eyes. I smile at my reflection, relieved at the more familiar face that smiles back. I loosen my braid a bit since I don’t like my appearance with tightly restrained hair. A couple of fine strands escape the braid, but that doesn’t bother me.

      It softens my face even more.

      My primping doesn’t improve my mood, so finally I give up and return to the bedroom. I don’t glance at Will’s bed. Just head for the closet to get my clothes.

      I’ve pulled on my top when Will says, “Come here.”

      Glancing at him over my shoulder, I frown.

      He’s standing. Wearing nothing but his underwear. Scowling at me. “Come here. Let me see what got hurt.”

      “I told you it was nothing.” I thought my mood was under control, but it’s clearly not.

      “If it’s nothing, then there’s no reason not to let me check.”

      I can’t swallow an exasperated groan, but I walk to him. He gestures toward my bed, so I sit on the edge.

      He kneels in front of me and spreads my thighs.

      I gasp when the move strains the sore muscles and jerk my legs closed again.

      He frowns up at me. “This is more than a little bit sore.”

      “No, it’s not.”

      More gently now, he eases my knees apart, rubbing the inside line of my right thigh as he widens my stance. When he finds the pulled muscle, I take a ragged breath. He rubs it, slow and easy. “Right here?” he murmurs.

      “Yes.”

      He rubs the muscle for a minute, gradually opening me wide as he does. Eventually, his fingers slide up toward my groin. He pulls aside my panties so he can see. He’s peering at me there like he might find signs of damage.

      “I’m fine there,” I tell him. “Sorer than normal, but nothing too bad.”

      His eyes shift to scrutinize my face. “You sure?”

      “Yes, I’m sure.” With effort, I manage not to roll my eyes. “Your penis isn’t a weapon capable of carving me open, you know.”

      “You’re supposed to tell me if I’m too rough.” He looks as displeased with me as I am with him.

      “I would tell you. I have a couple of pulled muscles, and you’re overreacting.”

      He spreads my thighs again.

      I don’t like that he’s kneeling in front of me like this. I don’t like that he’s acting like my body is his. During sex, it feels fine. Natural and even kind of exciting. But this…

      This makes me naked. Vulnerable. Decidedly shaky.

      I move his hands away. “I’ve told you a dozen times now that I’m fine. I’m going to be late for work.”

      He finally stands and takes a couple of steps back so I can get off the bed. I button my shirt quickly and find a clean pair of pants to pull on.

      I know he’s still silently watching me, but I don’t look at him at all as I finish dressing and leave the room.
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        * * *

      

      All morning, I’m in a bad mood, and when I’m finally done with my first shift, I desperately want to crawl in bed and hide my face under the covers.

      More often than I used to, I spend afternoons in our quarters rather than in the Meadow. Occasionally Will stops by for a short break. Sometimes I find myself waiting for him, and I have the impulse today.

      Maybe if he would come by, we could settle the tension from this morning. Life is so much better when we’re getting along.

      But that impulse—the hopeful expectation, the desire to see his stoic face and rumpled beard—worries me. Makes my stomach churn. So I don’t stay in our room after I take my shower. I grab my tablet and head to the Meadow to read for a couple of hours before my second shift.

      I don’t have any success in concentrating today. My mind keeps drifting to Will’s scowl. To the gentleness of his fingers when he was rubbing my thigh this morning.

      These unsettling thoughts are interrupted by Danny. He’s on his short afternoon break and drops onto the bench beside me.

      Over the past few weeks, he’s relaxed with me again. He’s still disappointed by our change in circumstances, but he’s resigned himself. He’s actually looking forward to marrying the girl from Level Two soon. He’s met her twice now and likes her.

      He’s in a good mood, telling me about all the excitement in the mechanical room today. One of the men on his crew got angry at Will and attacked him.

      “Is Will okay?” I ask with a wobble in my voice. I’ve straightened and completely forgotten my previous mood.

      “Oh, yeah, sure. Sorry to startle you. He’s fine. He had his back turned, so Gus got him down to the floor, but me and Hal hauled him up and held him until the guards came.”

      “Why would Gus do that? He’s always seemed so easygoing.”

      “I know. It was totally out of the blue.” Danny’s expression sobers. “Chief Will thinks he’s going feral.”

      I freeze. A couple of times a year, someone in the Refuge will go feral. It hits without warning and causes an otherwise-rational person to lose all control, all inhibitions, all sense of safety. It manifests differently, depending on the individual, but it inevitably leads to the person attempting to harm themselves or other people.

      Last year, an older woman in her forties who I’d always liked started running against the locked doors of the council room one morning. She couldn’t express any purpose for trying to get inside, but the need consumed her. She kept slamming her body into the doors.

      She ended up breaking her nose and one arm before the guards arrived to restrain her.

      I never saw her again.

      Ferals have to be drugged and restrained for the remainder of their lives, which never last for more than half a year.

      “Oh no. So the guards have Gus now?”

      “Yeah. They came just before I took my break.”

      “And Will wasn’t hurt?”

      “No. Maybe a couple of bruises, but he seemed fine.” His eyes shift over my shoulder. “Speaking of…”

      I glance behind and stiffen when I see Will. He’s standing near the main doors. When I meet his eyes, he makes a summoning gesture with one hand.

      I’m tempted to ignore him. After all, it’s kind of arrogant and presumptuous to stand there and issue silent commands.

      But it’s strange he’s here right now. Danny said he was attacked not long ago. And I try not to be difficult and obstinate just because.

      So I murmur to Danny that I’ll see him later and walk over to where Will is standing.

      “I need to get you back to our quarters,” he tells me in a gravelly tone. No greeting or prelude.

      “Why?”

      He turns me toward the door and gets me moving with a strong hand between my shoulder blades. “It might be nothing, but I’m not taking any chances.”

      I keep stride with him, having to almost jog to match his pace. The Meadow is on the opposite side of this level from the chiefs’ quarters. “Danny told me about Gus.”

      “He’s going feral. I told Brody to make sure the guards brought weapons, but they didn’t. Gus had composed himself by the time they arrived, so I’m not sure they took me seriously when I explained the situation. But he’s going feral, and he was threatening you.”

      “Me?” I’ve shifted into a tense, breathless crisis mode. I want to grab for Will’s arm, but I don’t. “Why?”

      “I must be the target of his rage, but he was growling something about how I don’t deserve such a young, beautiful wife. Like I said, it might be nothing, but there’s no reason to take any chances. When we get to our quarters, you lock yourself inside and don’t open for anyone until I come get you.”

      I try to breathe through the aching tension in my chest. “Okay. But⁠—”

      He’s every bit as tense as I am. Maybe more so. There’s a sheen of perspiration on his forehead and the sides of his nose, and his breathing is so raspy, his nostrils are flaring slightly. “I don’t care who it is or what you hear. I don’t care if it’s time for your work shift to start. You don’t unlock the doors until I come back.”

      “I said okay. I’ll wait for you. But shouldn’t he be restrained by now? Danny said the guards had him.”

      “They didn’t bring weapons. If they’re not careful, a feral man is going to get away from them. And Brody…I don’t know. He might be chief of Security, but he’s sometimes gone against me for no clear reason. I don’t trust him. Gus might escape.”

      “So what are you going to do?” We turn the corner to the long stretch of empty hallway that leads to the chiefs’ quarters.

      He doesn’t get a chance to answer. Alarms begin blaring, and red lights flash all down the hall. “Shit,” he mutters, grabbing for my hand and running.

      The alarms indicate a potential danger on the level, and there’s little doubt that danger is Gus having gotten loose. I stumble as I try to keep up with Will. He slows down slightly after that.

      I’m not sure I understand why it’s such an emergency. Surely it will take Gus a few minutes to find us.

      But as we turn the final corner to our room, Gus rushes toward us, and I squeak. He was clearly a lot closer to our quarters than we were, coming all the way from the Meadow. No one else is around. Just me and Will and a fully feral Gus. He’s tall and lanky with dark auburn hair and freckles. I’ve never said a word to him in my entire life, but he seemed like a relaxed, pleasant person.

      He’s not anymore. There’s an animalistic rage on his face as he launches himself at us.

      At me.

      He’s aiming at me.

      Will pushes me into the corner as he blocks the attack with his body. I want to scream, but my throat is too tight to make even the smallest of sounds.

      Gus is taller, but Will is broader across the shoulders. He raises his arms to fend off Gus’s fists and manages to level a strong punch that sends Gus stumbling backward.

      The blow would have stopped someone in possession of their full faculties. It would have come close to knocking a sane person out. But Gus is far past normal responses. With a loud roar, he throws himself back onto Will, and this time the force of his tackle sends both of them to the floor.

      My panic intensifies to such an extent that my brain blurs the violent motion of their bodies. They’re too close together now for any hits or punches. It’s an ugly, frantic wrestling match, and it’s not long before I see blood.

      I glance up at one of the cameras positioned at intervals all down the hall. They’re also in every public room of the Refuge. Security will be watching and send guards to the right location to help us with Gus.

      Will said Chief Brody is set against him sometimes, but surely he wouldn’t fail to send help on purpose.

      At one point, Gus manages to get out from under Will. He starts lifting himself to his feet, his primal snarl aimed at me.

      I’m still shaking in the corner of the hallway where Will put me, but I have enough sense to adjust positions. If he comes after me, I’m going to run. There’s no way I’m strong enough to hold out against him. But Will grapples, getting hold of Gus’s arm and dragging him back to the floor so he can’t come after me.

      I whimper when Gus wraps his hands around Will’s throat, and for the first time in my entire life, I wish I had a weapon. But weapons were banned even for guards’ regular duties fifty years ago when a feral managed to get their hands on one and kill four people. They’re all locked away in the armory to be used only in an emergency.

      If we were in the kitchen, at least I’d have a knife.

      Right now, I have nothing. Not any sort of heavy object. Will is struggling against Gus’s chokehold, but he grits out, “Get back…to quarters.”

      I start to obey—pure instinct more than anything else—but I don’t get farther than one step. Nothing inside me will let me run away while Will is strangled to death. With a loud sound, I kick hard at the back of Gus’s neck. When he howls, I reach down and grab his shirt, trying to pull him off Will.

      The shirt tears off. I end up with fistfuls of the shredded fabric. But it doesn’t matter because the distraction gave Will a moment’s advantage, and he uses it to push Gus off and get on top of him again, holding him face down on the floor with one knee in his back and a hand each on his head and shoulder.

      His arms and legs are still flailing, and it worries me. A feral is twice as strong as a regular person. I drop onto the back of his knees so he can’t use them.

      “I told you to get back to our quarters.” Will is drenched with sweat and panting. There’s blood on the side of his head. He glares at me over one shoulder.

      “I didn’t want him to kill you.”

      Maybe Will would have responded to this core truth, but the guards arrive just then, holding tranquilizer guns. When they’ve gotten Gus fully restrained at last, Will pushes himself back to his feet and hauls me up too.

      My knees are weaker than they should be, and I slump against him.

      He wraps an arm around me to hold me up as he talks to the guards, biting out instructions and insisting they take the threat seriously this time.

      They’ve brought cuffs with them, and I feel better when they’re secured on Gus’s wrists. The guards have to drag him away. Even bound, he’s still desperate to attack me and Will, and he’s growling out the foulest language I’ve ever heard anyone speak about how much he hates Will and how he’s going to take it out on me.

      The aftermath hits me harder than the panic did. My teeth are chattering when Will and I are finally alone in the hallway.

      “Come on,” he murmurs thickly, still holding me up with one of his arms. “Let’s get you back to our quarters.”

      “You need to go to the clinic,” I manage to say through my shivering. I have no idea why I’m suddenly weak and freezing.

      “No, I’m okay. It’s a few bruises and some scratches. Nothing serious.” He’s already walking us toward our door at the end of the hall.

      “Are you sure?” A couple of tears leak out and stream down my cheeks. “He had you by the throat.”

      “I promise I’m okay.”

      The confidence in his voice reassures me, so I let him support me into our quarters and over to my bed. I collapse into it, curling up on my side.

      Will gazes down at me with dark eyes.

      “I’m not falling apart.” The words don’t sound convincing—even to my own ears.

      “I’ve got to make sure they don’t let him get away again. And talk to Brody. I won’t be long.”

      “You don’t have to come back. I’m fine.”

      He shakes his head. “I’ll be back.”

      Will strides out, and I shiver on the bed for a minute. Then I summon enough energy to get up, switch the lighting to gold, and go to the bathroom to pee and wash my hands and face.

      I’m back in bed, feeling not the slightest bit recovered, when Will returns several minutes later.

      He stops in the entrance for a moment, glancing around the room as if he suspects someone might be lurking. Then he comes over to my bed and kneels beside it.

      I lift my head. I’m still trembling, but at least my teeth aren’t chattering anymore. “Everything okay?”

      “Yeah. They’ve sedated and restrained him. He won’t be going anywhere. Are you okay to get up? I got them to turn our shower back on. You’ll feel better if you can really wash up.”

      “I can take another shower?” My voice breaks three times in the short sentence.

      “Yeah. Come on.” He reaches down to haul me to my feet.

      I’m capable of walking. I know because I got up on my own earlier. But it still feels like I need to lean on him as we limp into the bathroom. My thigh muscle strains painfully when I move it wrong, and I’m starting to get a headache. I can’t stop shaking. I want to go to bed and start the day over again.

      As Will turns on the shower, I work on unbuttoning my shirt. When I’m too slow, he takes over for me, stripping off my top, my camisole, and my pants. I shimmy out of my panties, and then he guides me to the shower.

      “I can do it,” I tell him when it looks like he’s going to step into the shower with me. Fully clothed.

      I might be weak, but I don’t want him to bathe me like I’m a child. I already feel younger and less competent than I’d prefer to seem around him.

      “Okay. You can take your time. They’re not going to turn it off.” His eyes run up and down my body, but the gesture feels instinctive rather than purposeful. He’s not aroused. He’s not going to expect sex from me right now.

      Never in my life have I taken a shower without a time limit. It’s strange. Disorienting. To stand under the spray and simply feel it. To not have to rush through soaping, scrubbing, and rinsing off—and twice a week even shampooing my long hair.

      It’s not my hair-washing day, but I get it wet anyway because I want to feel the water everywhere. It’s almost too hot—since I’m used to the preset lukewarm temperatures.

      After a few minutes, I find the energy to shampoo my hair and rinse it out. Then I soap up my entire body and stand under the water again.

      “You okay in there?” Will’s voice comes from right outside the foggy glass door.

      “Yeah. I’m okay. I’m almost done.”

      “I told you to take your time.”

      “I thought I was.”

      “Okay.”

      “Are you sure you don’t need to go to the clinic?” He was still bleeding when he helped me into the shower.

      “I went to get some bandages and antibiotic salve.”

      “Oh, good.” I turn off the shower, finding a burst of energy from focusing on him.

      When I open the door, he hands me a clean towel.

      He’s standing there watching as I dry off and wind the towel around my head to get my wet hair out of the way. He got clean panties and a camisole for me, so I put them on hurriedly and then gesture him toward the toilet. “Sit down and let me check to make sure you really don’t need the doctor.”

      “I said⁠—”

      “I know what you said, but I’ll worry unless I check. I’m already anxious enough, and this will make me feel better.”

      He peers at me closely but then must decide I’m telling him the truth. He sits on the closed lid of the toilet while I wet a washcloth and clean the dried blood off his face and beard.

      He’s got scratches on his forehead and on one cheek. One of them is scarily close to his eye. “He really clawed at you.”

      “He did. He didn’t know what he was doing.”

      “Yeah.” Once I assure myself the cuts on his face are superficial, I wipe the washcloth down his neck. He’s got marks from where Gus’s fingers squeezed. They’re probably going to bruise.

      The sight of them upsets me, so I move on, tugging on his shoulders until he stands and then opening his shirt so I can find the source of the blood there.

      Some of the blood must have been Gus’s because he’s only got one long scratch on his chest near the neckline of his shirt.

      “I told you,” Will says, his voice even lower and more gravelly than usual. “It’s all superficial.”

      “The bruises aren’t superficial.” There’s a deep red mark on his side where he must have been kneed in the struggle. “And you could have a broken rib or damaged organ or something.”

      “I don’t. I promise.”

      “Okay.” I suck in a deep breath and let it out slowly, trying to make myself relax. “You take your shower now. I’m going to work on my hair.”

      He knows from experience how long it takes to deal with my hair after washing it, so he doesn’t object to this plan. He shucks his clothes quickly and steps into the shower.

      Even now, I like the look of his naked body. It’s not the same as when we have sex. I don’t feel all tense and hot at the sight of his bare butt and the muscle development of his arms and legs. His coarse, dark body hair.

      Instead, it gives me an odd, warm, twisty feeling. Down deep. Below my belly.

      Before he turns on the shower, he catches me looking at him. He frowns questioningly.

      I manage a smile, which must reassure him. He closes the door and turns the water on.

      While he showers, I brush out my hair and dry it partway. If I don’t dry it at all, it will frizz and look messy, even pulled back. When most of the moisture is out, I fix it in two tight braids.

      I’m finishing the second braid when the water turns off. Will steps out, completely naked and dripping. “You should go lie down.”

      “I’ve got work soon.”

      “No. I got us both an exemption for the afternoon. You shouldn’t have to work after what happened.”

      I gape. “Are you serious?”

      “Yes.”

      “You’re not going to work either?”

      “No. I’m going to stay with you.”

      My throat closes. My eyes burn. I don’t know where the surge of emotion even comes from, but I have to fight against tears.

      “Please get in bed,” he murmurs thickly, dropping the towel he’s been drying himself with and pulling on a clean pair of white briefs. “I’ll be in as soon as I get the bandages on.”

      “I can do that for you.”

      “You don’t have⁠—”

      “I’m doing it.” I manage my best stern expression, standing and waving at him to sit down. “You’re the stubbornest man I’ve ever known.”

      He sits down with a little quiver of his lips. “You’re calling me stubborn?”

      “Yes. I’m not nearly as stubborn as you.” I sort through the bandages to find one the right size.

      “No. You’re not. The word for you is⁠—”

      “Don’t say it.”

      He smiles for real. “I don’t need to say it. We both know what it is.”

      I make a growly sound as I rub antibiotic salve on the scratches on his face. They’ve already stopped bleeding, which is a relief.

      I’m hit with an unexpected tug of tenderness as I bandage his injuries. It creates more of that deep, clenching sensation inside me.

      I’ve never felt anything like it before.

      When I finish, Will stands up. Very close to me. He gazes down, quiet and intense. It actually feels like the air between us is shuddering for a moment.

      Then he clears his throat. “Now you can lie down.”

      My knees are getting weak, so lying down is a good idea. I climb under my covers and watch as Will goes to dim the lighting.

      He’s still wearing only his underwear. I wonder if he’s going to get dressed.

      I don’t want him to.

      I start shivering again and turn over onto my other side so I’m facing the wall. It feels like I’m going to cry, and I don’t want Will to know.

      He doesn’t like it when I cry.

      No one does.

      I hear him moving and then feel my bed adjusting. I suck in a sharp breath as he gets under the covers with me. He turns on his side and fits himself against my shape, spooning me from behind.

      A gurgle of emotion escapes my throat. I struggle to hold back the sound.

      “Are you okay?” he murmurs against my ear.

      “I’m…okay.” I’m crying for real now. I thought I was okay, but I’m not.

      “I’m sorry he went after you. That shouldn’t have happened.” He’s edged one of his arms beneath me so he can wrap both of them around me.

      He’s warm. And strong.

      Safe.

      I need him more than I ever imagined I could.

      “He almost…killed you.” I grab for his forearms. Hold them tightly.

      “He didn’t. I’m okay. So are you. You’re okay now.” He nuzzles the back of my head. “I’ve got you.”

      I cry for a few more minutes. Then I feel better for real. Still weak and clingy, but not like I’m going to collapse emotionally. I sniff and blink away the last of my tears. “I’m not falling apart.”

      “I know you aren’t.”

      It sounds like he means it.

      We lie together like that for a long time until I’ve fully relaxed. It’s only then that his body softens too.

      “Why did he go after you?” I ask into the silence. “It seemed like it was personal. Was he mad at you for some reason?”

      “No. Not that I’ve ever known. I never had any trouble with him. I never had to discipline or correct him. When someone goes feral, they often have a target, but most of the time, there’s no reason for it. I guess I just happened to be his.”

      “I wish we knew what caused it.”

      “Yeah. The doctors and geneticists and social psychologists keep working on it. But so far there’s no biological or behavioral warning signs. They have no clue of the cause, so there’s no way to find a preventative or treatment.” He blows out a long breath. “At least nothing they’ve ever admitted to the rest of us.”

      I stiffen. “What do you mean? They wouldn’t keep something like that from us.” I pause. When he doesn’t reply, I add softly, “Would they?”

      He still doesn’t respond.

      His silence—and what it signifies—upsets me as much as anything else that’s happened today.
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        * * *

      

      We spend most of the afternoon in bed and even have dinner delivered to us, but the next morning things go back to normal.

      Or mostly normal.

      We get dressed and work and talk and have sex in our normal fashion, but I don’t feel as tense around him as I did. I get a shiver of excitement every time I see him, and even small things he does make me happy. I’m not as defensive as I sometimes was before, and maybe because of that, Will relaxes too. He smiles more. He’ll never be a cheerful, gregarious man, but I catch a lot of little quirks of his lips. And sometimes his eyes are soft when he looks at me.

      I like the change.

      A lot.

      So, overall, I have a good week which is why it’s such a blow, one afternoon several days after Gus went feral, when I go to the bathroom after exercising to discover that my period has started again.

      I was really hoping this month. Everything else is getting better, so I thought maybe this would happen for us too.

      But there’s blood in my underwear. I’m still not pregnant.

      I don’t cry, but I’m chilled and heavy as I take my shower, put in my menstrual cup, get dressed, and then lie down on my bed.

      I’ve got two hours before my afternoon shift starts, so I have time to pull myself together before then.

      Will finds me like that a half hour later.

      He’s been coming to the room for his afternoon break more often than he used to, and twice this week, we’ve had an extra round of sex. But he must know something is wrong immediately because he pulls to a stop just inside the door.

      When I don’t move and don’t speak, he takes long strides over to my bed and looks down on me.

      “My period started,” I manage to say.

      I’m proud of myself for not crying. For being able to articulate clearly.

      I hear his thick exhale. He’s disappointed too. I know it.

      I know it.

      “Okay. It’s okay. We’ll keep trying.”

      I nod and swallow over the lump in my throat.

      He stands still for a minute. Then he goes to the bathroom and returns to the room, toeing off his shoes.

      To my surprise, he climbs into the bed with me, spooning me the way he did after Gus’s attack.

      I whimper and nestle back against him. “I was really hoping this month.”

      “I know. I know.” He presses his lips against my loose hair. I never rebraided it after my shower. “I was hoping too. But no one I can remember has gotten pregnant in the first six months of trying. It’s still early.”

      “I know.” I turn my head and am vaguely surprised to find Will’s face right there. Only an inch or two away from mine. “But I thought we could do it.”

      “We will.” He nuzzles the side of my face. His bristles scratch my skin, and the sensation is oddly comforting.

      “I feel like a failure.”

      “You’re not.”

      “I feel like one.”

      “That’s because you have unreasonable expectations for yourself. But getting pregnant isn’t something you can accomplish by the force of your will.”

      “I know.” I frown back at him. “But I don’t think my expectations are unreasonable. I’m usually good at things.”

      He chuckles softly and tightens his arms around me. “I know you are. I was talking to Grearson last week, and he was saying you always had to be the best back in school.”

      A giggle surprises me. Grearson was my lead teacher when I was a kid. “Why were you talking to Grearson about me?”

      “I ran into him, and he was asking how you were and how married life was for us.”

      “Oh. How did you answer him?”

      Will pauses only briefly. “I said you were as good a spouse as anyone could hope for.”

      A shiver of pleasure fills me, temporarily distracting me from my crushing disappointment. “You said that?”

      “Yes. Why wouldn’t I?”

      “I don’t know. I thought you might say that I was prickly.”

      His body shakes with breathy amusement. It’s subdued like mine—still tempered. “Of course I wouldn’t say that.”

      “But you think that.”

      “Sometimes.” He nuzzles my neck. “But that’s private. Just between us. No one else gets to know about your prickles.”

      For some reason, I almost start crying again. My body shudders as I hold them back.

      He brushes his lips against my hair again and murmurs something. I can’t hear it well, but it almost sounds like he says, “They’re mine.”

      After a minute, the emotion fades, and he continues in his normal tone, “Anyway, that’s when he said you were always an overachiever in school. You didn’t always get the highest marks in math and writing, but for basic life skills and for anything that took hard work, common sense, and logical reasoning, you were never satisfied unless you were the top of your class.”

      I smile. “I’m not naturally gifted with numbers and words, so other kids could beat me in those. But I was good at all the other subjects. I’m used to…achieving.”

      “You do achieve. Every single person I know talks about how much better our meals taste since you’ve become head taster. You’re a great community member and friend and spouse. You can’t control whether you get pregnant. You shouldn’t group that in with your achievements.”

      “I know that in theory. But it’s hard to feel it.”

      He sighs. Shifts behind me to get more comfortable. “Yeah. I understand.”

      “We have sex every single day, and both of us are healthy and fertile. I don’t understand why it’s not happening.”

      “Do you remember Dr. Madison?”

      I have no idea why he’s asking me that. “Yes. She was so nice. She died when I was fourteen.”

      “She told me once when Vanessa wasn’t getting pregnant that the longer we’ve been here in the Refuge, the fewer pregnancies and healthy births there have been. And the only reason she could come up with is that our bodies recognize we’re not supposed to be here. We’re not supposed to be living underground. We’re supposed to be on the surface. We’re supposed to feel the sun and breathe the fresh air and walk through meadows and climb mountains. That’s what she said. Our bodies recognize we’re not supposed to be down here and are reluctant to make more babies.”

      It’s the first I’ve ever heard of this idea, and it takes me a minute to process it. Think it through. Finally I say, “Do you think she was right?”

      “Yes. A lot of the time, I do. I think that’s why people go feral too. We shouldn’t have to live every day of our lives in this underground prison. It’s not…natural.”

      “But we can’t go outside. Not if it’s so dangerous and primitive up there.”

      He doesn’t answer immediately.

      I turn to look at him. “You don’t think we can go outside, do you?”

      “I…have no idea.”

      It’s not an answer that comforts me. It makes me jittery. But he has made me feel better about my failure to get pregnant.

      Maybe it’s not really my fault.

      Maybe it’s my body trying to do what’s best for me. For our future baby. For humankind.

      We lie together, him holding me close, for several more minutes. Then I finally say, “Your break is almost over. You need to get back to work.”

      “I’ll go back in a minute.” He lets out a sigh that ruffles my hair. “I need more of this right now.”
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      Four days later, I stretch out on one of the lounges in the living area and plan to listen to music for the remainder of my afternoon break.

      I thought Will might stop by today the way he often does, but he didn’t. Maybe he exercised and showered earlier. His schedule isn’t as regimented as mine, so he’ll often shape his days around whatever he has going on with his work.

      It’s fine.

      When I came out of the bathroom first thing this morning, Will was still in bed but awake. He asked about my period, and I told him it was pretty much done. I was hopeful, but I shouldn’t have been.

      Just because I’m ridiculously excited about having sex with him again after five days without doesn’t mean he is too. After all, he’s not a young man. He’s mature and experienced. He’s got a lot of responsibilities. He’s not going to prioritize sex when there’s little chance of my getting pregnant.

      He’s not sitting around fantasizing about it like me.

      So I give myself a sensible, healthy lecture and find my favorite music on my tablet, setting it to play through the room’s speakers.

      Like books, music is carefully regulated, and the only pieces that are freely available for members of the Refuge are instrumental. Pre-War songs with lyrics too often expressed inflated views of romantic attachments or archaic religious faith, and those in our archive can only be accessed with permission. But instrumental music is allowed, and my favorite is apparently about the planets, although I’ve never been able to understand how.

      It doesn’t matter. I still love the songs. They make me feel.

      I close my eyes as the first notes play, and I listen for several minutes. Will certainly will want to have sex this evening. I can wait.

      I don’t mean to go to sleep, but I do.
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        * * *

      

      I’m not sure what wakes me up, but something does. I blink several times and lift my head to peer around groggily.

      Will is standing under the archway into the bedroom, buttoning up a clean white shirt.

      His hair is damp. The scent of soap wafts toward me. He must have come in to shower and change clothes while I was sleeping obliviously.

      “Hi,” I say, smiling at him and trying to shake the sleep out of my head.

      “Hi.”

      “I accidently fell asleep.”

      “I saw that.” His brown eyes, even from this distance, are visibly relaxed. Amused. “I was trying to get in and out without waking you up.”

      “Oh. I needed to be woken up.” I sit up, smoothing down my messy braid and dropping my feet to the floor. “What time is it?”

      “Not even three yet. You’ve got plenty of time before your shift.”

      “Oh. Good.”

      We stare at each other for a minute.

      “How long until you need to be back?” I finally ask.

      “I’ve got an hour too.”

      “Oh. Good.”

      His mouth twitches up irresistibly.

      The music I fell asleep to was soft and soothing, but it’s moved on to a different piece in the orchestral suite. This one is lively. Energetic. It seems to match the way my pulse points start to throb.

      “Did you want to do something to fill up our free hour?” he asks, his voice thickening in that way it does in the bedroom.

      Heat washes over me. “You just put your clothes on.”

      “That’s not a deterrent.” His fingers are poised on the top button of his shirt. “I can take them off.”

      I sit on the lounge motionless. Wait to see what he’ll do.

      His head tilts to one side. “What is it?”

      “You said you could take your clothes back off, so I’m waiting to see if you will.”

      With a broadening smile, he walks toward me, unfastening one button and then another until his shirt is hanging open. He lets it slide down his shoulders and withdraws one hand, swinging the shirt with his other in circles timed with the music.

      Then, without warning, he tosses it across the distance into the bedroom.

      I giggle and straighten, oddly thrilled by the gesture and his expression.

      He must see my appreciation because he starts working on the trousers, unfastening them and then letting them drop slowly down his legs. He steps out of one side and then brings his foot up so he can deftly catch the pants with one hand.

      I’m laughing helplessly as he swings the trousers in the same rhythmic circles. I clap when they land right on top of his shirt on the floor of the bedroom.

      Wearing just his white underwear, he takes a few steps closer to me, giving his hips two little pumps in time with the music. He’s already half-erect beneath the thin white fabric.

      I’m laughing and staring and gaping at the same time. I’ve never seen him like this before, and I love it.

      “What is that?” I ask through my bubbling hilarity.

      “I saw it a pre-War movie a long time ago.”

      “What movie?”

      “A forbidden one. I was a teenager and wasn’t supposed to be watching it, but it was going around.” He’s not laughing out loud, but I see it in his eyes. “It’s supposed to be seductive, but it’s making you laugh, so I must not be doing it right.”

      “You’re definitely doing it right.” I stand and start unbuttoning my shirt the way he did. When I’ve got it off, I swing it in circles and try to toss it toward his clothes on the floor.

      It doesn’t even get close.

      When I turn back with my mouth shaped like an O, Will is shaking with suppressed amusement.

      “I can do it.” I slide my pants down and lift them with one foot the way he did. Grabbing them, I wind up and throw them more purposefully.

      This time they land just beside his clothes.

      It’s close enough. I raise my arms and hop a few times in victory. Then I try to roll my hips the way he did, matching the rhythm of the music.

      He’s gazing down at me, not far away now. And on his face is an expression I’ve caught only brief glimpses of before. It’s still amused, but it’s also warm and soft and deep and strong.

      All of it focused on me.

      My breath catches in my throat. “I did it,” I whisper. I’m still wearing my panties and camisole, but I feel naked. Deliciously naked.

      “You did.” He takes another step toward me. He gently brushes hair that’s come loose from my braid back behind my ears.

      I smile up at him. “Can we have sex now?”

      He chuckles again. Reaches around to find the elastic tie in my hair and slide it off so he can unbraid my hair. “We can. But first…”

      “First what?”

      He holds my face with one of his big hands. Then tilts his head toward mine until he can reach my mouth.

      He kisses me.

      It’s the very first time.

      The kiss is no more than a gentle brush of his lips on mine, but it sends shivers of pleasure all through me. I’m panting when he straightens, searching my face for a reaction.

      My response is dramatic. I wind my arms around his neck and pull him back down so I can kiss him again, this time deeper and more enthusiastically.

      It’s like nothing I’ve ever experienced before. The sensations overwhelm me, and they’re not only physical. My heart throbs. Like it’s pulling toward Will through the connection of our mouths. Soon, he’s even using his tongue, licking inside my mouth in a way that really gets me going. My pussy aches, and when I feel the shape of his cock pressing against me, it aches even more.

      “Will,” I finally mumble, “I really want to have sex now.”

      “We’re going to have sex.” He’s smiling as he pulls out of the kiss. His eyes move from my face and down my body with a heated entitlement. “I’m going to fuck you real good. Right now.”

      I’m so excited, I start toward the bedroom, but he grabs me before I can get very far. I squeal in delighted surprise as he swings me up until he’s carrying me cradled in his arms.

      “What are you doing?” I ask, almost strangling on an intense mingling of laughter and arousal. “Is this something else from your forbidden movies?”

      “Exactly that.” He bounces me slightly to readjust my position. Then leans down to give me another quick kiss. “Don’t tell anyone.”

      He carries me through the archway and uses his elbow to turn on the lights.

      Automatically, as I pass by the panel, I reach over to shift the white light to gold.

      He pauses, frowning down at me.

      “What?” I ask.

      “Why do you always change the lights like that?”

      “I like gold better.”

      His previous mood has tempered, but he still looks gentle. Soft. “Tell me why.”

      I swallow, briefly tempted to brush it off. But I feel close to him. Closer than I’ve ever felt to anyone. And he wants the truth from me. Glancing away, I admit, “It makes me look better.”

      “Better how?”

      “More…blond. Less white.” I’m embarrassed now, and it feels like I’ve ruined our previous mood.

      He’s quiet as he carries me over to his bed and lays me down on top of the covers. Then he walks back over to the panel and changes the lights back to clear, true white.

      After he sits on the edge of the bed, he reaches over to brush his fingers through my loose, messy hair a few times until he carefully picks up a bunch of it. Holds it. “Your hair is beautiful, Cadence. You’re beautiful. I had no idea you might ever think otherwise.”

      I gulp. “I…I try not to be self-conscious. But no one else has hair like this. It’s a mutation.”

      He shakes his head at the way I say the last word. “It’s beautiful. And it’s you. I don’t want you to ever try to hide it from me.”

      I nod and have to swallow again to clear the emotion from my throat. “Okay. I’ll try.” Then, with a sigh, I add, “Now I’ve messed things up. We were going to have a good time.”

      “We’re still going to have a good time. I promise you that.” He’s giving me that hot, tender look that makes my body feel like melting again.

      He shucks his underwear and climbs on top of me.

      Kissing him on the bed like this is just as good as it was standing. Even better because his weight is pressing down on me. I can still feel the shape of his erection nudging at my center, and his tongue slides deep into my mouth, making the same little thrusts as his hips.

      Eventually he pulls his lips away from mine and starts kissing his way down my jaw and my throat. He pushes up my camisole so he can reach my breasts, and he uses his mouth to stimulate them, sucking at one nipple while he fondles the other with his hand.

      Now I’m so aroused that I’m moaning and arching up shamelessly. My legs have bent up on either side of his body, and my feet slide restlessly against the covers.

      “Will,” I finally gasp, gripping handfuls of his hair. “Will, I’m really…I’m really…”

      He lifts his head to smile at me. “You’re what?”

      “Don’t tease! You know what I am. I’m about to explode here.”

      “Can’t have that, can we?” He’s still smiling as he lowers his head again and trails kisses down toward my belly. He’s mouthing and nuzzling the soft flesh there as he slides off my underwear.

      Then he kisses even lower.

      “Will, please. I need⁠—”

      “I know what you need,” he mumbles against my skin. He spreads open my thighs and moves his head between my legs.

      Right there. At my pussy.

      I squeak and arch up. “What are you doing down there?”

      “What do you think?”

      “Is this something else you learned in those forbidden movies?”

      His grin is almost feral. “Something like that.”

      He grabs me by the hips and uses his tongue to open my outer lips and then give my clit a big lick.

      This time, the sound I make is more of a squeal because it feels so good.

      “This is what you need, isn’t it?” He adjusts his stance to free one hand and uses it to hold me open better for his mouth. He really gets his lips and tongue busy, giving my clit and pussy sloppy attention.

      “I… I…. I…” I can barely keep from grinding myself against his face. “Oh fuck!”

      I’ve never used that word in my entire life.

      He chuckles against my pussy, his body shaking in a way I love. He thrusts his tongue inside me a few times and then focuses on my clit, sucking it hard until all the tension breaks inside me.

      “Fuck!” I cry out way too loudly as pleasure pulses through me, sustained by the way he continues the suction on my clit.

      When my orgasm levels off to the occasional little clench, he straightens, smiling down at me. He wipes the damp lower half of his face with the back of his hand and then climbs higher up my body.

      I part my legs to make room for him between them and wrap my arms around him as he kisses me again.

      “You taste weird now.” I’m blinking when our lips break apart.

      “Do I? I wonder why.”

      I inhale sharply. “Oh no! That’s embarrassing.”

      “No, it’s not. You taste delicious. Everything about you is beautiful. And warm and resilient. And utterly genuine. I’ve never known anyone like you.”

      My heart is pounding excitedly in my ears and my throat. “Really?”

      “Yes, really.” He takes his erection in his hand and lines it up at my entrance. “Do you think I’d repeatedly interrupt my workday to rush back here like a horny teenager just to make a baby?”

      His tone is typically dry, but there’s no way for me to disbelieve him. Pleasure rushes through me—even stronger than the orgasm I just had.

      “I thought having a baby was the most important thing.”

      “Maybe it is.” He kisses me again and then starts edging himself in. “But there’s no reason why we shouldn’t have a really good time together along the way.”
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        * * *

      

      “What aren’t you telling me, Cadence?”

      Bella’s voice matches her expression. Sober. Almost stern. We’ve been having what I thought was a casual conversation over dinner two weeks later, but my heart suddenly races like something important is about to happen.

      “Nothing. I don’t know what you’re talking about. I told you everything is fine between me and Will.”

      “And I’m telling you that I’ve known you since you finished school, and you’re hiding something.” She’s got eyes that are a similar dark brown to mine, and right now they’re pinning me down. “He’s not hurting you, is he?”

      I gasp at the question and burst out a “no!” It’s way too loud for the quiet dining hall. People at other tables turn to look at me. “No,” I repeat in a moderated tone. “Of course not.”

      “It’s nothing to be ashamed of,” she murmurs, leaning closer because Danny and his spouse-to-be, who recently migrated up to this level, are chatting a few feet away. “It happens more than you think. I don’t care if he’s a chief. There are ways of dealing with it.”

      “He’s never done anything to me!” Bella is my closest friend in the world, but I’m as outraged by her words as if she were accusing me personally.

      “Okay.” She raises her hands in a brief gesture of surrender. “I’m sorry. I’m just trying to figure out what’s going on with you, and when you first married him, you said he was cold and intimidating, so I wondered.”

      “He was kind of that way at the beginning, but he was adjusting to losing his spouse and getting stuck with me.”

      “Being allowed to marry you is not any sort of punishment, Cadence. He’s the luckiest man in this whole fucking place.”

      I smile, softening at her annoyed tone. I’ve never heard her use that language before, and it touches me unexpectedly. “Thanks for that. But it was so sudden. And losing a spouse like that must have been incredibly hard. It took him a while to…to get used to things. Now he’s sometimes kind of quiet and grumpy, but he’s never…he’s never mean. And he’s definitely never hurt me.”

      “Okay, good. I didn’t get that sense of him, but you never know. Men sometimes hide those parts of themselves.”

      “Not Will.”

      Bella’s expression has relaxed. She must believe me. “That’s good. I’m sorry if I offended you.”

      “You didn’t—” I cut off my own objection because it’s simply not the truth.

      She slants me an amused look. “I still want to know what you’re hiding.”

      “I’m not hiding anything.” I stare down at my half-finished bowl of stew. Then over at the table where Will usually eats. He’s still not here.

      He’s usually right on time for dinner. Something must have happened to delay him.

      “Then why won’t you talk about him like you used to?”

      I shift my eyes back to her face and see genuine concern there. I cave. “I don’t know. Honestly. Things are…they’re good. It just feels…feels private for some reason. I don’t know why. Like I don’t want everyone to know.”

      “We’re not talking about everyone. We’re talking about me.”

      “I know. I’m sorry if I’ve been cagey. We’re still trying to get pregnant, so that’s been disappointing. But everything else is…” Instead of finishing the sentence, I blush.

      “You like him,” Bella murmurs, her eyebrows lifting.

      “Of course I do. He’s my spouse.”

      “But it’s more than that. You really like him. When did that happen?”

      I glance around the room and see Chief Brody looking at me. It’s probably a coincidence—a passing glance—but there’s a characteristic disapproval on his face, like he’s silently judging me for my silliness.

      I turn away and check Bella’s expression, but there’s nothing there that indicates she disapproves. She almost looks excited. “I don’t know. It’s just been…gradual. But I do. I like him.” My cheeks are still burning as I idly stir my stew.

      “Why are you embarrassed about it?”

      “I don’t know. Everyone else is so matter-of-fact about their marriages, and I feel… I don’t know. You don’t think it’s too silly and emotional?”

      “To have good feelings for your spouse? Absolutely not. Cadence, I’ve told you before—you can’t take all these instructions about being stoic so seriously. There’s nothing wrong with feeling things.”

      “I guess. But these feelings are…” I gulp.

      “They’re what?”

      “They make me feel…out of control.”

      The corner of her mouth tilts up just slightly. “Do they?”

      “And I’m not talking about arousal. I know that’s necessary for having babies. I mean…” I lean over and whisper, “Sometimes I imagine something bad happens to him and almost start to cry.”

      She reaches over and puts a hand on my forearm. “You think you’re the only one who feels that way?”

      “I don’t know. No one else ever talks about it.” I pause. “Do you feel that way for Trevor?”

      She shrugs. “Yes. It took a long time for me. For us. The first few years, we didn’t really mesh. But we’ve been together for more than twenty years now. We…our feelings get used to things. Adapt. I can’t imagine my life without him. When I think about him gone, I cry too.”

      My eyes burn at the slight edge of angst in her otherwise-dry tone.

      Then I jump—literally jump—when someone slides onto the bench beside me.

      Will.

      He never sits with me at dinner. His hair and beard are more rumpled than usual, and there’s some kind of dried smear on his sleeve that I can’t identify. His posture is slumped as he starts spooning stew into his mouth.

      “Hey,” I say, turning toward him and fighting the instinct to wrap an arm around him. “What happened?”

      “There’s was an accident in the greenhouse. One of the panels collapsed.”

      “Oh no.” I glance back to Bella, who is listening with concern. “Was anyone hurt?”

      “Two people. Jared and Connie. Connie is in the clinic, but Jared didn’t make it.”

      “Oh no,” I say again. What else can I say? I’ve spoken with Connie a few times, but didn’t know Jared well at all. Still…

      Will looks all torn up by the incident.

      “How did it collapse?” I ask.

      He shakes his head. Sucks in a ragged breath. Then focuses on eating his stew. He’s barely looking at me.

      “You don’t know?”

      “No.” He chews. Swallows. “But it’s got to be my fault, doesn’t it?”

      “No! Of course it’s not.” I turn to Bella for help, but she only gives me a helpless shrug. “It’s not your fault, Will.” My voice cracks on his name.

      He doesn’t answer. Doesn’t turn away from his food. He’s eating it like it’s the most important thing in the world.

      But he’s hurting. I can see the guilt and the strain beneath the surface of his unyielding stoicism.

      I reach over to put a hand on his thigh. I don’t rub or caress him. Just rest it there. Public displays of affection are an absolute no go in the Refuge, but my gesture is under the table.

      Will needs me, and no one else can see.
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        * * *

      

      That evening, Will has to work late, dealing with the aftermath of the accident and supervising repairs to the greenhouse. A lot of our fruits and vegetables are grown in there. We need it fixed.

      I’m already in bed when Will finally returns to our quarters. He’s silent as he toes off his shoes and strips off his dirty clothes. And he’s silent as he walks into the bathroom.

      He’s in there for a long time.

      When he finally comes out, he stands in the middle of the bedroom and looks at me. I’ve dimmed the lights to their lowest level, so a lot of his face is shadowed.

      “We can skip tonight,” I tell him.

      “I can⁠—”

      “No.” Two months ago, I’m not sure I would have been confident enough to argue with him about shirking our duty for tonight, but I am now. “It’s been a hard day. Let’s skip tonight.”

      He nods jerkily and climbs into his bed, reaching to turn off the light.

      It’s pitch-dark in the room now. I hear him breathing. Hear the mattress shift as he adjusts.

      My heart hammers so hard, I’m surprised it doesn’t make a sound he can hear.

      Will doesn’t say a word, but he’s not sleeping. He’s not even close. I can feel the tension all the way across the room. Deeply anxious, I wait for him to relax, but he doesn’t.

      Finally, I can’t stand it any longer.

      I get up, then walk barefoot over to his bed. I crawl under the covers beside him.

      “Cadence,” he murmurs thickly.

      I don’t know what he means by that, and I don’t care. I scoot against him, wrapping an arm around his middle. His body is very stiff for a few moments, until something breaks inside him. He shakes, still utterly silent, and pulls me into an urgent embrace.

      I did the right thing. I know it. He needs me. I hug him tightly until his shaking eases.

      It’s a long time before his body finally relaxes and his breathing slows. I rub his back and nuzzle his neck and shoulder.

      When he lets out a long sigh akin to a groan, I ask softly, “Is Connie okay?”

      “She’ll have scars, but she’ll live.”

      “That’s good at least. Did you get the greenhouse fixed?”

      “Yes.”

      I wait, but he doesn’t continue. “Do you know what happened?”

      “Yes. The bolts should have been replaced last year, but they weren’t.”

      “Why not?”

      He hesitates for a long time. “Jared was supposed to do it. He said he did.”

      “Oh.”

      I feel guilty for being relieved. But if it was Jared’s responsibility, at least he was the one who paid for the oversight.

      “I should have confirmed it got done.”

      “You’re not Jared’s supervisor, Will.”

      “But I’m Marin’s supervisor. It’s still my responsibility.”

      “You can’t do everything.”

      He doesn’t answer. He’s tensed again. He’s gripping a handful of my hair and holding it against my back.

      “You can’t. No one can. Try to let it go.”

      “How am I supposed to do that?”

      “I don’t know. I’m not very good at it either. But sometimes I try to breathe it out. Like I gather all the stress and emotion into my lungs, and then I blow it all out in a big exhale.”

      He huffs with a brief gust of resigned amusement.

      “Not like that,” I tell him, trying to peer at him in the dark. I take a deep breath and blow it slowly. “Like this.”

      He echoes my exhale.

      “Yes, but bigger. Deeper. You’ve got to gather everything you’re feeling and try to get it out.”

      He does it again—slower and more purposefully. His exhale ruffles my hair.

      “That’s right,” I tell him, rubbing my cheek against his shoulder. “It’s not your fault. You can’t fix everything. You’ve got to let it go.”

      I don’t know if my silly advice does him any real good or not, but he’s relaxed again now.

      And he’s still holding me when he finally goes to sleep.
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      Two weeks after that night, I’m waiting for Dr. Cameron to let me into the examination room.

      My period is five days late.

      Will and I have grown more and more excited as each day passes, but I’ve worked hard not to be too expectant. I don’t want another crash of disappointment.

      But maybe…

      Maybe.

      I perk up when the main clinic doors open. Will was supposed to be here five minutes ago, and I’m getting antsy waiting for him. He remembered what he said after my last appointment with Dr. Cameron and promised to go into the room with me today.

      My heart and shoulders sink when it’s Glenda, one of the nurses.

      She’s a friendly, curvy woman in her late twenties, and she smiles sympathetically. “I’m sorry you’re having to wait. His last appointment went long. I’m sure you’re bouncing to get some news.”

      I would be bouncing if Will weren’t late. Dr. Cameron will summon me any minute, and he won’t let me delay until my spouse arrives.

      Spouses aren’t even supposed to be present during exams, but Will was sure he could make it happen.

      He needs to be here to make it happen, and there’s no sign of him yet.

      When Dr. Cameron appears at the exam room door three minutes later, Will still hasn’t shown up. I stand, glancing a few times toward the main hallway. “Will said he was going to come today.”

      “He probably got busy, peaches,” Dr. Cameron replies in his weirdly melodic murmur. “Chief Will has a big job. And we don’t need him here, do we?”

      It feels like I do need him, but that’s not something I’m allowed to admit. I follow the doctor into the room and slump into the chair.

      It smells like antiseptic. The entire room is filled with it. There’s not enough airflow, and I’m hit with a wave of nauseating heat. “He’ll be here. He’s running late.”

      “I’m sure that’s all it is. But we’re not going to wait for him, are we? Go ahead and take off your bottoms so we can get started.”

      “Oh.” My fingers hover on my waistband. “I thought maybe it could be only a blood test today.”

      “We’ll do the blood test, but we won’t have the results right away. I also need to perform a physical exam to make sure all is well down there.”

      All isn’t well.

      My stomach churns.

      I cast one more lingering glance toward the door, but there’s no sight or sound of Will.

      He said he’d be here. He said the only thing he had on his schedule today was a council meeting this morning, but they never go past midday. It would have been over more than an hour ago.

      “What’s the matter, peaches?” Dr. Cameron glances up from the shiny tools he’s laying out. “We’re not a little girl anymore, are we? We can handle a simple examination on our own.”

      My cheeks burn, and I pull down my pants and underwear before picking them up and laying them neatly on a chair. I make sure my trousers are draped on top so my panties won’t be seen. A ridiculous irrationality but one I perform every time.

      Then I sit down in the chair. Settle my feet inside the stirrups.

      He secures my wrists with the clamps and levers the chair into position with my feet higher than my head.

      I’m way too hot. Closed in. The room spins around me as I try to breathe slowly.

      Dr. Cameron is pulling my knees apart. Inserting the speculum. Widening it to stretch me open.

      A couple of tears stream out of my eyes and down into my hair. I might vomit.

      Will promised he’d be with me for this.

      But he doesn’t come.
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        * * *

      

      I leave the room forty minutes later, limping and shaking and still slightly dizzy. I don’t yet know if I’m pregnant or not.

      And Will never showed up.

      I round the corner of the hallway and nearly run into someone waiting for me.

      For a moment, my heart jumps. Maybe it’s finally Will. Maybe they kept him out of the clinic, and he’s been here waiting for me.

      But no. It’s Bella.

      Not Will.

      She remembered me. She cares about how the appointment went. Will apparently doesn’t.

      Bella is smiling at first, but her expression sobers as she scans my face and body. “Oh no. You’re not pregnant?”

      “He doesn’t know yet. He has to wait for the results of the blood test. Either late today or tomorrow morning.”

      “Okay.” Her eyebrows pull together. “What’s the matter, then? Something is wrong.”

      “It’s…it’s nothing.”

      She puts her hands on my shoulders. “Cadence, what happened? Did he do something to you?”

      “N-no. It was…normal.” On the last word, I burst into tears.

      She pulls me into her arms and lets me cry.

      Maybe I don’t have Will, but I have her.
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        * * *

      

      Fortunately, I planned ahead today and saved my shower until after the exam. When I return to our quarters, I drag off my clothes as I walk, drop them on the floor, and step under the spray in an attempt to wash the afternoon away.

      When my ten minutes are done, I put on clean clothes and collapse on one of the lounges in the fetal position, waiting for Will and struggling to shake off the aftermath of that exam.

      It shouldn’t have been any worse than all the other ones I’ve had in my life. Nothing different happened in the procedure itself. But it felt worse. It felt awful. Like an invasion. Torture.

      And all the worse because Will let me down.

      I talked it over with Bella after I stopped crying earlier. We agreed that he probably had something legitimate with work come up that prevented him from attending. He wouldn’t have forgotten about it. That’s not like him at all.

      But Bella and I also agreed that my reaction proves I’m too emotionally dependent on him. It’s fine to like and trust one’s spouse, but I can’t fall apart completely every time he’s not there to hold my hand.

      It’s my fault. I’ve always been too emotional. I can still try to be a good spouse to him. We can go through life together and make babies.

      But I can’t continue feeling like this. Like the foundation has been yanked out from under my feet.

      I might not be naturally gifted in detachment, but I need to try in this the way I’ve tried with everything else in my life.

      I wait in our quarters for almost two hours, but Will never shows up. At four, I return to the kitchen for my work shift, and he doesn’t arrive to summon me into the hallway for even a quick update on the appointment the way he did one other time.

      No one has heard of any emergency happening on our level that would keep him busy all afternoon.

      Maybe he did forget.

      Maybe I’ve been inflating my place in his life.

      Maybe I’m not very important to him.

      Bleak thoughts, but they don’t go away even as I struggle to focus on making protein-block stew even slightly more appetizing.

      The protein tastes different again today. A trivial incongruity that bothers me unduly.

      My shift is over, and I’m at the dinner table with Bella and her spouse, Trevor, when Will finally makes an appearance. He comes bursting through the dining room doors, searches the tables quickly, and then strides toward me.

      He’s tense. I can see it in the set of his shoulders and his jaw despite his typically unrevealing expression.

      He slides onto the bench next to me and says in a hoarse murmur, “I’m sorry.”

      “It’s fine.” I make myself smile at him even though it might tear my face in two.

      “No, it’s not. I couldn’t get away. How was it?”

      He’s speaking softly, and only Bella is watching, but I don’t want to have this conversation in public. “It was fine.”

      “Cadence, tell me⁠—”

      I make a face and a hushing gesture. I’ve barely gotten control of emotions, and now his urgent questions are an attack. A bombardment. I can’t talk to him right now. Not in front of most of Level One.

      Chief Brody is sitting beside Dr. Cameron at the chiefs’ table. Both of them are looking at me—as if I might have been the topic of conversation. I hate that their eyes are on me. I want to hide and can’t.

      Will makes a frustrated sound but visibly bites back an argument. He scowls as he rushes through his meal.

      Bella helps out by asking Tara a question about the kind of food they ate on Level Two.

      I try to keep up with my part in the discussion, although Will doesn’t participate at all. He’s not happy, but neither am I.

      When I’ve emptied my plate, he scoops up the last of his stew in a final mega-sized bite and stacks my bowl on his to carry them over to one of the dirty-dish carts.

      Then he returns to our table, leans over to take my elbow, and pulls me to my feet. He uses a hand in the middle of my back to get me walking out of the dining room and into the hallway toward our quarters.

      I comply automatically. Partly because I’ll never make a scene, and partly because I need to talk to him eventually.

      “Cadence!” The voice is female and slightly breathless. Bella has come after us.

      I turn back.

      She shoots Will a wary look. “If you want to hang out, I’m free this evening.”

      Despite my rising anxiety, my heart softens at the offer. She’s trying to give me an out. An escape. In case Will is bullying me into something I don’t want to do.

      “I’m okay,” I tell her, only a slight wobble in my tone. “I need to talk to Will. It’s really all right.”

      I know without doubt that Will would never hurt me, and I’ve assured Bella of this more than once. But he looks kind of rough and impatient right now.

      Bella is trying to help.

      “Okay,” she says with one more look at Will.

      Will asks gruffly, “Can we go now?”

      “Yes. We’re going.” I wave at Bella as we start walking again.

      Will is as silent as I am on the walk to our quarters, but once we’ve entered and the door has slid shut, he turns me to face him. “Tell me what the fuck is going on. Are you pregnant?”

      “I don’t know yet. He doesn’t have the blood test results yet.”

      “Then what’s wrong? What happened?”

      It’s taking every ounce of control I possess to maintain a mostly calm demeanor. Will’s urgency isn’t helping at all. “Nothing happened. What do you mean?”

      “I mean something is wrong. You think I can’t see it?” He runs a hand through his messy hair. His skin is slightly damp from perspiration. “Did that man hurt you?”

      “No! Of course not.” I’m relieved—amazed—that I get the words said with only a small break on the final word.

      He hears it.

      “Cadence,” he mutters, a clear warning in his tone. He takes a step closer to me.

      “Stop acting like this! I told you nothing is wrong, and I told you nothing happened. We don’t know if I’m pregnant or not yet. There’s nothing more to discuss.” I whirl around and head for the bedroom, mostly to get away from him.

      “Cadence!” His voice still isn’t loud, but it’s commanding.

      Despite my desperate need to get away, I stop walking. Don’t turn around.

      “I’m really sorry I couldn’t be there today. I tried. But Brody—” There’s a beeping from his belt. His radio.

      “Brody what?” I turn around, suddenly irrationally hopeful.

      Maybe there’s a real explanation for his failure to follow through on his promise.

      Maybe it’s not because something else was more important than me.

      “Brody—” He breaks off again with a frustrated groan when the radio on his belt beeps again with a different sequence of chimes. “Hold on. I’ve got to take this.”

      He barks out, “Will here,” as he takes several long strides away from me. He’s holding the radio right to his ear, so all I can hear is a garbled mumble.

      After a minute, he turns his back toward me. Whatever his reply is to the other speaker, it’s too soft for me to make out. But the vibes are tense. Because I’m watching, I can see Will’s shoulders slowly stiffening.

      “Okay.” He sounds both subdued and angry, if such a combination is possible. “I said okay.”

      When he reattaches his radio to his belt and turns around, he’s changed. The bristling intensity from before has chilled into a stone-cold composure.

      “What happened?” I demand, crossing my arms over my chest. “What was that?”

      “Just a work thing.” He blinks like he’s coming out of sleep. “What were we saying?”

      “You were saying something about Brody? Why you couldn’t make it to the appointment?”

      With a guttural sound, he wipes at his mouth with the back of his hand, ruffling the hairs of his beard. “Oh. Yeah.”

      “What was it? Why couldn’t you make it?” I’m scared. Deeply upset. And still have no idea why.

      “Oh. Yeah. It was…” He shakes his head hard. “I got busy and decided it was better not to make waves. You did fine without me. I figured you would.”

      I don’t believe him. My first instinct is not to believe a single word he’s just said or the overly casual tone. “What?”

      “You know how they are about spouses being clingy.”

      Clingy. Nothing could have pierced a hole into my heart like that one word.

      I’ve never been that way. I’ve always stood on my own two feet. Bella and I were right earlier. I’m relying too much on Will.

      And he’s obviously starting to recognize it too.

      It hurts like an open wound, but I draw all that angst into a tight little ball where I can control it. Where I can pretend it doesn’t exist.

      “All right,” I say, only slightly shrill. “That’s fine, then.”

      It’s not fine. At all. But I can’t let myself feel again like I felt this afternoon. Like I feel right now. Helpless. Abandoned. Devastated.

      “I’m sorry, Cadence.”

      “Don’t be. Everything is fine.”

      “No, it’s not.”

      “I need to go to the bathroom.”

      He lets out a hoarse exhale, almost a groan, and gestures toward the bathroom door.

      I do need to pee, but mostly I use the time behind the closed door to regain my composure.

      It’s not Will’s fault. He’s being smart and making good decisions—ones not based in emotion.

      For once in my life, I’ve got to do the same.

      It’s early for bed, but I go ahead and get ready anyway. Will is waiting when I emerge in my underwear. He steps out of the way so I can get to the closet to dump my clothes in the hamper.

      He’s watching me, but I ignore him. I sit on the side of my bed.

      Eventually, he disappears into the bathroom too and comes out in just his underwear.

      He sits on his bed across the room from me. Stares at me soberly.

      “We can have sex if you want,” I say at last.

      He flinches like I punched him.

      Neither one of us says a word for the rest of the night.
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        * * *

      

      The following morning Will is silent and bristly, and I’m still so hurt, I can’t unclench enough to even pretend to act normally.

      On my way to the kitchen for my morning shift, Dr. Cameron catches me in the hall.

      “Good news, peaches.”

      I blink up at him, momentarily bewildered since my thoughts have been focused on Will.

      “You’re pregnant.”

      I’m hit with a wave of excitement followed immediately by another wave that’s bitter and heavy. I’ve wanted this for so long, but I always thought it would feel different. And lately I assumed Will would be with me in the process, but that assumption wasn’t based in reality. “Oh.”

      “You’ll need to make an appointment with me in the next day or two so we can make a health and behavior plan for you.”

      I’m feeling so much, my hands are shaking. I hide them by hugging my arms to my chest. “O-okay. I will.”

      “Good job, peaches. I’m proud of you.”

      For some reason, the words make me sick.
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        * * *

      

      Three months later, I wake up with my stomach lurching.

      The nauseated panic hits me even before I open my eyes. I sit up, gasping loudly, slammed with waves of heat. On the first heave, I scramble out of bed in the dark and run for the bathroom, making it barely in time to vomit painfully into the toilet.

      Everyone told me that the morning sickness should get better after the first trimester, but it hasn’t improved in the last two weeks. At all.

      I’m still as sick as I was two months ago, and there’s no end in sight.

      My body is wracked with each heave. My hair has slipped out of its braid overnight, and strands are sticking to my face, getting in the way. My throat burns, and my arms and legs shake. When I’ve emptied my stomach, I manage to reach over to flush before I slump to the floor.

      Life was supposed to get better after I got pregnant, but it’s been infinitely worse.

      Will is still asleep. It’s probably at least an hour before wake-up time.

      For a couple of weeks after that terrible appointment with Dr. Cameron, Will tried to act the way he used to and get me to do the same. But I stayed strong, and he finally gave up.

      He’s been brooding ever since. In that same tense, quiet way he did when we first got married. We’ve fallen into a workable pattern of interaction, but it’s not the same as it was. It makes me tired instead of happy. He’s been helpful with this pregnancy. He’s performed even gross duties without complaining. But he’s back to being guarded like a fortress.

      And so am I.

      I’m trying anyway.

      We haven’t had sex since we found out I was pregnant the morning after that terrible day when everything changed.

      Even though we don’t need to have sex for breeding right now, I would have been willing if he’d asked. But he hasn’t. Maybe he’s lost interest. Or maybe he doesn’t like my new detachment.

      Either way, he hasn’t said a word about it, and neither have I.

      So it’s been nothing but three months of fatigue and nausea and a loneliness I never experienced before.

      I hate it.

      I hate everything.

      My stomach starts lurching again.

      This time, it’s nothing but agonizing dry heaves. Halfway through, a presence approaches me from behind. Will. He doesn’t say anything. Just leans down to pull my hair out of the way as I manage to wretch up a little bit of bile.

      When it’s finally over, I almost collapse sideways, but he holds me up. Flushes the toilet and then lifts me into his arms to carry me back to my bed. He’s illuminated the room in the dim magenta light I’ve discovered helps the most with nausea. He’s also increased the airflow. I can feel it blowing against my clammy skin.

      When he’s laid me down, I burst into messy tears for no reason at all. His sober expression flickers slightly. Then he returns to the bathroom to get a damp washcloth.

      He sits down on the side of my bed and cleans my face with the cloth.

      Something about the gentleness of his touch makes me cry even more.

      He keeps wiping my face as I sob and gurgle. Finally he murmurs, “Cadence, is this something other than the morning sickness?”

      Of course it is. It’s everything. It’s what my life has become.

      But it’s also my choice. My attempt to do what’s best for me rather than place my heart in his hands. So there’s nothing he can do to fix it.

      “I’m…I’m fine.”

      He smooths my messy hair back from my face with the damp cloth. “No, you’re not.”

      He’s not wrong, so I don’t bother arguing.
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        * * *

      

      Pregnant women in the Refuge are treated like royalty, so my work shifts have been cut in half since my pregnancy was confirmed.

      I work only two hours in the morning and two in the afternoon, and even that feels like too much a lot of the time.

      Today, I don’t go to the kitchen until seven thirty, and I can still barely make it two hours. It feels like I’m going to fall over. Bella fusses, insisting I sit down as I work and sneaking me a small bag of crystalized ginger she made for me.

      There is nausea medication that might help, but I’m not allowed to take any sort of medicine while I’m pregnant. Dr. Cameron explained that any of it might potentially harm the baby. He wouldn’t want me to even chew on the ginger, but Bella says it was the only thing that saved her during her one pregnancy.

      If no one else knows, they’ll have no objections.

      I was hoping to start working longer shifts soon, but at nine thirty, I’m forced to admit defeat. My stomach is churning again, and I can barely stand. I trudge my way back to our quarters.

      I’m throwing up again twenty minutes later when I realize Will has returned for some reason. He’s gone back to exercising and showering midmorning like he did originally—since there are no more extra sex sessions in the afternoons—but he never shows up for his shower until after ten.

      He’s here now, though. Just in time to hear me vomiting.

      My hair is better contained in a braid this time, so he doesn’t have to hold it back. When I’m done, he flushes the toilet for me and leans over to help me to my feet.

      I collapse on the cold floor, too exhausted and devastated to even cry.

      “Come on, love,” he murmurs thickly. “Let’s get you back to bed.”

      “I…can’t.”

      He’s strong enough to pick me up if he wanted, but if I don’t cooperate, it’s awkward and difficult. He hesitates for a moment. Then goes to wet another washcloth and sinks to the floor beside me.

      He pulls me over so my head is in his lap and starts wiping my face again.

      I sniff. Shiver. Try to summon the energy to get up so I’m not sprawled out like this on him, but there’s nothing inside me that’s strong enough to do it.

      The truth is that his hands and his body feel better—safer—than anything has in months.

      “I wish you would trust me again,” he says softly, that gravel in his voice that proves he’s feeling something.

      I whimper. Try to tighten myself into a ball, but he won’t let me. He strokes down my neck with the washcloth.

      “I keep thinking about that day,” he says. “I think…I don’t know. They must have done it on purpose.”

      I jerk. “What? Who? Done what?”

      “I can’t stop rehashing that terrible day in my mind. Over and over again. And I can’t help but… They must have. They did it on purpose.”

      “Did what?”

      “If I tell you, you can’t tell anyone. Not Danny. Not Bella. No one.”

      “Okay. I promise.” My stomach is still roiling, but I’m too distracted to be conscious of it. I reach up to grip the soft fabric of his shirt.

      “Brody sequestered the council meeting that morning. For no reason at all.”

      I know what it means to have a meeting sequestered. No one is allowed to enter or leave until it’s over. Guards get posted at the doors to make sure of it.

      “The meeting was sequestered, and then it ran hours longer than it should have. There was nothing covered that required that kind of time or security. But it stopped me from getting to the appointment.”

      “I don’t…understand. Why would they…?” I can’t get all the words out of my raw throat.

      “I don’t know. I didn’t know then, and I don’t know now. I insisted I radio over to the doctor’s clinic to explain to you why I wasn’t there. But you never got that message. Did you?”

      “No! No, I didn’t know anything about that!” Tears are slipping out of my eyes now. No way to stop them. “You’re saying you…you tried to tell me?”

      “Yes. Of course I did. I promised I’d be there, and I would have been if there were any possibility at all. I made an attempt to leave, but the guards at the door were armed. If I’d pushed it, Brody would have claimed I was going feral, and everything would have gotten worse. I’m starting to think that’s what he wanted. To goad me into an action that would give him an excuse to get rid of me. I’m so sorry, Cadence, that you had to go through it alone.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me?” I sob, too weak to control myself.

      “I was going to. I was starting to. But then Brody radioed. Right when I…” He makes a helpless sound in his throat. “It can’t be coincidence. I think they might have more cameras in this place than they’ve ever admitted to. He somehow knew to call me right then.”

      “What did he say?”

      “That the events of that day weren’t to be discussed. With anyone. At risk of penalty.”

      “Penalty? Like being arrested in quarters?”

      “Or worse. They’ve done far worse before.”

      “They have? Who has? Not the council? You’re on the council!”

      “I know. Not the council. But someone else is acting behind the scenes. Making things happen. I’ve figured out that much in my eighteen months as a chief.”

      “Brody?”

      He nods.

      “And…and Rosamund?”

      “Maybe. Maybe not. I don’t know. It’s all done in secret.”

      I gulp. “Dr. Cameron?”

      “Possibly. The heart attacks started twenty years ago when Brody joined the council, and he would need someone with medical knowledge.”

      He sounds so bitter, I sit up with a gasp. “Will?” I choke. “Heart attacks? You mean they’re…? Vanessa?”

      He nods very slowly. “I don’t know for sure. But something always felt off about it, and lately… I’m not wrong about this. The heart attacks are a way of getting rid of people who are inconvenient to them.”

      “Why was she⁠—”

      “That’s what I can’t figure out. She always followed the rules. Just like me. Just like you. But she couldn’t have a baby, so she was wasting a healthy man.” His face contorts as he says the words. “You were coming of age, and Danny wasn’t as good a genetic match as they wanted. It was discussed multiple times in the weeks before Vanessa died. For a while, it felt like Brody was grooming me—maybe to join his secret network. I think he thought it was some sort of bribe. A young, fertile, beautiful spouse.”

      I gag at the thought, and the gags almost immediately turn into heaves. I throw up again. I wouldn’t have even made it back to the toilet if Will didn’t lift me into position.

      When it’s finally over, I slump over into his lap again. “I don’t understand,” I whisper. “So our marriage is nothing but…but…”

      “No! That was their intention, but that’s not how it turned out. That’s not all our marriage is. It isn’t what they wanted it to be. But you understand, don’t you? If they would be willing to kill Vanessa for no reason other than that, then anything you know about their covert activities could put you in danger. That day, I didn’t know you were pregnant, so I thought they might actually kill you. Now they won’t, of course. But they could kill me.”

      I gurgle at the sheer terror that possibility provokes in me.

      “Brody knows now I’ll never be on his side, and if he sees me as a threat, he’ll take care of the problem. And then what would happen to you? You’d be immediately married off to one of them.”

      “Brody? He must be too old to get a new spouse. Surely not…not Dr. Cam—” I gag again at the very idea.

      When I’ve stopped, he eases me back down and gently strokes my face with the washcloth. “I’m so sorry, Cadence. I didn’t know what to do. I thought you’d be safer if you didn’t know any of this. But I can’t stand it. I can’t stand for you not to trust me the way you used to.”

      It’s too much to process. Too much to begin to sort out. So I’m crying and choking and desperately trying to breathe as I manage to say, “I’m glad…I’m glad you told me. It’s terrible. Terrible. But I’m still glad it wasn’t…it wasn’t what I thought.”
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        * * *

      

      Two months later, they send me back to our quarters a couple of hours into my morning shift because the kitchen ventilation system stops working.

      Everyone else has to stay and work without adequate airflow, but I’m pregnant, so they’re not taking any chances on a bad reaction with me.

      Last month, most of the morning sickness finally cleared, so I’ve been working at least four hours in the morning and the full two-hour afternoon shift. It’s unnerving to be walking through the mostly empty halls at nine o’clock instead of working busily like everyone else.

      I feel exposed. Aware of every camera in a way I never was before.

      Ever since that conversation with Will where he told me the truth, it’s felt like threatening eyes are constantly on me. Even in our private rooms.

      Will claims he’s searched and can’t find a camera there, but nothing feels safe anymore.

      Our quarters are dark when I arrive, making it clear that Will hasn’t arrived yet for his shower. At least, that’s what I assume as I walk through the living area and toward the archway.

      The door to the bathroom slides open as it always does, but the bathroom isn’t dark and empty.

      The lights are on but halfway dimmed. The water is running. The shower door is partly fogged—but not enough to disguise what’s happening inside.

      Will. Naked in the shower. Bracing himself with one hand against the wall. His other arm jerking weirdly.

      I’m not completely oblivious, but I’m disoriented and stunned. It takes me a minute to figure out what he’s doing in there.

      Masturbating.

      I stand motionless, staring as my blood and the air around me pulse at the rhythm of his hand on his cock.

      We still haven’t had sex since I got pregnant. It’s not necessary for breeding right now, and neither one of us has suggested it. But I’ve been thinking about it more and more as I’ve been gradually feeling better, and my body is suddenly a lit fuse. Hot. Throbbing. Expectant.

      The shower pulses twice and then turns off. Will must have been in there for his full ten minutes, but he doesn’t stop.

      He has no idea I’ve walked in. His muscles are rippling, tensing, like he’s pushing against the shower wall. His hips jerk against his hand. His butt cheeks are clenching.

      Arousal has hit me so intensely and so fast that I ache between my legs.

      He’s been breathing fast, but he suddenly lets out a long, raspy groan. At the very end, it becomes a word.

      One word.

      “Cadence.”

      My name.

      I should back away as he works through the final jerks of his release. Hurry out of our quarters as silently as possible. Never let him know what I’ve just witnessed.

      But I can’t move. Even the air in my lungs is trapped in this heated daze. I suck in a loud inhale to clear my airways.

      He hears it.

      His body has visibly relaxed, although he’s still holding himself up against the wall. But now he stiffens dramatically and whirls around to face me.

      His body is naked. Familiar. Strong and natural and deeply attractive. Dripping with water.

      My eyes don’t behave themselves. They rake over him from his soaked hair and beard to his bare feet. Then up again, lingering on the thickness of his thighs, the breadth of his chest, the hair at his groin.

      His cock.

      Which should be flaccid, since he just brought himself to climax. Instead, it twitches as I stare. Starts hardening again.

      “Will?”

      “It’s fine,” he says gruffly, grabbing a towel and rubbing himself dry. “I know you don’t want to while you’re pregnant. Even now that we’re getting along better again. It’s fine.” He buries his face in the towel briefly at the last words.

      “It’s fine?” I’m having trouble forcing words through a block in my throat. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “Tell you?” He lowers the towel, holding it midway to his groin like he paused on his way to drying there. “Tell you what?”

      “That you…wanted…wanted…” I gesture vaguely toward the shower.

      He’s very still for a moment. Then he drops the towel to the floor. “Why wouldn’t I want you?” he asks softly. Very slowly.

      “But I thought… You were cold again. You pulled back. And then, even when you finally told me the truth and things got better between us, you didn’t… I thought that because I’m pregnant, you assumed we couldn’t…”

      He takes five long strides toward me. Gently brushes a strand of hair behind my ear. “We can. I thought maybe you still didn’t fully trust me, so you didn’t want to give yourself to me like that. Are you telling me you do?”

      I open my mouth. No words come out. I nod instead.

      He stifles a groan and grabs my head with both hands. Leans down into a hard kiss.

      I’m too surprised at first to respond, but pleasure, excitement, and deep relief slam into me. All I can do is reach up and grab on to his shoulders since my knees are buckling and my mind is whirling.

      Before I’ve fully recovered, he’s hauling me up, lifting me by my bottom without even breaking the kiss. I wind my legs around his middle automatically as he carries me out of the bathroom and lowers me onto his bed.

      I’m angled sideways, and my legs are hanging over the edge, but it doesn’t matter. We both work quickly to strip off my clothes. Then he’s on top of me, holding his weight on his forearms as he keeps kissing me. Ravenous. With greedy sounds deep in his throat and drips from his wet hair streaming down onto my skin.

      He’s fully hard now against one of my hips. He finally breaks the kiss to mouth a hungry line down my neck. To my right breast. He tugs on the nipple with his lips, and I cry out at the sharp sensations.

      “I’m ready, Will,” I finally gasp. I’m writhing beneath him now as he works on my breast. “I can’t wait. I can’t wait.”

      He makes another one of those groaning sounds and rears up, smiling—almost primitive—as he sees the truth of my words on my face. He readjusts so he can drag me farther onto the bed in a more secure position. His eyes crawl over my naked body, focusing on my breasts and the outward curve of my belly. “How do you want it?”

      “I don’t care. Just get your cock inside me. As fast as you can.” I should be embarrassed by my shamelessness, but I’m not.

      I’m really not.

      He huffs with warm amusement as he sits on his knees and pulls my body closer, lifting my hips into position. Then he edges his erection inside me.

      It’s been a long time. I’m tight. I pant and squirm, clutching fistfuls of the covers as I adjust to the penetration.

      “Is it okay?” His breath is uneven too, and his body very tense. He’s holding my hips in place and searching my expression.

      “Yeah. Yeah.” I toss my head and try to breathe. “Don’t pull out.”

      “I’m not. Fuck, love, you feel so good.”

      I whimper at the endearment and the sensations. When my inner muscles have relaxed, the urgency of my arousal intensifies. “Okay, now. Fuck me now. I need it now.”

      He starts rocking his hips in tight, rhythmic thrusts. I’m mostly helpless in this position, my legs sprawled awkwardly and my upper body stretched out fully to his view. But, for some reason, it makes the whole thing even hotter.

      I’m dying for him. I eagerly grind myself against every thrust.

      He’s already grunting like an animal, and after a minute, so am I. We shake the bed and grow louder and louder as we fuck fast and raw.

      When I’m on the verge of imploding, I move a hand down toward where we’re joined so I can rub clumsily at my clit.

      The added sensation pushes me over the edge. I come hard, my pussy squeezing around his cock and my entire body thrashing.

      He comes right after me, letting out a few more loud, relieved exclamations before he freezes. Jerks through his own climax, then releases in several hard spurts into my pussy.

      It takes a long time for the afterquakes to level off. Then Will finally lowers me back to the bed and collapses beside me, turning onto his side and pulling my body so he can spoon me.

      I’m hot and sweaty and messy and deeply sated. My breathing is still raspy, but I smile as he wraps an arm around me.

      “You’re making me hot,” I tell him.

      He laughs, soft and tired. “I don’t care. I get to hold you right now. I spent way too long without.”

      “Is that my fault?” It’s an honest question. Not an indirect accusation.

      He takes it seriously. “No. It’s mostly mine. And partly circumstance. And maybe a little because you’re still afraid of trusting me.”

      “I’m not afraid.”

      He doesn’t reply, but his silence is speaking.

      “Okay. Sometimes I am. But not because I think you’ll hurt me.”

      “No. Because you’re afraid I’ll let you down again.” He nuzzles the crook of my neck. “But I won’t. I don’t care what it means for my future, I’m never going to let you down again. We aren’t safe here. Not the way we thought we were. But you’re not alone, Cadence. Not ever again.”

      “You’re not alone either,” I tell him.

      He lets out a thick breath.

      I feel better. In almost every way.

      And another feeling washes over me as he gently caresses my body, eventually resting his hand on the curve of my belly. It’s not very big yet, but it’s noticeable.

      For the first time since we found out the news, I’m fully happy. Excited and proud and possessive and happy.

      Like having this baby with Will is exactly what I want.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      It’s still dark in the room when I wake up, having to pee for the ninth time tonight.

      My due date was two weeks ago, but I still haven’t gone into labor. Dr. Cameron says not to worry, which doesn’t make me feel better. Bella also says not to worry because first births are often late. While that’s reassuring, it doesn’t relieve my discomforts—both emotional and physical.

      For the past month, all the pleasure and excitement about this pregnancy transformed into intense impatience.

      I need to get this baby out of me, and it won’t come.

      After I pee, I glance at myself in the dimly illuminated mirror.

      I don’t like what I see.

      The braid I slept in is half-undone, loose strands tangled haphazardly around my face. There are deep shadows under my eyes, and my face looks slightly puffy.

      My breasts and belly are more than puffy. The oversized white gown I’m wearing makes me appear three times my size.

      I want to look and feel like myself again.

      As soon as the thought hits, I brush it away in a surge of guilt. Giving birth means the baby will start living in the nursery. I can’t stand the thought, but there’s never been any choice in the Refuge. Babies get better care in the nursery, which means they have a better chance of survival.

      That’s all that should matter to me, but I hate the thought of giving this baby up. At least inside me, he or she is still ours.

      With a quick shake of my head, I wash my hands and trudge back into the bedroom.

      Will got into my bed yesterday evening to give me a back rub, and he’s still there. I managed to get up without waking him the other times, but he blinks at me groggily as I climb back into bed now.

      “You okay?” he mumbles as I clumsily arrange myself on my right side—the only sleeping position that’s remotely comfortable for any length of time.

      “Yeah. Just peeing. Again.”

      Although I try to keep the deep frustration from my tone, he must hear it anyway. He scoots close to me, fitting his front against my back so he can spoon me. He strokes the curve of my belly for a minute and then keeps his hand resting there.

      “Must be asleep,” he murmurs after a minute.

      “Yeah. No kicking for a couple of hours.”

      He nuzzles my hair. He’s fully awake now. I can sense it even though his body is completely still.

      “Sorry I woke you up.” I glance over my shoulder at him.

      “I don’t care.”

      “But you have to work.”

      I haven’t worked at all in more than two months. While I believe I’m capable, they won’t let me. For five weeks now, they haven’t let me exercise or go eat in the dining room. They bring my meals here and expect me to lie around doing absolutely nothing.

      I hate it.

      Never in my life has it felt like the walls of the Refuge are closing in around me the way it’s felt for the last month.

      “It won’t be much longer,” he says in that same gruff but oddly soothing voice.

      “Yeah.” I swallow hard. “But then they’ll take Bun away from us.” I cover his hand on my belly with one of mine.

      We’ve been calling the baby Bun for months now after Will told me a pre-War joke about having a bun in the oven. Dr. Cameron knows whether Bun is a boy or a girl, but he won’t tell us.

      It’s not our concern, he explained. Our only responsibility is to conceive, bring to term, and breastfeed until the baby is ready for solid food.

      “They won’t take Bun right away. You’ll have to nurse for a long time.”

      “I know. But they won’t let us keep Bun with us.”

      I’ve always known this is our reality. The way things work best. They way they have to be. And it hasn’t been until these past months when it’s occurred to me to want it otherwise.

      I don’t know this baby yet, but Bun is mine. Ours. No one else’s.

      “We’ll figure it out. Maybe I can get them to give a little.”

      “We have to be careful. They can’t know we disagree with the rules here, or we’ll both be in trouble.” I grab for his forearm and hug it to my chest. “You’ll be in danger.”

      If I’m able to give birth to a healthy baby, my own life and health will never be in danger. Will might be useful to the Refuge for his technical knowledge and leadership abilities, but he’s still disposable. If he becomes more trouble than use to Brody’s group, they won’t hesitate to get rid of him.

      Then I’ll get trapped with someone terrible.

      The very idea nauseates me, but even that’s not as strong as the devastated panic that overwhelms me at the thought of losing Will.

      Ever since he confessed the truth to me, it’s been like this. We’re together in a real way—close to each other—but only in our quarters. To the rest of the world, we’re appropriately detached. The good, dutiful rule followers we’ve always been.

      “Promise me you won’t take any risks,” I continue when Will doesn’t respond. “Promise me, Will.”

      He nuzzles my hair. The crook of my neck. “I promise. I won’t.”

      I blow out a long breath. Intentionally relax my body so random muscles don’t cramp up. “Thank you.”

      I’m still hugging his forearm, but he doesn’t seem to mind. He snuggles me closer to him. “We’re going to be all right. I’m going to take care of us.” He pauses. “All three of us.”

      “Thank you,” I breathe out again.

      We stay like that for a long time, both of us silent. Holding each other in the dark. Eventually I grow aware of something new.

      Something poking against my bottom.

      Will has an erection.

      I shift restlessly at the feel of it against me.

      “Sorry,” he mutters. “It will go away.”

      We haven’t had sex in more than a month, since I’ve felt so uncomfortable and unattractive. I hear him taking care of himself in the shower sometimes. He’s never spoken a word of complaint, although it’s now clear that he loves having sex with me purely for the experience. Not only to make a baby as I originally believed.

      “Or I can get up if it bothers you,” he adds.

      “No!” I grab for his arm when he starts pulling it away. “Don’t get up.”

      “Okay.” He relaxes behind me.

      “We can have sex,” I say without thinking it through.

      “What?”

      “We can have sex. If you want. As long as you think we can manage in this position.”

      “We can definitely manage, but I don’t want to have sex unless you genuinely want it too.”

      “I do.”

      “Are you sure? Because you don’t really seem like you’re in the mood.”

      “I’m not in a hot, sexy mood, but that doesn’t matter.”

      “It matters to me.”

      “I want to be close to you. And I want to give you what you need.” I turn my head again to look over my shoulder. It’s still dark, so I can only see the general form of his head. “Isn’t that enough for me to really want it?”

      He must realize it’s a real question because he thinks about the answer. Finally, he says slowly, “Okay. We can try. But if it’s not good for you, then we’re going to stop.”

      “That’s fair. Maybe get the lube.”

      “Good idea.”

      He climbs out of my bed to gets the tube of lubricant from his nightstand drawer. Then he climbs over to settle behind me again. It takes some maneuvering for us to get out of our underwear and him to get in the right position behind me. He rubs us both down with lubricant. His fingers in my pussy don’t feel as uncomfortable as I thought.

      In fact, they feel kind of good. And even better when he massages my clit.

      My belly is still a huge, unwieldly nuisance, but I’m feeling pretty good overall when he lifts my top thigh to make room for him to edge his cock inside me.

      He’s not very deep in this position, so the penetration feels snug. Familiar. Good.

      Will’s breathing is fast and ragged behind me, blowing against my loose hair. He’s holding himself very still, but he’s so tense, I can feel the urgency shuddering through him.

      “I’m good,” I tell him, turning my head back toward him again. “It feels good. You can fuck me now.”

      He lets out a soft groan. Tilts forward slightly to brush a light kiss on my cheekbone. Then he starts pumping his hips in a tight, steady rhythm. The slide of his cock makes a wet sound in the otherwise quiet room.

      “It’s good,” I murmur again, fumbling with my hands since I don’t have anything to hold. “I like it. I like it. I missed it.”

      His thrusting speeds up. He releases another stifled moan. “I missed it too, love. Fuck, you feel so good.”

      His words and the obvious pleasure he’s taking in our connection wash over me like a wave. A wave that lifts me rather than drowns. “Will. Will.”

      “Yes, love. Cadence.” He’s getting more urgent now. Already. He’s not going to last very long. “Cadence. Love.”

      I move a hand down past my belly so I can rub at my clit. The stimulation pushes my vague arousal forward with a rush of pleasure.

      “That’s right.” He’s panting fast and loud. He moves his hand down to cover mine on my clit, applying more pressure. “Just like that. You come first.”

      “I’m trying.” I whimper and squirm as the sensations rise and rise but don’t break. “Oh, fuck, Will. Help.”

      He bends his neck enough to get his mouth on the spot where my neck meets my shoulder. He bites down on it. Hard enough to bruise but not hurt.

      The sharp jolt of unexpected feeling throws me into orgasm before I know to expect it. I cry out loudly as the pulses of pleasure overwhelm me.

      “That’s right. That’s good. You’re doing so good. You can let go.” He keeps murmuring hoarsely and rubbing my clit through my own fingers until I’ve worked through my orgasm. Then he falls out of rhythm and pushes into me from behind in fast, clumsy thrusts until he’s coming too.

      His exclamation of release is as loud as mine was. As unselfconscious. Will ejaculates in several strong spurts. He fills up my pussy.

      We’re both gasping and our hands are still applying pressure to my sensitized clit as Will’s hips finally fall still.

      I can hear a smile in his voice as he says, “How was it?”

      “You know how it was. That’s why you’re grinning back there.”

      He chuckles and nuzzles my hair. “It was incredibly good. I needed it. So thank you.”

      “You’re welcome. But I might as well thank you. It was a lot better than I would have expected with me feeling like a hippopotamus.”

      He laughs again, his softening cock still partway inside me. “What is a hippopotamus?”

      “It’s an animal on the surface. I read about it. Then I looked up pictures. It’s big and clunky and ugly.”

      “Then it’s not at all the right comparison for you.” He turns my face toward him so he can kiss my lips. “You’ve always been beautiful. And you still are.”

      “Thank you. I don’t believe you, but I appreciate the sentiment.”

      We’re both smiling as we relax together again.

      We stay that way until I’m hit by an unexpected wave of discomfort. I suck in a breath but don’t say anything. I’ve had a lot of weird, stray sensations since I became pregnant. This one might not mean anything.

      But it does. Because it eventually comes again. A little bit stronger.

      I know what it is now.

      My contractions have started.
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        * * *

      

      Several hours later, I’m alone in the office of the clinic, strapped down on a table with my feet in stirrups.

      Will and I waited as long as possible to go to the clinic because I hate this place so much. As the contractions got worse and worse, more and more frequent, Will helped me pace around our quarters, take a shower, go to the bathroom several times, and finally lie on my bed in exhaustion while he rubbed my back and shoulders.

      But the pain was finally so intense that I started to panic, so Will took me to the clinic.

      We were chastised by Dr. Cameron for not coming sooner, and then I was taken into this room while the door was shut in Will’s face.

      I asked if he could stay. I begged them to let him stay.

      But he’s irrelevant to this procedure. Those were Dr. Cameron’s words exactly. He will only get in the way.

      So I’m all by myself in excruciating pain that comes in waves that get closer and closer together.

      I’ve always considered myself relatively strong and resilient. I’ve never made a fuss when I was sick or hurt, even as a little girl. But this is different. This is torture. Pain keeps bombarding me, and because of the restraints, I can’t even move my body in ways I instinctively feel might help.

      Nothing can help. And it never ends.

      I’ve been crying for more than an hour now, and my sobs get louder as another contraction hits less than a minute after the last one.

      “You’re doing fine,” Glenda says. I’m relieved that she’s the nicer nurse and not the one who makes me want to scratch her face off. “It’s going to be over soon.”

      “You still have a while to go,” Dr. Cameron says in his singsongy murmur. “But everything looks healthy so far.” He’s peering between my legs, and if my ankles weren’t bound in the stirrups, I might actually slam one of my feet right into his nose.

      Glenda has been trying to get me to breathe in a certain way, but there’s no possible way for me to focus on it. I writhe as much I can in these restraints. “Please,” I gasp when the contraction momentarily eases. “Please, can Will come in?”

      “We don’t need him, do we? We’re not a little girl who needs someone to hold her hand through something so natural. Are we?”

      Something about the gentle condescension of his tone snaps the final thread inside me. I can’t control myself any more than I can control the pain of the next contraction that’s slamming into me right now. “Shut up! Shut the fuck up! I don’t want you here. I want Will. Will! Will! Will!” I scream his name at the top of my voice.

      Even as I do it, a small part of me knows I’m making a mistake. I’m doing exactly what we agreed we’d never do. I’m making a scene. Making a fuss. Making people question.

      Showing the world what Will means to me.

      It’s wrong. It’s dangerous. But if I don’t see him soon, I’m convinced I’m going to die.

      Literally die.

      There’s a sudden pounding on the door to the room. “I’m here, Cadence.” It’s Will’s voice. Loud and slightly muffled. “I’m right here.”

      I burst into loud, helpless tears at the familiar sound of his voice. At the angry frustration I hear there. At the deep care and concern.

      He’s so close. There’s only a door between us.

      Why won’t they let him in?

      “She’s out of control.” Dr. Cameron is clearly not talking to me, although he’s still right there between my knees. “We’re going have to have anesthetize her.”

      I choke on the surge of panic. “No! No, please don’t! Will! Help me, Will!”

      He pounds on the door some more. “Fuck it all, let me in right now!”

      “There’s a better chance of a healthy baby if we don’t,” Glenda says. She sounds matter-of-fact. It’s oddly comforting in the midst of my breakdown. “I know it’s not usually done, but we almost have a healthy birth here. Why not let the spouse in? She’ll settle, and everything will go smoother. This uproar isn’t good for the baby.”

      Dr. Cameron doesn’t like the suggestion. I can see it in his expression as my sobs quiet in rising hope. But he finally makes a face. “Fine. Let him in. But if he gets in the way, I’m calling Brody.”

      I’m crying again as Glenda goes to unlock the door—but it’s with an overload of relief. Because Will is in the room now. Coming to the bed in fast strides.

      He’s rumpled and sweating—he looks almost as drenched as I am—and his expression is almost wild as he grabs for one of my restrained hands and strokes my face with the other. “I’m here, love. Right here.”

      I sniff and whimper and manage to finally stop crying. I have to act better now, or Dr. Cameron will have Will hauled away by guards.

      “Stay right there,” the doctor tells him. “If you interfere or get in the way, I’m calling Brody.”

      I see angry resentment twist on Will’s face for a moment, but he gets it under control. He nods tersely and turns back to me. “I’m here now.”

      Another contraction hits then, but I find the strength to not scream this time. I can’t let them send Will away.

      I can’t do this without him.
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        * * *

      

      Bun is a boy.

      The council will give him his official name, but they don’t name babies until they survive the first three months. The last hour of labor is agony physically, but it’s still better than the hours before when I didn’t have Will with me.

      And when it’s over—when they’ve cleaned him up and examined him and done all their normal tests—I get to hold him. It’s supposed to be so I can start nursing him, but I don’t care if there are practical reasons.

      I get to hold him.

      He’s healthy. And he’s mine. Mine and Will’s.

      Will is still here. He’s managed to control himself enough to remain silent, no matter what Dr. Cameron said, so he’s hasn’t been banished or dragged away.

      He’s smiling as he leans close to us. He shouldn’t do it because Glenda is still in the room, but he presses his lips against mine in a kiss. Then he kisses Bun’s head.

      It’s not smart. At all. But I understand.

      I feel the same way.
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        * * *

      

      Two weeks later, I come to fuzzy awareness when I hear the main door to our quarters slide open.

      My head is full of stuffing, and I can barely pry my eyes open. But I lift my head from my pillow and reach out my arms as someone moves toward my bed. “Come here, Bun,” I mumble, anticipating the soft, warm little body and the now-familiar infant scent of him.

      “It’s just me.” Will. Unusually gentle. “It’s not feeding time yet.”

      “Okay.” I drop my arms and head onto the bed again and close my eyes, urging my brain to work enough to clear my thinking. I haven’t had more than three hours of real sleep in a row for two weeks. I’ve never been so tired in my entire life. A few days ago, they started bringing Bun to our quarters when it was time to nurse him because I was having trouble getting myself to the nursery so many times a day.

      It’s not Bun’s fault. He’s a remarkably healthy, good-natured baby. But he wants to eat all the time. I’ve spent my entire life on a rigidly regimented schedule, and this is not that.

      I’m so out of it that I can’t figure out what’s happening when my mattress shifts. It’s not until Will stretches out beside me and pulls me halfway on top of him that I realize he climbed into bed with me.

      “What time is it?” I rub my cheek against him, feeling the slight texture of his chest hair through his shirt. “Why aren’t you working?”

      “I’m on break. It’s just after ten.”

      I frown as I fight through the thick smoke in my mind. “Isn’t it your exercise time?”

      “I skipped it today.”

      “Why did you⁠—”

      “Shhh.” He strokes my head, my messy hair.

      “I don’t need to be shushed.” But I’m not annoyed at all. Oddly, I feel soft and fond beneath my grogginess. “We’re supposed to be good and follow the rules.”

      “I am being good.”

      “You need to be very good. They’re already suspicious of us. If they decide we’re more trouble than we’re worth, we’ll be in danger.”

      “They won’t do anything to you.”

      I’m a successful breeder now. My status in the Refuge couldn’t be higher. “I’m not worried about me. I’m worried about you.”

      “I’m being good,” he murmurs. “I promise.” One of his hands has settled on the curve of my bottom, and he keeps it there, resting it with an intimate entitlement that makes my heart throb despite the heaviness in my head. “I’m not going to let anything happen to me because that would mean you and Bun are left unprotected. I’ll never do that.”

      “Okay.” I kiss his chest. Then his shoulder. Then I nuzzle at his coarse beard. “Thank you. Please don’t.” I close my eyes, feeling sleep wafting over my consciousness again. “I don’t know how I ever lived in this place without you.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I have no idea how many minutes pass before I wake up again. It can’t be very long because we’re still in the same position. Will has his arms around me, holding me against him.

      Some sort of noise wakes me up, so I lift my head and roll over automatically, reaching my arms out even before I manage to get my eyes open. “Hi, Bun.”

      “Here,” Will says, moving me gently so he can adjust us closer to a sitting position. “Get more comfortable before you take him.”

      I do as he says because he says it, trying to heft my body so I’m not flat on my back. He draws me toward him, letting me recline against him, secured by the curve of his arm. Then the nursery worker hands Bun over to me.

      It’s the nursery worker named Vera. I’ve never liked her. She’s only in her mid-twenties, but she has a hard, sharp, disapproving aura that’s always grated on me. She’s got light-brown hair that’s pulled back tightly into an icy-smooth french braid. “You’ll do better if you get out of the bed and sit in a chair.”

      Resentment bubbles up from my chest to my throat, but I bite it back before I say anything. I start to climb out, but Will stops me. “You do fine feeding him in bed. There’s no reason to make yourself uncomfortable.” He sounds as annoyed as I feel, although he’s obviously trying to hide it.

      I stay in bed and reach for Bun again, and this time Vera hands him over. I exhale in relief as I cuddle him against me, smiling down at him when he babbles fussily. He’s hungry. He’s always in a good mood unless he needs to eat.

      Only two buttons on my shirt are fastened, so I undo them quickly to free one breast. I get him into position so he can latch onto the nipple and start sucking. He does it so greedily that a little milk sprays out from his mouth.

      I wish Vera would go away. Holly, the other daytime nursery worker, always leaves while I feed him. But Vera never does. She sits on the edge of Will’s bed and watches as I nurse Bun.

      I want to talk to him. Stroke his smooth head and soft face. But I can’t show him that much affection in front of Vera.

      She’ll report it. And the brewing suspicions over my and Will’s behavior will deepen.

      Bun likes to eat a lot, so I switch him to my other breast after a while. I don’t rush the process. No matter how tired I am, these are the best parts of my days. It would be different if they’d let him sleep in here with us, but they won’t. Will asked the very first day and then again last week, and the answer both times was a firm no.

      Babies stay in the nursery. Always. Asking to move Bun at all was a huge risk, and asking any more would put Will in real danger.

      It’s not right. Everything inside me rebels against the way they keep taking him away.

      Finally, when Bun gives a little cough and spits up some milk, I wipe his face with my shirttail and reposition him so I can pat his back.

      Vera is suddenly there. Right next to the bed. Leaning over and reaching for him.

      “No, he’s not done yet.” I’m immediately upset. Too upset to guard my words.

      “He’s had plenty.”

      “But he needs to burp.”

      “I can burp him.” She’s got her hands on him now, pulling him out of my arms.

      I whimper and struggle against the instinct to resist. “But he’s better with me.”

      “He’s better in the nursery where he belongs. Your job is to feed him. My job is to take care of him.”

      I’m almost in tears despite my attempts to force them down. It’s an affront against my very nature. That this terrible person keeps taking my baby away from me. I make a gurgling sound and reach out for him.

      “For fuck’s sake,” Will growls. He’s been silent and stewing—at Vera’s presence, I know—but something now snaps inside him. “You have no right to⁠—”

      “Will, don’t.” In a sudden panic, I grab for his arm before he can stand. I know exactly what he’s about to do. He’ll get to his feet. Use his size to intimidate Vera and take Bun back. It’s exactly what I want to happen, but it can’t.

      It can’t happen.

      The tenuous stability we’ve been maintaining for the past few months would completely topple, and both of us—particularly Will—would pay the price.

      “Don’t,” I mumble brokenly, clinging to him so he can’t stand. “You promised. Please don’t.”

      To someone else, his expression would probably appear as stoic as normal, but I can see the tense battle being fought inside him as his eyes shoot between me and Vera.

      “Please,” I whisper.

      He relaxes. Slumps back onto the bed.

      Vera glares at both of us and carries Bun out of the room and then out of our quarters.

      I burst into tears. Will pulls me into his arms again.
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      I wouldn’t have believed it possible for me to be even more tired than I was shortly after Bun was born, but three months later, I am.

      So exhausted, I’m barely functional.

      Another baby was born last month, and her mother died during delivery. So feeding a second baby has become my responsibility, in addition to nursing Bun.

      The longest I’ve gone in a month without breastfeeding is two hours. My breasts hurt constantly. My entire body aches a lot of the time. And there’s never any break or relief.

      Of course I’d never say no to keeping another baby alive, but there is nutritious formula available. Yet Dr. Cameron refuses to consider it while I have milk to provide—even to give me an occasional rest.

      My life was never thrilling or perfectly happy, but it was stable for nearly all my twenty-two years. I had few extreme highs and lows, and I was basically content. And ever since I married Will, I’ve had more highs than I ever dreamed were possible.

      But nothing ever—ever—has been as hard as this.

      They don’t bring Bun to our quarters anymore because I also have to feed the baby girl, who I’ve been mentally calling Rosie because of her constantly pink cheeks. For days now, the only times I’ve left the nursery have been to shower and put on clean clothes. There’s a lounge on the back wall of the nursery, and between feedings, I collapse into restless sleep on that.

      I’m finishing Bun’s sixth feeding of the day and trying to keep my eyes open when Will comes into the nursery, looking hot and tired and a little grimy. He’s been busy with refurbishing one of the residential wings this month. He’s always been a hands-on leader, but he’s been doing more manual labor than normal because the work needs to get finished so quickly.

      My head pulses at the familiar sight of him. The only things that have made me happy these past two months are Bun and this man striding toward me.

      When I smile at him groggily, he smiles back. It looks for a moment like he’s going to reach for me and Bun, but he makes a quick detour to wash his hands and face in the sink next to the changing station.

      He smells strongly when he comes back over—his natural scent—but I don’t care. It’s Will.

      It makes me feel safe.

      “You okay?” he murmurs, leaning against the back of the lounge and wrapping an arm around me to pull me closer.

      “Yeah. He’s almost done.”

      Bun is nearly asleep, still trying to get in his final slurps. He’s a pretty good size for his age, and he feels warm and substantial against me. His official name is now Zachary, but he’s still Bun to us.

      I never realized I could feel like this.

      Like I could fight the world for something so small.

      When Bun’s mouth finally stops working, I readjust him until he burps up milk all over the cloth on my shoulder. I can smell that he needs to be changed, and Vera only comes in every hour. I start rising so I can change his diaper, but Will gets up instead, saying, “I can do it.”

      I slump back in relief that I don’t have to find the energy to stand. I watch through heavy eyelids as Will takes Bun to the changing station, tosses the dirty diaper into the lidded hamper, and fastens on a clean one. He knows how now—having watched so many times and practiced occasionally when no one else is around. When he picks Bun up, instead of taking him right to his crib—one in a line of six, only four of them filled with babies at the moment—Will carries him on a route around the nursery, jostling him slightly.

      The changing woke Bun up, and he babbles happily at the trip around the room. It looks like Will is talking to him, but I can’t hear what he’s murmuring.

      I smile like a dope, trying to keep my eyes open as exhaustion washes over me.

      I think I doze off. I’m not sure how long it’s been when Will sits down next to me again.

      “Bun?” I ask hoarsely, blinking several times.

      “He’s asleep.”

      “Okay, good.” I fall to the side so I’m reclining on his shoulder.

      “You need to eat something. You didn’t have lunch.”

      “I’m not hungry.” My stomach is heavy and twisty, but it’s been that way for weeks. It’s not hunger.

      “I don’t care. You’ve got to have something.”

      “I’m sorry. I can’t go to the dining room. I’m too tired. But you go. You’ve worked so hard today. You must be starving.”

      “I am. But you need to eat too. If I bring something to you here, will you promise to eat it?”

      I don’t feel like eating at all, but I can’t bring myself to disappoint Will. I nod and reposition myself so that I’m curled on my side when he gets up.

      He leans down to kiss my lips briefly. “I won’t be long. Don’t be too sound asleep because I’m going to wake you up. You need to eat something.”

      I mumble out what I think is an “okay,” but I do fall asleep. It feels like no time at all passes before Will is gently shaking my shoulder.

      With a groan, I force myself to a sitting position. I feel like resisting, but I promised him I’d eat. He brought soup and bread for both of us. I eat as much as I can and then give him the rest of mine, since he’s already finished his. When he sets the tray on the floor, he sits back down on the lounge and pulls me so my head is in his lap.

      “You need to go shower and get some sleep,” I say, closing my eyes as he strokes my hair and face.

      “I’m fine. And I already showered today.”

      I can’t help but giggle, even though there’s no way to keep my eyes open. “You did?”

      “Is that your way of telling me I stink?” His voice is dry. Warm. Known and soothing and precious.

      “Maybe a little. But I don’t care right now. It smells like you.”

      He chuckles.

      “How’s Rosie?”

      “She’s still sleeping. You’ve got some more time before you’ll need to feed her. Try to get some sleep.”

      “Okay. Wake me up if she cries.”

      “I will.”

      “But then you need to go to bed.”

      “It’s early. I don’t need to go to bed yet.”
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        * * *

      

      I feed Rosie, and then an hour or so later, I feed Bun yet again. Will doesn’t go to bed. He stays with me, getting the babies and putting them back in their cribs afterward. I assume Vera stops by for her routine checks, but I must sleep through them because I’m not aware of her presence at all.

      Just Will. And endlessly feeding Bun and Rosie.

      I have absolutely no idea what time it is—what day it is, what world we’re living in—when the crying of an infant faintly breaks through the thick stupor of sleep.

      It feels like I just closed my eyes.

      “No,” I mumble. “Not yet.”

      “I’m sorry,” Will says softly. I feel his big hand on my face. “It’s Rosie.”

      I try to open my eyes. Try to lift my head and then my body. I get less than an inch off the lounge before I fall back. I squeeze my eyes shut as my body shakes. “I can’t. Will, I can’t. Please help.”

      Every cell in my body aches.

      Even in my condition, I sense some sort of tension radiating off him.

      It upsets me. I have to fix it. “I can do it. Give me a minute.”

      “It’s okay,” he says at last, a rasp in his voice that’s rarely there. “I’ll take care of it.”

      His words are such a relief, I start to cry in jerky shudders, still unable to pry my eyes open. But, after a minute, a needling thought pierces my exhaustion. I peek out of my lids to see what he’s doing.

      He’s at the sink, preparing a bottle of formula. He’s watched the process enough to know how.

      “No,” I gurgle. “They’ll see. They’ll see.”

      In our quarters, we might have some semblance of privacy, but there’s nothing of the kind here. There’s a camera in every corner of this room.

      “No, they won’t.” He walks over to lift Rosie out of her crib. He carries her and the bottle of formula over to the lounge. He shows me a small device in his pocket. “This disrupts the cameras. We can’t use it for long, or they’ll figure out it’s not a normal outage. But we’ve got a little while.”

      There are tears leaking out of my eyes as I watch him feeding little Rosie with the bottle of formula. “I should do it.”

      “No, you shouldn’t. You sleep. I’ve got this.”

      I’m still crying a little, even as I curl back up and drift back to sleep. After a while, I’m vaguely aware of motion. Will must be putting Rosie back in her crib. Then he’s coming back to the lounge. Pulling my head back into his lap.

      He caresses my neck. My jaw. My back.

      “Why are they doing this to us?” I choke out, too tired to even wipe tears away. “We’ve always been good. We’ve always done what we’re supposed to do. Why are they treating us like this?”

      “Because they can. Because we’re useful to them and they can.”

      “I wish we could get out of here. With Bun.”

      “I know. Me too. But where could we go where we’d be safe?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Nowhere. There’s nowhere.” The bitterness in his voice softens as he strokes my face gently. “Try not to worry right now. Just get some sleep. I’ll wake you up when Bun is ready to eat again.”

      “Okay. Thank you,” I manage to get out. “For helping.”

      “It’s my job.”

      “What’s your job?”

      “To take care of you.” There’s a pause. “You and Bun. I never…”

      I wait, longing to hear the end of that sentence as deeply as I long for real sleep.

      “I never knew what it felt like before.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Three months later, and I almost feel human again—like my entire existence is more than nursing and sleeping.

      Once both Bun and Rosie (who is now officially Patricia) reached five months, Dr. Cameron and the nursery workers got less rigid with the breastfeeding. Bun has already started on some solid food, and Rosie has moved to formula during the night hours.

      That means I have my nights back. I still haven’t been allowed back in the kitchen. During the days, I’m mostly in the nursery, feeding Bun and Rosie and helping out another mother who just had a baby two months ago.

      But I get to spend nights in our quarters again and have several hours of sleep in a row.

      It’s like a miracle.

      One afternoon, while Bun is having his nap, I leave the nursery to stretch my legs and breathe some different air. I wander for a while until I end up in the Meadow for the first time since Bun was born.

      I inhale deeply of the briskly moving air, my lungs expanding and my stomach relaxing.

      I didn’t realize how claustrophobic I’ve been feeling all this time until I stepped inside this large room.

      Will is working, so there’s no sense in wishing he were here with me. I don’t know why I feel lonely. I’m surrounded by people nearly all the time, but I haven’t felt close to anyone except Will and Bun since they took me out of the kitchen.

      I wave at Danny and Tara on the bench that he and I used to share, but they appear deep in discussion, so I don’t join them. I find another empty bench on the opposite side of the Meadow and sit down.

      I close my eyes and try to still the restlessness that won’t leave me. I’ve experienced it for months now, and it never goes away.

      This place isn’t truly safe anymore. Not for me. Or for Will. Or for Bun. Or for anyone.

      I want out.

      Desperately.

      “Cadence!”

      My eyes pop open at the familiar voice. Bella. I haven’t seen her in almost a month, and I burst into a smile at the sight of her. She hurries over, and for a moment, I think she might hug me. She restrains the impulse but reaches to squeeze my hand as she sits down beside me.

      “I’m so happy to see you. I’ve been worried.”

      “Why have you worried?” I ask her, genuinely curious.

      She gives her head a brief shake. “Just a feeling. You’ve been so droopy the last few times I saw you. You were being stretched too far. I could see it. But you’re looking a lot better now.” Her eyes are sharp and searching. “You’re still too pale. And not as vibrant as you should be. But you don’t look like you’re going to dissolve into nothing anymore.”

      “It wasn’t that bad.” It’s a lie. An automatic brushing away of scrutiny and concern.

      “It looked bad. You’re feeling okay now?”

      “A lot better. I’m actually able to get some real sleep at last.”

      “And Bun is doing good?”

      “He’s amazing. He still eats like vacuum, and he’s such a happy little fellow. He seems to actually know who we are now. Vera says there’s no way he recognizes me and Will or cares about who we are. He just likes attention. But I don’t believe that’s true. He giggles and babbles when he sees us in a way that he doesn’t with anyone else. When he’s crying, he reaches for me.”

      “He does know who you are. Don’t let Vera tell you differently.”

      “So you had the same experience when you were nursing?”

      Bella’s face twists slightly. “You and Will spend more time with Bun than any parents I’ve ever seen, so it wasn’t exactly the same. But my little girl knew me then. I know she did.”

      For some reason I don’t understand, my eyes sudden swell. Blur. “She did?”

      “Yes. They took her away before she could say her first word, but she knew me.”

      I’m shaking now. For Bella. And for me and Will. Because that’s going to happen to us too. They’ll take Bun away when he no longer needs my milk to stay healthy. He’ll be kept in the nursery until he’s old enough for the schoolroom. And then he’ll start his working life at thirteen and never know that we’re his parents.

      We are. I’m his mother, and Will is his father, but they’ll never let us keep him.

      We’re not supposed to even want to.

      When I’ve controlled my emotions, I ask softly, “So you know that Will and I spend a lot of time with him?”

      “Everyone knows. You need to be careful.”

      “We’re trying. We really are. But how are we supposed to just go along with something so…so wrong.”

      Bella just looks at me.

      “How did you?” I ask in a raspy whisper, leaning closer so no one else can possibly hear. “I don’t understand how all these parents just let it happen. How did you manage it? Do you still…still think about her?”

      “Of course I think about her!” Bella’s voice is as quiet as mine is, but it’s thick with an emotion I’ve never heard from her before. “Every day, I think about her. We let it happen because we have no choice. We have no power to stop it.” She breathes for a minute until she’s back to her calm, neutral composure. “But we never forget. We always know which one is ours. We watch from a distance as she gets older. As she gets through school. As she starts working. Finds her gifts and skills. Grows up. Grows beautiful. As she becomes a vibrant, courageous, loving woman. As she has a baby of her own.”

      I gasp. Stiffen.

      Bella is looking across the room. Not at me. “You find whatever way to get close to her you can, just so you can know and love the person she is. Because she may never know it, but she’ll always be your baby. It never, ever goes away.”

      A couple of tears leak out of my eyes. Bella still won’t meet my gaze. I can’t speak. I can barely move.

      She finally turns her head back to me. “Cadence, we accept it because it’s the only way to stay alive and to make sure your child grows up safe and secure. There are no other options down here.”

      “Bella?” I manage to force out.

      She reaches over to cover my hand with hers, but she does it in a casual way. “Please don’t make a scene. Your situation is tenuous enough.”

      “But…but…are you…?”

      “Of course I am. I always have been. Please try not to cry.”

      “I’m not.” I quickly wipe away the stray tears and grip rightly to my control. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “How could I? I was afraid of changing everything for you. And I wanted a secure life down here for both of us. All three of us. Trevor too.”

      Trevor. A friendly, laid-back man I’ve known only casually.

      My father.

      We’re silent for a few minutes. Simply sitting together. Then, finally, I breathe out a thought. “So what are we supposed to do?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “How are we supposed to…to keep living like this? Acting in ways that aren’t natural because it’s the only way to stay alive? We’re…we’re trapped. It’s been like this for centuries, and there’s no way for a couple of people to change it. The Refuge is the only safe place in the world. There’s nowhere else to go.”

      Bella licks her lips. Meets my eyes evenly. “That’s…not entirely true.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      That evening, after Bun’s last feeding, I return to our quarters to shower and get ready for bed. Will has been reading on the lounge in our living area, but he heads for the bathroom after I come out so he can clean up and go to bed with me.

      I’ve been jittery ever since my conversation with Bella, but I haven’t dared to say anything about it until now.

      Will knows something is going on. He asked me when he stopped by the nursery to check on me and Bun this afternoon. He asked me again at dinner. And one more time before I headed for the shower.

      He’s getting tense and impatient.

      But how the fuck am I supposed to say this?

      I’m in Will’s bed when he comes out in his underwear. Suddenly terrified, I pull the covers over my head.

      He draws them up so he can climb in beside me. Then he ducks his head under the covers like mine, lying on his side so he can see me.

      His brown eyes are stern in a way I haven’t seen in a while. They’re almost always warm and gentle with me now. “Tell me, Cadence. Right now.”

      I open my mouth and close it again. Swallow and try once more. “I…I don’t know how to say it.”

      “Just blurt it out. Is it…?” His voice cracks slightly. “Is it about me? About us?”

      “No! Of course not.” I touch his beard lightly with my fingertips. “I’m…I’m scared.”

      “I know you are. But I’m right here. I’m the one you tell about anything that scares you. And right now you’re scaring me too.”

      That’s enough to propel me into speech. “I’m sorry. I was talking to Bella. Did you know…did you know she’s my mother?”

      His thick eyebrows lower slightly. “I suspected. She’s got the same mouth and eyes as you, and she’s always treated you… I didn’t know for sure, but I suspected. Has it really upset you?”

      “No. I mean, yes, but I’m glad to know. But that’s not the…the thing. She told me… You know Trevor, her spouse, works in Provisions? Well, a few months ago, he told her things. Things he wasn’t supposed to tell her.”

      Will is frowning now. This is obviously not anything he was expecting to hear. “What did he tell her?”

      “He told her that the ingredients for our protein blocks…don’t come from here.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “They don’t come from here. The soybeans do, but you know the quantity of those we grow. They’re not enough to adequately feed all of us down here.”

      “The pre-War protein powder…”

      I shake my head. “It ran out at least fifty years ago. They…they get the extra provisions we need from…the surface.” I say the last two words in no more than a whisper.

      Will has frozen. Grown completely still. “No,” he says at last. “They can’t.”

      “Bella says it’s true. Trevor told her all the details about how they open one of the exterior air locks, trade with the surface dwellers, and bring down the animal meat they need to manufacture the protein blocks. That’s why they taste slightly different each batch—because they’re made with different animal meat.”

      “I’m on the council.” His face doesn’t reflect any sort of emotion, but I know he’s feeling it. He’s as upset and derailed by this piece of information as I was. “I would know.”

      “No. Most of the council doesn’t know. It’s like you said. There’s that core group—that secret network that handles all the real leadership, and the rest of the council just does the visible stuff. Only a few people who are necessary for the process know, including Trevor. It’s top secret, but it’s true. The surface isn’t uninhabitable. They aren’t all ferals up there. There are real communities. And maybe they’re rougher and wilder than we’re used to down here, but they’re not animals. There’s a stable, secure community not far from our exterior door that we’ve been trading with for decades. They call it the Mill, Bella says. It’s…it’s livable up there.”

      “Fuck,” Will breathes out.

      We stare at each other under the covers for a long time. While Will has never been able to find any cameras in our quarters, it still feels safer to have this conversation with the blanket and sheets over our heads.

      “So we could…” It’s like his voice gives out. He clears his throat. “It’s livable up there? We could…we could leave this place?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe?” I scoot closer, overwhelmed with jittery anxiety again. “Maybe.”

      He wraps his arms around me, and we hold each other for several minutes. Then he asks, in a tone closer to his normal voice, “How much does Bella know?”

      “She knows everything. Trevor told her how to get out. Just in case something happens to him and she needs to get away. He even told her how to get to that community. She said he’d be willing to help us if we need to escape. He’s…he’s my father.”

      He still doesn’t look surprised by Bella and Trevor being my parents. The suspicions he mentioned must have been strong.

      “So this could really happen?” he asks.

      “Maybe. We would need a plan. And I’m not going anywhere unless we can take Bun with us.”

      “Of course not! We would never leave him. This is going to take a while to make work. We don’t only need a plan. We need exactly the right time. And we need to be ready to survive up there. It might not be a hostile wasteland, but it’s going to be dangerous. Maybe just as dangerous as it is down here.”

      “I know. But at least…at least we’d have the chance of being free.”

      His arms tighten around me. “Yes. It’s never been more than a dream, but maybe…”

      All the restless nerves I’ve been living with for months now are still there, but they’ve taken a different form. Something that looks and feels a lot like hope.

      Hope.

      Will feels the same way. I know it. I can sense it in the urgency of his embrace.

      It gives me the courage to say, “Will?”

      He draws back. Meets my eyes again. “Yes, love?”

      I gulp at the endearment. He’s only occasionally called me that, and it’s always wrapped my heart in an embrace. “I thought… I mean, I wanted to say something. I hope it’s okay.”

      “You can tell me anything. You know you can.” He’s reached over to cup my face in one of his hands. He’s been nearly as exhausted as I’ve been for the almost six months of Bun’s life, but he’s wide awake now.

      All the way awake. And excited.

      “When we…when they told me we were going to marry, I wasn’t happy. And I know you weren’t either. But now…getting to be your spouse, it’s the best thing to ever happen to me.”

      Will makes a guttural sound. His fingers spasm briefly against my face.

      “It is. I know we’re supposed to deal with our marriages in the same impersonal way we’re supposed to do everything else, but that doesn’t feel natural to me. Not any more natural than not being a mother to Bun. I never would have made it through this past year without you. Despite everything that’s been so hard, I’ve also never been so…so happy. And I wanted to tell you. Just so you know.”

      He grabs me. Pulls me into a tight hug. His entire body is shuddering with an energy I don’t understand.

      “Cadence, love, I feel the same way,” he rasps out against my hair.

      We hug for another long time before we pull away, both of us kind of sheepish.

      Will says, “I did care about Vanessa. I hated that she died—and it was even worse once I found out that they killed her—but my marriage with her was what it was supposed to be. Companionable. About responsibility and cooperation. I’m not trying to dismiss anything about her; she was important to me, and she never should have died. But I’ve never felt like this before. I’ve never felt…alive.”

      “Me neither. Me neither.”

      “And I understand now why they’ve tried so hard to discourage anyone from feeling anything like this. Because I swear, I could rip a hole in the ceiling of this bunker and mow down hundreds of guards for you. You and Bun. To keep both of you safe and happy.”

      I’m laughing and crying at the same time. “You mean it?”

      “I do. And that’s why I know for sure that we’re going to get out of here. All of us. And we’re going to be safe. Because I already experienced a miracle the day you came into my life. And now every other miracle in the world is possible too.”
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      Will’s face is between my legs. His tongue works my clit, and his beard scratches my sensitive skin deliciously. My legs are hooked over his shoulders, so my heels dig into his back.

      I’m trying my best to keep quiet, but I can’t.

      I really can’t.

      I woke up early and got up to go to the bathroom, since my bladder is as nervous as the rest of me about today. My attempts to get up quietly failed because Will was awake when I returned to bed. As soon as I got under the covers, he climbed on top of me and started kissing me hungrily.

      It’s still dark in the room. It can’t be much after four. But I love when he’s in this soft, passionate mood, so despite my nerves, I responded enthusiastically.

      That has led us here. Will’s head between my thighs while I clutch at his hair and sob loudly through my third orgasm of the morning.

      He’s pleased when he finally lifts his head. My eyes have adjusted, so his wolfish grin is faintly visible.

      “I’m pretty good at that, aren’t I?” I ask, reaching down to pull him farther up my body.

      He laughs softly as he settles on top of me. “Yes. You, my love, are an excellent orgasmer.”

      I caress his face and his messy beard, ignoring the fact that it’s damp around his mouth. “And you aren’t too bad at that either.”

      “Orgasming?”

      “Well, yes. But also giving them. You’ve developed a few skills over the years.”

      “Have I?” He’s murmuring through one short, sweet kiss after another.

      “Yes. Of course, you’ve had many more years than I have.”

      He huffs. “Many?”

      “Yes. Many.” I’m smiling against his mouth as I tease him. “But I don’t mind.”

      “Don’t you?”

      “Of course not. I have no idea how I made it through every day without my sweet, grumpy old man.” I run my hands from his head and down his bare back until I’m cupping and squeezing his bottom through the underwear he’s still wearing.

      Mine came off a long time ago.

      He grunts with amused objection at my choice of words. But I can sense rather than see his expression changing—softening, deepening—as he holds himself above me, gazing down. “Cadence, I’m going to say this now just in case things go wrong today: This old man remembers exactly what one bleak, hopeless day after another felt like before you got dropped into my life. Even the good things couldn’t break through the oppressive weight life was for me back then.”

      I reach up to cup the side of his face. “Will.”

      “It didn’t happen immediately. But it happened. And one day I woke up and realized I was excited to see what would happen. I wanted to live out that day and then the next day because I got to do it with you.”

      “Will,” I whisper again, emotion tight in my throat and my eyes.

      “I’d never experienced anything like it, so I wasn’t sure what to do with it. That’s why I was so grumpy and closed off with you even after things got better between us.”

      I giggle at this. “I thought grumpy and closed off was just your normal personality.”

      “Maybe it is.” He smiles as he presses a soft kiss against my lips. “But I think I just didn’t…I didn’t know how to deal with all these feelings.”

      “I didn’t know either. We dealt with it differently, but I wasn’t much better at it than you. But we figured it out.”

      “We did. And I have hope now. That we’ll get out of here today. And that we can make sure Bun grows up understanding real feelings like that.”

      One tear leaks out of my eye at that, but I get distracted when Will kisses me again. This one is long and deep and hot, and it’s not long before my body pulses with new arousal.

      Will has been turned on this whole time. The shape of his cock is hard and tempting against my middle. As we kiss, I work on pulling off his underwear until he finally straightens and reaches down to yank them all the way off.

      Then he fits himself between my legs. Edges his cock all the way inside me. And kisses me again as he starts to thrust.

      We manage pretty well for a while, both of us making hungry sounds into the kiss as our bodies move together in a steady, eager rhythm. But eventually the effort and pleasure are too much. I break out of the kiss and gasp and moan, dragging my fingernails down Will’s back.

      He straightens his arms for better leverage and fucks me fast and hard, grunting and gazing down at me in the dark room. The bed squeaks as I buck my hips up to meet his thrusts, and it’s not long before the coiled pleasure releases in waves. I cry out hoarsely when I shake through the climax and fight to focus enough to see Will as he comes too.

      His hips jerk. His low grunts turn into a stretched exclamation that sounds like “love” and my name. Then he’s releasing inside me with a satisfied groan.

      I love the feel of him coming in hard spurts. I might get pregnant again.

      I want to. We both do. Despite the way I’ve been telling myself for two months that it will be easier to make our escape if I’m not overwhelmed with morning sickness the whole time.

      Bun will be eight months old next week.

      If everything goes according to plan, he’ll pass that milestone on the surface, all three of us out of the Refuge at last.
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        * * *

      

      Later, I meet Bella in the Meadow during our afternoon break.

      We have logistics to go over.

      And I have to say goodbye.

      “Are you sure you don’t want to come with us?” I ask for what feels like the hundredth time. “I’m really worried about you staying here. They might know you and Trevor helped us.”

      “How would they know?” She’s as matter-of-fact as ever. She’ll always be mostly unflappable.

      “I don’t know. Maybe they’d just guess. It feels like such a risk.”

      “It’s a bigger risk trying to get out of here. I thought about it, Cadence. I really did. But Trevor refuses to leave, and I just don’t see myself leaving him for any reason. We’ve settled into life here okay. We’ve managed to stay under the radar of Brody and whoever is working with him. I’m not sure I have the energy or the courage to do what you and Will are going to do.”

      “That’s what Danny said when I asked him. He was sure Tara would never even consider it, and he seems mostly comfortable with life here. But I still worry.”

      “It’s fine. We’ll be fine. I promise.”

      She can’t really promise me anything. No one is truly safe when people as heartless and ruthless as Brody and his allies have so much power. But it’s her decision. Not mine. And she’s right. The risks are greater leaving than staying here.

      For Will and me, it’s different. Every day it feels like there are more covert eyes on us. Every day it feels like the walls are closing in.

      Plus, in another month, I’ll be forced to stop breastfeeding Bun, and then we won’t have access to him again. For years we won’t be allowed to even see him.

      We have to make our move now.

      “Okay.” I reach over to squeeze her hand. As always, we keep the gestures of affection discreet. “Maybe things can get better here. After all, Brody is in his mid-fifties. He can’t live forever.”

      “No. He can’t. Things will change, and it might happen soon—particularly if it gets out that you, Will, and Bun actually escaped to the surface. It’s possible that, after a while, we’ll be able to see each other again.”

      “I hope so.” I smile at her, slightly wobbly. “We’re going to head directly for the Mill. Hopefully, they’ll take us in. If not…well, we’ll figure something out. We’ve managed to stash away enough provisions for at least a few weeks, and we have them all packed and hidden. Will even managed to steal a weapon from the arsenal.”

      “It sounds like you’ve done everything you can to prepare. Be brave, Cadence. I’ll be here. And with every part of me that knows how to hope, I’ll be hoping that we’ll see each other again soon”
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        * * *

      

      At a little before three that afternoon, I walk into the nursery. It’s my regular feeding time, so I nurse Rosie like I normally do.

      I’m unexpectedly emotional as she finishes her meal. I kiss her little head and pat her back until she burps.

      We can’t take Rosie with us. I actually suggested it early on, but carrying one baby is risky enough if we have to run or fight on the surface. Two would make it nearly impossible for us. She’ll be fine without my breast milk. She’s been taking formula a lot and has already started on solid food. But she doesn’t have a mother. It feels like she’s my responsibility, but I’m going to have to leave her behind.

      While I’m finishing up with her, Vera comes in and changes Bun, even though he was sound asleep and didn’t have a dirty diaper. She has a schedule and sticks to it no matter what. When she has returned him to his crib, she changes one of the other babies’ diapers, getting her ready to be carried to her mother’s room to be fed.

      She ignores me, and I ignore her. That’s what I always do, and if I didn’t, she might suspect.

      When she leaves, I wait two minutes. Then I reach into my pocket and turn on the device Will gave me. After about thirty seconds, when I can be sure the cameras are disrupted, I kiss Rosie one more time and settle her in her crib. Then I pick up a happily babbling Bun before strapping him to my back with a sturdy fabric halter contraption Will made last month.

      It leaves both my hands free, and that might be important.

      If I let myself process what’s happening right now, I’d be so terrified, I might fall apart. But I don’t focus on the bigger picture. Only the next step to be taken. Then the one after that. I keep the camera disrupter on as I leave the nursery, walking slowly so the hallway cameras have time to go off before I pass into their view.

      The halls are empty at this time of day. Everyone is on a work shift or on break in the Meadow or in their quarters. I see absolutely no one as I walk to the south end of the Refuge where the farm, gardens, and provision rooms are located.

      I freeze when I approach the door to the clinic and see it slide open. Glenda steps out and blinks when she sees me. After a moment, she turns back around intentionally and says in her cheerful voice, “Oh, Dr. Cameron, before you leave, can I talk to you for a minute about a patient from this morning?”

      The doors close at her back, blocking the view of the hallway as I pass by more quickly than before.

      Glenda has no way of knowing what I’m doing, but she would have seen that I’m carrying Bun on my back. She probably believes I’m sneaking some extra private time with him. She’s a kindhearted woman, and she’s trying to help.

      If Dr. Cameron had caught me, our entire plan would be ruined when it barely started.

      I keep walking, shushing Bun gently when he giggles.

      The rest of the route is smooth and uneventful. I don’t see anyone else until I turn a corner at the far end and see Will standing in front of an open electrical panel like he’s working on it.

      I draw to a stop, out of view of the hallway camera. If I get too close, it will disrupt the cameras here too, and then Will won’t be able to open the storage room door.

      Not glancing at me or acknowledging me, Will closes the panel and puts up his pliers. Then he picks up his tool case and walks casually toward the large doors at the end of the hall.

      He pauses there until the camera reads his face and slides the doors open. His position gives him access to every public room on this entire level.

      When he steps inside, holding the doors open with his hand, I start walking, reaching back to touch Bun protectively.

      I’m in a weird, surreal daze where I’m acting automatically—as if there isn’t a storm of fear and nerves brewing within.

      When I’ve reached him, Will moves forward, drawing me with him until the doors slide closed.

      This room is huge, filled with stored provisions and supplies, some of them made and grown here and some of them held since before the War. Will takes my hand as we walk through the central aisle, fast and silent. At one point, he leans over and pulls out a large pack from its hiding place behind a crate. He’s had it prepared and hidden for three days now.

      He straps it to his back, takes my hand again, and pulls me into a speedy stride. I jog a little to keep up, my breath coming out in pants.

      At the end of the aisle, on the back wall, is another door. It leads to a stairwell. And up the stairs is an air lock with an exterior bunker door. Not the main one everyone knows about—the one constantly guarded and protected. This one isn’t supposed to exist, but it does.

      Will and I hurry up the stairs, and I’m starting to process the fact that we might have actually made it without interruption when Will, a step ahead of me, jerks to an abrupt stop, moving a hand to the holster on his hip, hidden under the longer-than-normal hem of his shirt.

      I squeak at his halt and then gasp when I see why.

      Brody. Standing in front of the air lock door. Aiming a gun at us.

      Not a tranquilizer. A real one.

      “So you’re actually trying to do it,” Brody says with a sickening smile on his lips and in his dead eyes. “I honestly didn’t believe you’d make it this far.”

      Will pushes me behind him so his body is blocking me and Bun from Brody and his gun. The tension in his body is palpable. He makes me think of the nature films I’ve watched from before the War. He’s like a bird of prey brooding over a nest. Protective. Both fierce and tender. “You’ve always underestimated us.”

      “Maybe. But I still didn’t believe you were stupid enough to try it.”

      “How did you know?”

      He arches his eyebrows. “Cadence told Danny. That was a mistake.”

      Hit by a surge of outrage, I can’t stay quiet. “Danny would never betray me!”

      “Not intentionally. No. But he told his spouse, and Tara is much wiser than any of you. She told me that the two of you had somehow found a way out.”

      It’s so horrible and upsetting that I almost gag, even as I acknowledge the relief that Tara doesn’t know Bella and Trevor were the ones to help us. I didn’t even tell Danny. I hug Bun with one arm and grip the back of Will’s shirt with the other. He still won’t move, even though there’s no way his position can truly protect us from Brody.

      “So, what are you going to do?” Will asks, gritting the words out in a voice I’ve never heard from him before.

      “I’m going to kill you. I won’t hurt Cadence or the boy as long as she’s compliant. She’s still young and fertile. It would be a shame for anything to happen to her before she can birth us more babies.”

      My throat tightens even more, choking me. I can’t hold back a whimpering sound.

      “If you shoot me, you’ll have a hard time covering this up,” Will says.

      “Yes. I’m aware. I’m not going to shoot you.” He steps sideways toward a tall shelf and picks up a hypodermic needle with his free hand. “A heart attack is a much easier death. It will only take five minutes, and all this stress will be over for you.”

      Before I can even process these words, Will throws himself forward. Tackling Brody. The gun goes off, but there’s no blood, so I don’t think the bullet hit anything. The needle rolls across the room while Will and Brody wrestle on the floor.

      The fight is like it was with Gus. Too intense, tightly constrained, and violent for me to identify specific moves. Will is on top at first, but when he turns his head to tell me to get out of here, Brody gains the advantage and gets on top of him.

      Bun starts to cry.

      I act without thinking, leaning down to pick up the hypodermic that’s rolled close to my feet.

      I walk over to the fighting men, avoid the flailing limbs, and plunge the needle into the back of Brody’s neck.

      He told us it would take five minutes, but it actually takes only two. After a minute, he starts choking. Will flips him over onto his back, holding him down as his body convulses.

      Then Brody is dead on the floor. It looks exactly like it did with Vanessa, who was murdered by this man a year and a half ago.

      Will stands and meets my eyes. I jostle a still-crying Bun. A heavy wave of relief washes over me as I look down at Brody’s body.

      I’m not even sorry. I saved Will’s life, and the world is far better without that man in it.
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        * * *

      

      After that, it’s almost easy. Things happen so smoothly and quickly, I can hardly keep up.

      Because we don’t know exactly who Brody’s allies are, it’s still too dangerous to stay in the Refuge. So Will drags his body down the stairs and through the storage rooms to dump him in the empty hallway.

      Then he races back to where Bun and I are waiting. He enters the code to let us into the air lock.

      As he stands in front of the control panel next to the heavy bunker doors that lead outside, I touch his back.

      He turns his head to meet my eyes.

      “Before we go, I wanted to say that I figured it out.”

      “Figured what out, love?” Will adjusts to face me.

      “What you were trying to tell me this morning. And what you’ve been telling me all these months in so many ways. I figured it out.” I reach up to touch his rumpled beard. “And I love you too.”

      His face breaks. He takes a ragged breath. Kisses me, brief and hard. Then he leans over my shoulder to kiss Bun’s head, making the boy giggle. “Let’s get out of here.”

      He enters the code into the control panel, and the large heavy doors slowly slide open with a mechanical swoosh.

      Will takes my hand, and we step outside.
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      Four months later, it’s Bun’s first birthday. I wake up to discover that Will has rolled on top of me.

      He’s still asleep, his body heavy and his head tucked into the crook of my neck. His warm breath blows against my skin. I’m cozy and way too hot and affectionate and claustrophobic all at the exact same time.

      I give him a little push to get him off.

      He harrumphs as he jerks, grabbing for the gun he keeps on the nightstand. He’s always slightly on edge here on the surface. Everything is so vast and unknown, and people aren’t nearly as subdued and predictable as they were in the Refuge.

      “It’s fine,” I murmur, drawing his hand back down and kissing his palm. “Sorry. Everything’s all right. You were on top of me.”

      “Okay.” He gives his head a shake and then settles back onto the bed, smiling at me in the very dim light of the early morning through the window of our room. “Sorry about that.”

      “I don’t care that much.” I lift my head to check on Bun, who is tucked into a rustic crib in the corner. When he appears to be sound asleep, I stretch out and take several deep breaths.

      The air still feels different. Sometimes it smells dirty. Sometimes it smells grassy. Sometimes it smells like water, and sometimes it smells like warm sun. Acclimating to the world outside the bunker hasn’t been easy these past months. We’ve both had a lot of sinus problems, and I continue to occasionally be kind of dizzy.

      But we’re getting used to it, and despite the learning curve, life here has been better and fuller and happier than we could have dreamed.

      “How do you feel this morning?” Will asks, extending an arm to pull me over to his side.

      “Not too bad. Just a little queasy. That ginger remedy the women gave me works really well.”

      I’m pregnant again. I’m pretty sure I got pregnant the morning we made our escape, so I’m already into my second trimester. I had a few months of being quite sick, but even the worst of it wasn’t as bad as the first half of my pregnancy with Bun.

      We’re excited about having a second baby.

      Today Will is going with some of the others here at the Mill to trade for provisions with the Refuge, so we’ll finally get some real news on how things are going down there after our escape and Brody’s death.

      We’re excited about that too.

      I’m smiling as I rub my cheek against Will’s bare chest. He smells strong. He has to work hard out here—hunting and working on construction projects—so he gets dirtier than he ever did underground. I don’t care. I have to work hard too.

      “What are you smiling about?” Will asks, tilting his head down so he can kiss my messy hair.

      “I don’t know. Life. Us. Bun’s birthday.” I kiss his chest. “Life up here. Life with you. I guess I’m just happy.”

      “Me too.” Then he adds, in a murmur like he’s talking to himself, “I still can’t believe we did it.”
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        * * *

      

      There’s always a lot of activity at the Mill. For a surface community, it’s large, safe, and stable, led by a strong, competent woman and managed by its own council. It’s been the center of trade in the region since they got the old mill up and running. The courtyards are always filled with farmers and scavengers coming to trade or lone men looking for women.

      It’s fortified and well protected, so I feel safe, even with Bun, within the guarded perimeter, but I’ve learned I can never walk outside on my own.

      Most of the time, I don’t even want to. The rolling hills and vast meadows and sprawling forests that surround this place still feel like an alien world.

      There’s always so much sky.

      I walk down from our quarters with Will as he leaves since I have a shift in the kitchen. Bun can kind of walk now, but I carry him because there’s far too much activity in the mornings to risk losing sight of him.

      “Okay,” Will says, glancing over to where some others are gathering with the supplies designated for trade with the Refuge. “Don’t get into any trouble while I’m gone.”

      I laugh at this, stretching up to give him a brief kiss and ruffle his beard. “I won’t. I promise. And be sure to ask about Bella and Trevor and Danny if you can.”

      “I will.”

      He looks like he’s going to kiss me again, but Bun stretches out his arms with a loud demand for “Dada!” So Will pivots to grab and hug Bun fiercely before handing him back to me.

      Then he meets my eyes, everything he feels for me right there on his face.

      I smile. Nod. “I love you too. Now you better get going.”

      Bun and I watch as Will strides toward the trading group. Bun whimpers the way he always does when his daddy leaves, but then he snuggles into me and mumbles, “Momma.”

      “That’s right. I’m your momma. And your daddy will be back soon. No one is ever going to take you away from us again.”

      The last sentence is more a comfort to me than to Bun, who has recovered from his disappointment already and is happily babbling and playing with my hair.

      “That kid is always in a good mood,” someone says. A woman approaches to stand beside me. She’s short with cropped blond hair and a smart, friendly manner.

      I smile at Gloria, who arrived with her man at the Mill around the same time as we did. “Not always. But, overall, he’s really good-natured.”

      “He must take after you rather than your man because Will is as approachable as a brick wall.”

      I laugh, since her tone is teasing. “He’s not quite that bad. He just takes things seriously, and we’re still not used to living up here, so he’s…protective.”

      “I get that.” Gloria knows what she’s talking about. She was born and raised in a bunker too. One of things we’ve learned in the past months is that there are multiple bunkers—even in this one region—and some of them opened to the surface world long ago. “But it’s better up here. Isn’t it?”

      My eyes find Will across the courtyard. He’s talking to someone else, but he glances over as if he feels my eyes on him.

      He smiles, and I smile back.

      “Yeah,” I say, breathing in warm, grassy air and squeezing Bun gently. “It’s better.”
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