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 Chapter 1 
 
    “I think this is a good place.” My voice wasn’t as confident as my words might indicate, but fortunately Emma nodded in agreement. I couldn’t say I had much experience with camping, or preparing a camp. Most of the time, mom and I squatted in abandoned buildings, or in any kind of hole we could fit. The weather under the Shade would never allow for a tent of any kind to survive. 
 
    My girlfriend poised her bags on the ground and straightened, and my mouth dried as I gazed at her body. She was stunning, but then I should have been used to that; there was still something about her that made me marvel every time though. 
 
    I looked away quickly enough. I was aware some suspected me and Emma were together, but publicly I was only Kathryn’s. I didn’t know how people would react should they discover I was dating both sisters, and I didn’t want to worry about it. It would happen in time, and I would deal with it then. 
 
    The rest of our group settled around us, and I tried to find anything to distract me from my attraction to Emma. There were five of us: me, Emma, Sonia, Jen and Anya. Every single one of us was important in some way to Undertown, too important to easily lose, but that only showed how necessary our little expedition really was. 
 
    It had only been months since the cave-in and the revelation of Kathryn’s pregnancy, but already Undertown underwent changes it hadn’t since its creation. They weren’t that obvious at first, and easier to see in the people, but they were there. There was something like hope in their eyes now, a spark of belief in the survival of the human race, and it scared me at times. Not for their hopes exactly, but for what it meant for me and mine, for me, Emma, Kathryn and the child growing in her belly. 
 
    My other girlfriend, Kathryn, didn’t want me to come, not when she was so close to giving birth, but she understood we needed this. Undertown stood alone for a long time, surviving without too many worries, succeeding, but our knowledge of the world was certainly lacking. Could there be more survivors out there, like my mom and I? Other communities like Undertown? 
 
    It wasn’t impossible and, once we admitted that, we needed to know. So we prepared another expedition and set out towards the Wastelands. It was dangerous, we were risking our lives, but it was necessary, even with the risk to Undertown. 
 
    I had my mushroom farms, Sonia and Emma were the best scavengers and hunters in our community. Anya was our only expert in metallurgy, the closest thing we had to a blacksmith, and Jen was Madelyn’s only assistant, the only one who knew about healing and biology besides Undertown’s undeclared mayor. If we didn’t return Undertown would be weaker, without even accounting for the possibility of it becoming known.  
 
    Not that it was too probable. Oh, it could happen, but the only ones I saw capturing us were Reapers, and those wouldn’t have the brains to wonder where we came from. At least, I hoped so. Nonetheless, we would do our best to avoid being discovered. 
 
    Emma and I exchanged a couple of glances, and she smiled gently before turning to the whole group. “I’m going to take a look around before we start prepping camp. I don’t think we’re in danger here, but I want to make sure. Rest, and be ready to set out if there’s need though.” 
 
    We nodded, and she smiled again before vanishing into the woods. I huffed under my breath as I watched her do so. I could never understand how she did it, and when I asked her to teach me all she did was laugh and tease. I couldn’t help it if I thought it was cool. 
 
    A hand on my shoulder startled me, and I jumped, then turned to Sonia. “Sorry, sorry.” She said amidst chuckles, and I huffed again before looking at her face. 
 
    “Can I help you?” I tried to appear as welcoming as I could, but I didn’t like people laughing at me. I also didn’t know Sonia that well, and then there were the rumors about me. People knew I was with Kathryn and that she was pregnant, and rightfully guessed I was responsible for it, even if only a few of them guessed the details right. 
 
    It didn’t stop them from staring at me whenever they thought I wasn’t looking, and Sonia used to do that. I couldn’t blame them exactly, and I understood their interest, but it bothered me a little. 
 
    It wouldn’t stop either, not anytime soon. I understood that as well. The hope I represented for the women in Undertown was something I didn’t want to acknowledge, but at the same time couldn’t avoid. Madelyn tried to talk about it more than once, but I always avoided the theme, even knowing deep down she was right. I could be the only manner in which the human race would survive; I might be the only being capable of impregnating a woman in the entire world. How does one person deal with that? 
 
    Even if they didn’t know the whole truth about me, they knew I had somehow impregnated Kathryn, and sooner or later someone would want to know how, and if I could do the same to them. Deep down, I was trying to ignore what that meant, but I couldn’t do it forever. 
 
    I didn’t know if that was the reason why Sonia approached me though. I hoped not. “Do you want to spar?” She leaned back and smiled. “I’ve seen you practicing with Emma.” 
 
    I blinked. “Sure.” It wasn’t what I was expecting, but there wasn’t anything wrong with her suggestion. Truth was that I liked to spar quite a bit, and I wouldn’t mind the distraction. I never thought I would like to learn how to fight, but Emma convinced me and I kind of fell in love with it. Maybe it was because she was the one teaching me, maybe I just liked the exercise, but I enjoyed it very much. That our sessions together almost always ended with us rolling around on the ground, naked, only made it more pleasurable. 
 
    I couldn’t deny I was curious of where I stood though. How good of a fighter was I compared to Sonia, who was supposedly a good fighter herself? Could I inconvenience her for a little, or could I even win if I got lucky? 
 
    Neither Anya nor Jen said anything as Sonia and I moved out of the way and faced each other. I raised my hands in a guard like Emma taught me to, and parted my legs slightly, preparing to defend myself. 
 
    Emma was a patient fighter, ruthless when she had to be, careful otherwise. She mostly waited for me to make the first move and then explored my mistakes, swiftly crushing me. Fighting against her was a game a patience, of trying to avoid doing anything wrong and hoping she would be the one to make a mistake. Unfortunately, that rarely happened, and I never defeated her. 
 
    Sonia was vicious. She came at me with strength and speed, and I got caught on the back foot for a few moments, but my guard held and I resisted her onslaught. I had to retreat again and again to do so, but I held on, and eventually she slowed down slightly. I didn’t know if it was some kind of faint, if she had gotten tired or was only drawing me to attack her, but I didn’t resist the temptation. 
 
    With something like eagerness in my step, I moved forward and confronted her, realizing she was smiling. Without really thinking about it, I smiled as well and tried to grapple with her, grabbing one of her arms and pulling. She tried to resist at first, but unlike Emma she was unused to my strength, and I got her by surprise. Not that it helped me much. 
 
    When she realized I could overpower her, she let herself go with the flow and turned around and used my strength against me, driving me into the ground. I wasn’t completely taken by surprise though, Emma had used moves like those in the past, and I held unto her hand as I fell, forcing her to fall with me. 
 
    Sparring with Sonia was fun and exhilarating, and her struggling against my hold made me breathe a little harder. She managed to get free, and turned us around, pushing my hands against the ground above my head, forcing me to concede. She smiled down at me as she did it, and then stilled. I froze as well, because she had just sat down on my lap, and was surely noticing my erection. 
 
    I saw it in her eyes, both marvel and confusion, and I knew she was going to ask me about it, but the sound of a step beside us made us turn and gaze at Emma. She looked back with pursed lips, and I found myself swallowing for some reason. 
 
    “You shouldn’t be making such a ruckus.” Emma’s voice seemed mild, but I could hear the annoyance behind it, and I wondered if she was actually jealous, if that was something she could feel. “Not before making sure we aren’t in danger, and something can’t stumble upon us.” 
 
    Sonia was still shaken and slowly got to her feet, looking from me to Emma and back again, then nodding at the other woman before moving away. “Sorry.” She muttered under her breath, and shot me another look, but turned away before I could say anything.  
 
    Breathing deeply, I faced Emma’s gaze and tried to figure out what she was thinking. She pursed her lips once more, and it was obvious she was annoyed, and jealous, but she smiled when I smiled at her, and only the others around us stopped me from closing the distance between us and kissing her. I wouldn’t be content with just kissing her, not when my cock was hard as a rock and desire clouded my thoughts, but at least a kiss would take some of the pressure off me. 
 
    Truth was that this expedition wasn’t being easy on me. I missed Kathryn, missed running my hands over her belly and feeling my child inside of her squirm, missed her lips, her touch. I also missed Emma. We were traveling together, but we didn’t have the chance to actually touch one another. Not without alerting the others to what we were doing, and we didn’t want to do such a thing yet, but I feared I couldn’t resist for long. 
 
    My girlfriend sighed before helping me to my feet. I let her do so, and used the opportunity to press against her body, to feel her warmth against my frame. It was momentary, just for an instant, but she inhaled suddenly, and I knew she wanted me as much as I wanted her. The smirk in my lips when I moved away wasn’t anything but lecherous, and she glared, decided to make me pay for it later. 
 
    “We seem to be safe here,” Emma started eventually, once all of us gathered together. “There aren’t any tracks around, and the vegetation is dense. We are close to a town though, what remains of one, and we are all aware that Reapers might be around.” She met the eyes of each of us after saying it, making sure we understood how dangerous that could be. 
 
    Due to how I was raised, I lacked much of the knowledge about the Reapers those in Undertown possessed, but Emma made sure to teach me all I would need before we set out. Like her sister, she hadn’t wanted me to come, but could do nothing to hold me back. I was one of those who pressed for this, who argued Undertown needed to expand and find more about the world around us. If I didn’t volunteer I would be considered a coward, and I knew Emma would come and I couldn’t let her come alone. 
 
    I think that was the only reason Kathryn didn’t try to kill me when I said I would be going on the expedition. She loved her sister and would do almost anything to keep her safe, and if Emma and I were together we could take care of each other. She hated having to stay behind as much as I hated that she had to, but she couldn’t risk our child. 
 
    She made me swear to return, and I would do everything in my power to make it happen. 
 
    “Most cities were infected with Reapers shortly after the collapse, and we don’t know if they remain there or not. So be careful, and try to avoid anything that might draw attention to us.” We nodded at her, even if we knew it by heart, and Emma smiled. 
 
    It didn’t take long for us to get our things ready. I laid down and tried to relax afterwards, watching the setting sun above, knowing how cold the nights could be. Emma would sleep beside me, and we would warm each other, but I couldn’t touch her, and that would be frustrating as hell. 
 
    I gazed at the sky and tried to forget about it, tried to ignore those thoughts, but it wasn’t easy. In the distance, I could see the dark shape of the Shade, and for one moment my thoughts were thrust back to when I was a child, when I would scavenge for food with my mother, trying to find someplace warm and safe to spend the night. It was a hellish existence, and yet part of me looked back at it with fondness. Nostalgia could make us miss the most varied things, but what I missed most was my mother. 
 
    Mother. That was a word that could apply to me in weeks. I never expected it to happen, never thought it was possible, but it was. Kathryn loved me, and she would bare me a child, and it made me happier than I thought possible. I knew motherhood would bring me challenges, and what I was would bring me even more when the women of Undertown realized I could give them children of their own, but I didn’t regret it for a moment. I didn’t regret loving Kathryn, or Emma, and I didn’t regret the actions that led to a child growing inside one of my girlfriends. 
 
    The sound of someone seating beside me made me pay attention to my surroundings once again, and I smiled at Emma. Her lips twitched, and her eyes followed my previous line of sight and studied the Shade. “Do you miss it?” She turned to me after questioning, tilting her head. “It was your home for a long time.” 
 
    I breathed deeply before answering. “Surprisingly yes, some things at least. My mom above all, but sometimes I find myself remembering things from the past that I thought forgotten. I don’t know why, though.” I smiled at her, and reached out to grab her hand and squeeze it softly. “I’m happier than I ever been.” 
 
    Emma smiled, but her gaze became lost in memories. “It’s normal to miss what you’ve lost. It happened to me, back when I arrived at Undertown. Kathryn never felt it, she doesn’t remember our parents, or the life we had before, but I do.” 
 
    Something told me she didn’t want to talk about it in depth, and I held back the urge to ask about her life before the collapse. Mom hadn’t liked to talk about it, and while I could understand it, I was curious. How had been the world before? How did it feel to live in it? I knew much about it from reading and talking to some of the other inhabitants of Undertown, the ones who didn’t mind talking, but I wanted to know more. 
 
    It was hard to hold back my curiousness, but I succeeded and didn’t ask her about it, and eventually she sighed and focused on me. Her lips twitched into a smile and a quick look at the sky made her sigh again. “We should sleep.” 
 
    “Wanting to lay down beside me?” I couldn’t help but tease, and then swallowed when her blazing eyes focused on mine. The desire I saw in her made me press my legs together, and my throat got dry. 
 
    “You don’t know how much I want you.” Her words were whispered, and I was the only one who heard them, but if anyone paid attention to my face they would have realized what was happening between us. 
 
    When I didn’t move, Emma got to her feet and ordered the others into their tents, and gave me a small glare. I obeyed her implicit order and entered our shared tent without complaint, waiting for her to come to me. 
 
    She looked down at me, laid out on the bedroll, and I could feel myself blushing all over. The lust in her features was unmistakable, and I ached for her. I needed her touch, to feel her skin against mine, to hear her moan at my actions. We couldn’t though, or at least shouldn’t. Not if we didn’t want the others to know what we were to one another, not if we didn’t want people talking behind our backs, thinking we were betraying Kathryn. 
 
    When I looked into Emma’s eyes though, I didn’t think she really had all of that in mind. The desire I saw in those orbs surpassed the usual lust, and rivaled the one Emma displayed before we had each other the first time. The manner in which she strutted towards me only confirmed it. 
 
    I could only lay there and watch her advance, and I gulped when she climbed atop of me and pressed me down, much like Sonia did while we sparred. That made me remember what Sonia learned about me, and I pursed my lips, trying to resist my lust, and focusing on the most important matter. It wasn’t easy. 
 
    “Wait,” I let out in something like a whine, and blushed afterwards at how squeaky my voice sounded. Emma’s smirk let me know exactly what she thought about that, and her eyes started wandering down my body. I needed to stop her. “Sonia knows about me.” 
 
    Emma froze, much like I knew she would. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Earlier, when we were sparring, she noticed I had … something extra between my legs.” It wasn’t easy to admit, and I colored at her answering glare, but Emma needed to know. 
 
    I thought Emma’s glare meant she was pissed at me being found out, but when she leaned down and whispered in my ear I realized what bothered her was something else. “And how did she notice that?” Her tone that made me swallow, and then she thrust, lightly, against my lap, and I reacted much like I had with Sonia earlier. 
 
    Emma leaned back and gazed down at me, and I swallowed again. “I might… I mean…” 
 
    “You shouldn’t have sparred with her.” 
 
    It took me a while to notice the jealousy in Emma’s face, but then I smiled. “You’re actually jealous?” That was a first. She shrugged in reply, but I could see the truth in her expression, and reached out to caress her face. “She asked me to, and I wanted to test myself against someone else.” 
 
    Emma leaned into my touch for a few moments, then regained her glare. “You enjoyed it though, well enough to get a hard-on at least.” 
 
    I couldn’t deny it, so I shrugged. “I did, it was surprisingly fun. She’s aggressive as hell, and made me fight in ways I hadn’t before.” I pressed harder against her, wanting her sole attention. “But if someone was responsible for my desire that was you. Do you know how hard it has been to have you by my side, and not touch you?” 
 
    “I have a pretty good idea, yes.” The heat in that reply gave me pause, and I breathed harshly. I wanted to reach out and kiss her, touch her, make her scream, but in the week since we left Undertown we hadn’t even reached for one another, and I didn’t want to broadcast what was happening. 
 
    Emma seemed to have another idea. She leaned down and kissed me, hard, making me breathless as my tongue dueled with hers, tried to fight against her overpowering attack. 
 
    I moaned deep in my throat, and didn’t quite hold it back, but all it made was Emma deepen her kiss and press harder against me. When she leaned back, I inhaled deeply, trying to regain my breath. “The others…” I started between pants, and Emma scowled. 
 
    “Fuck them.” I blinked. “I’m tired of holding back, and I don’t care if the others know I’m with you. I doubt Kathryn cares; do you?” 
 
    “I thought you wanted to keep this a secret a little longer?” I needed to be certain of her answer before doing what I really wanted, and turning us around and making Emma scream in pleasure. 
 
    In reply, she leaned down and kissed me again, but let her hands wander over my body, and when I noticed it she was cupping my chest and playing with my peaks. I moaned louder than before, and any thoughts I had of turning us around and taking Emma were forgotten in her attempt at dominating me. I could only kiss her back and put my hands on her body, trying to pay her back in kind. 
 
    In half-a-minute we were a mess of panting and moaning, and we got loud enough some of the others could hear us. I didn’t care though. It had been torture to be so close to Emma and not touch her, and I intended to rectify that immediately. We rolled once more and I got on top, and I didn’t waste the opportunity. 
 
    I kissed her throat and collarbone, then parted her blouse and kissed the top of her ribcage, wandering lower. Undoing the wraps around her breasts was easy, and then I kissed the flesh between them, loving the way she shuddered and moved into me, or how her hands grabbed my hair and pulled me harder against her. 
 
    I loved Emma as much as I loved Kathryn, but I had to admit I enjoyed being with her more than her sister. She had a more seductive feel to her, it was more invigorating being with her. I couldn’t explain it, not easily, but it happened. Not that I would ever let any of the sisters find out about it, and I enjoyed being with them too much to let them notice it. 
 
    For once, Emma let me be in command of our lovemaking and didn’t protest. She got a little louder when my lips closed around the little pink peaks that adorned her breasts, and any hope I might have that the others didn’t know what we were doing vanished. I didn’t care though, not if Emma herself didn’t. 
 
    I kept moving down, baring her and myself at the same time. When I stopped over her core, we were already naked, and I didn’t hold back my want. I did what she and I wanted to do for an achingly long time and kissed her curls, then dipped down to taste her. 
 
    Emma moaned again and arched her hips towards me, offering herself, and I cupped her buttocks and pulled her harder against me. My tongue wriggled against her, moving up and down, then sideways, and Emma squirmed, moaned, and thrust towards me. The only thought in her head was the pleasure I could give her, and all I could think about was making her come. 
 
    I wanted to see her lose herself, to let herself be washed away by the pleasure I could give her. I didn’t care about the others; I didn’t care about anything but Emma in that moment. 
 
    It didn’t take me long to get what I wanted. Emma moaned a little louder than before, and her body tightened in anticipation. Before I could do anything, she put one of her legs atop of my shoulder and pulled me against her, and I used the new position to push my tongue deeper, to caress her in any way I could. She didn’t resist. 
 
    Her own hand against her mouth muffled her pleasure, but I felt it in the way she tightened her hold around me, in how she imprisoned me against her core, and I kept licking her, pleasing her until she was tired and spent. 
 
    I trailed up afterwards, kissing every inch of her flesh, until I finally arrived at her mouth and let her taste herself in my lips. She did so eagerly, thrusting her tongue into my mouth. I moaned into the kiss, couldn’t help it, and dueled with her tongue, remembering how good it felt when she did to me what I had just done to her. I wanted it. 
 
    Emma had other ideas though. She turned us around once more, and I went with the flow, not doing anything when she grabbed me and pumped a couple of times. 
 
    She kissed me, gently, and I enjoyed the softness of her lips. The look in her eyes when she leaned back was tainted by desire, and I caressed her face. Emma blinked and enjoyed the contact, but then tightened her grip around me and I stilled. 
 
    My girlfriend pressed her body against mine, making me squirm in need and want of her, and when I reached for her she tightened again, making me wince. Once she saw I wasn’t resisting her hold, she smirked and positioned herself above my rod. 
 
    I swallowed. She used the tip of me to trace her lips, to press against her pleasure button, and I wanted nothing else but to sink into her depths, to feel her wrapped around me, but Emma was decided to tease. 
 
    She kept doing that again and again until I begged her to stop. “Please, please…” 
 
    “What do you want me to do?” Her smirk let me know that was what she had been waiting for, and part of me wanted to glare at her and refuse to play her game, but my need was too great and I could only do as she wished. 
 
    “I need you.” I let my tone come out breathlessly, knowing how she got off on it, on how she could make me desire so much. My hands reaching out to her and cupping her breasts only made her more prone to get on with it, and I played with those orbs willingly, weighting them in my hands and kneading the flesh. 
 
    Emma closed her eyes and enjoyed my efforts, starting to pump me at a maddening pace. Eventually she decided to stop teasing and let herself fall. 
 
    We both groaned when I entered her. It was a familiar motion, something we had done plenty of times before, but it felt as great as always. I held unto her hips as she started moving up and down, easing our motions, helping her. Her own hands had come to rest on my body, and without any kind of reservation she started playing with it, smirking when I moaned at her. It was heaven. 
 
    I always felt at peace when I was with Emma, or her sister. They were my life, the center of my universe, and I loved them. Being with them was always precious. 
 
    We kissed as we moved into one another, and I moaned when her chest pressed against mine. I held unto the small of her back and thrust against her, loving the way she moaned in my ear, and how her sweat adorned her body, made it slick, and I leaned forward to lick it off her. 
 
    In reply she tightened around me and I moaned again, starting to thrust harder, deeper. We couldn’t hold on for long, no matter how much we might have wanted to. 
 
    It had been days, weeks, since I had release, and Emma was irresistible. She might have had her pleasure earlier, but that was nothing to clench the fires of her desire, and soon it ended. We both came, panting and moaning, pressing our lips together while our hips moved in opposite directions, crashing our cores against one another’s again and again. 
 
    We had our high and we came down from it, and we didn’t part while it happened. Afterwards, I crashed down on the bedroll with her atop of me, the two of us connected as deeply as two persons could be. 
 
    Emma breathed, then smirked, and after a bit started chuckling. She was languid, the tension that had hovered over her during the past days disappeared, much like my own. I smiled when she looked into my eyes, and we kissed. “I don’t think anyone will have any doubts about us now.” I couldn’t help but point out after a few minutes, and she chuckled. 
 
    “No, I don’t think they will.” 
 
    

 
 
   
 Chapter 2 
 
    The following day started bright and early, and with plenty of gazes being directed at me and Emma, but no comments followed. Not that I expected them to talk about it, but I was pretty sure plenty of rumors would start once we returned to Undertown. Then I remembered there were plenty of those already, and I was completely unbothered. 
 
    “We should be approaching the town soon.” Emma’s words made us all stop and look at her. We had started moving an hour before, and we didn’t quite expect to reach our destination so soon. “I think we should try to find some place to put a more lasting camp outside the town area, and only move there when we actually need to.” 
 
    “That will slow us down.” Sonia pointed out, but she wasn’t arguing against Emma’s plan. 
 
    My girlfriend nodded. “Yes, but it should be safer. If there are Reapers around they should live in the town itself.” 
 
    Being safe was the most important thing in this expedition. Every one of us was important to Undertown in some way, and any information we brought from the outside would be precious, much more precious than anything we could scavenge. 
 
    It didn’t take us long to reach the outskirts of town. “I think that’s a gas station.” Anya’s voice was almost marveled, and she looked at the rest of us with a smile, something rare in her hard face. “There’s plenty of vegetation in the way, but there’s also some buildings near it.” 
 
    I don’t know how the world was before the collapse, and all I knew before coming to Undertown was the land beneath the Shade, but I still stopped and marveled at all the green around me. The trees, the flowers and plants: all that was spread around the surface of the planet didn’t exist where I grew, not like this. There were some dead trees in the Shade, and some manner of plants still survived, but nothing like what I could now see. 
 
    Even the area around Undertown was poor in vegetation due to its proximity to the Shade and its shadow, and it couldn’t compare to what I had already seen in this voyage. 
 
    Emma pursed her lips. “We should be careful before approaching. The vegetation will keep us hidden until we get close, but it will also hide any threat that might be waiting for us.” She paused for a moment, and then her eyes rested on Sonia. “Me and Sonia will go ahead and scout the place, and you three stay here, understood?” 
 
    I opened my mouth to complain, but she glared at me and I ended up closing it without saying anything. One of the reasons Emma allowed me to come on this trip was that I promised her to obey without complaint whenever she gave an order. I didn’t like the thought of her risking herself, but there was nothing I could do. Eventually I nodded, and she smiled. 
 
    “Mara, can I talk to you for a moment?” I followed her as she moved out of the way and gained distance from the others, and then put my arms around her when she pressed against me. 
 
    We kissed, softly, and held on. “Be careful.” I whispered eventually, and tightened my hold on her momentarily. 
 
    “I was going to say the same to you.” Her voice was amused, as were her eyes, but I could see the worry in her posture, her hesitation. She wasn’t happy about leaving me any more than I was, even for some minutes. We parted and returned to the others, and I felt my heart start to beat faster as Emma left me behind and embroiled herself within the woods. 
 
    Fortunately, they didn’t take long to return and all of us moved to the abandoned station. 
 
    “We need to be careful,” Sonia started when we approached. “There doesn’t seem to be anyone around, but the building isn’t too stable, and we don’t want any more scares.” She was referencing the cave-in that almost blocked the way to my room, and I shivered when I thought back to it. 
 
    She wasn’t wrong. Years without any kind of maintenance meant that the station and the buildings around it were obviously out of shape, but they seemed sturdier than she implied. We needed to be careful, obviously, but I didn’t think there was any risk of them falling on us. Having care didn’t hurt though, and we made sure to be careful as we approached. 
 
    “This is in better shape than I thought it would be after all this time.” Anya kept her gaze moving over the buildings and the station, and I could see the greed in her gaze. “I wonder what we’ll be able to scavenge from this.” 
 
    “Barely anything, if my experience tells me anything.” Sonia shook her head, but her words didn’t diminish Anya’s cheer in any way. 
 
    “I don’t know,” The blacksmith argued, letting her eyes linger on the pumps at the station. “I doubt anyone tried to reach for the fuel in the deposits. I doubt anyone had the time after the collapse, or the electrical power to manage it.” 
 
    “And you will?” Jen was the one who asked it, obviously skeptical. 
 
    Anya shrugged. “Maybe, I’m not saying I’ll do it, but it wouldn’t hurt to try, would it?” 
 
    “So long as you manage to do it without calling attention to our attempts, I don’t think there’s any risk in it.” Emma’s tone showed she didn’t want that argument to escalate, and the other three women nodded, none too happy about it, but unwilling to get into a confrontation with Emma. 
 
    I could see their points. If Anya was right and we managed to get some fuel, we might be able to start some of the generators in Undertown. I don’t know what we would be able to do with electricity, but I’m sure there was something. Madelyn would be the one to talk to about it. 
 
    At the same time, if we didn’t find anything, we would be losing precious time that could be better used, and it might be better not to risk it. 
 
    The decision was out of my hands anyway, and Emma took it. We would let Anya think on the matter and try to find out if there was anything that could be done, and only then try it. While that happened, Sonia, Emma and I would visit the nearby buildings, and try to find out if there was anything that could be used back in Undertown. 
 
    There wasn’t much. Everything perishable had rotten away, and plenty of otherwise useable things were broken, but we found several tools that we could use back in Undertown, like screwdrivers and hammers, we found plenty of kitchenware, which was surprisingly useful back home. There were also clothes and some books; all in all, it wasn’t exactly a bad haul, better than most we could find nowadays around Undertown. 
 
    When we finished searching the buildings, the sun was starting to set, and for some moments I joined Emma in watching it. She pressed her shoulder against mine, and we smiled at one another, tired. Sonia’s voice interrupted the moment. “This wouldn’t be a bad place to spend the night.” 
 
    She was gazing around one of the apartments with focused eyes, considering.    
 
    “No, it isn’t.” Emma agreed. 
 
    Sonia looked at her and smirked. “You’re thinking about using this place as a base, aren’t you?” 
 
    Emma shrugged. “It’s right outside of town, it seems relatively safe, and I doubt anyone entered it in the last decade. We have a good view of what’s happening outside, and more than one way out of here if needed. It’s certainly better than to try and camp beside the trees outside, and get surprised by Reapers stumbling into us.” 
 
    “And it will let Anya keep trying to get at the fuel.” 
 
    “If she manages it,” Emma shrugged again, looking into the other woman’s eyes. “It will be certainly worth it.” 
 
    Sonia didn’t say anything, just nodded and turned on her feet, moving deeper into the apartment. Emma sighed, and I studied her face, reaching out to caress her when she barely paid me any attention. “What’s going on?” I asked, softly. There was something bothering her, and I doubted it had anything to do with what Sonia said. 
 
    Emma smiled, looking forlorn, melancholic in a way. “I lived in an apartment much like this before the collapse. It brings me memories.” 
 
    I hugged her. There was nothing else I could do, and as I felt her hold me back I realized I had done the right thing. We kissed after, just a delicate press of our lips, but it washed away the sadness in her eyes and made me smile. 
 
    “Let’s prepare to spend the night.” There was a hint of mischievousness in her voice, and I swallowed at the desire it invoked in me. 
 
    I woke up with the sun the next morning, surprised that Emma was still there at my side. Usually she was the first one to get up, and rarely did I catch her sleeping. I amused myself by watching her face, and how her chest moved up and down as she breathed, and then slowly got to my feet. 
 
    It was about ten minutes later that Emma joined me in the kitchen. Surprisingly the table still stood after all that time, and more surprisingly Emma scowled at the smoked meat on top of it, looking away quickly. “What’s going on?” I asked, amused. 
 
    “Nothing.” She answered quickly. “I don’t think I’m hungry.” 
 
    “You’re always hungry.” 
 
    “Not today.” 
 
    I frowned, but then the others entered the room, and I didn’t say anything. They ate in silence and I watched for a bit, not quite knowing what Emma intended to do that day. She waited until they finished to speak. “Anya,” She turned to the blacksmith. “Any progress?” 
 
    “There is fuel in the deposits, we can’t say how much exactly, but probably more than we can carry. We did have an idea to get to it, but we’ll need a few days to draw enough fuel to be worth carrying.” She glanced at Jen as she finished. 
 
    Emma pursed her lips. “That means we won’t have much space for anything else, but the fuel is important. We can gather anything of interest in here, however.” She gestured at the apartment. “It’s structurally sound, and certainly unused, and if we need we can always return.” 
 
    “And what will we be doing?” Sonia was curious, but she wasn’t the only one. 
 
    “We’ll go to the town itself and try to gather whatever information we can. Are there any Reapers around? Are there any people? Anything we might find is useful; Undertown has been cut off from the rest of the world for decades, and we don’t know what’s out there.” 
 
    We didn’t take long. We finished getting ready, and helped Anya and Jen gather some things for their plan, but soon Sonia, Emma and I were moving between the trees towards the tall buildings we could see in the distance. The town hadn’t been that big, at least that was what Sonia and Emma said, but it was still imposing in a way. The only remains of civilization I had seen had been under the Shade, and those had suffered the direct effects of the nuclear bombs unleashed during the end of the world. 
 
    I knew there had been cities that contained millions of people, with buildings that reached the skies, but I couldn’t quite imagine how they would be. The town in front of us was big enough, exciting enough, and my step gained a certain gait as curiosity took hold of me. It only really disappeared a minute later when Sonia grabbed me and pulled me back against one of the trees.  
 
    “What…” I started, but she pressed a hand against my face and silenced me, and I only didn’t fight against her hold and break it because I saw Emma in front of us, also pressed against a tree, trying to hide from something. 
 
    I blinked at Sonia, then grabbed her hand and pulled it down, nodding at the same time to tell her I would keep silent. She smiled, then turned around and crouched, approaching Emma’s position. I didn’t. I stayed there, understanding I was far less silent at moving between the foliage, not wanting to call attention to whatever it was that startled them. It might be an animal of some kind, and they might be trying to hunt it. Then I heard the sounds, the almost grunts, and I knew it was much worse. 
 
    I had only seen Reapers once in my life, and that time I had almost lost Kathryn, but I knew the tales. I knew the stories. I’d seen them, and I knew the monsters they were.  
 
    I was afraid of them, and fear helped me still. I barely even breathed as I remained there, pressed against the tree, waiting for Emma and Sonia to give the go ahead. When they did, I sighed deeply, and followed them back the way we came, before Emma stopped and turned to us. She looked at Sonia. “Take her back to the apartment, and make sure the others are ok. Call them in until I can find out more about the Reapers, understood?” 
 
    Sonia nodded and grabbed my arm, but I pulled out of her grip and stepped closer to my girlfriend. “Where are you going?” She looked aside, and I gritted my teeth as I reached for her shoulders. “Emma…” 
 
    “I need to see where they’re going, and what they’re doing.” Her voice was cold, and she didn’t dare face me. “You need to go back and make sure you’re safe.” 
 
    “Emma…” I started again, but she poised a finger against my lips and made me still. 
 
    “You made me a promise before I let you come, I expect you to fulfill it.” There was no room for disobedience in her tone, and it made me angry, made me want to lash out at her, but that was the fear I was feeling. I couldn’t lose her; I wouldn’t lose her. 
 
    “Then promise you’ll come back.” 
 
    She turned and smiled, reaching out to caress my face, making me lean into it. “I’ll always come back to you.” I didn’t answer and watched her mouth approach mine, closing my eyes just before she touched me. The kiss was a fleeting thing, soft and tender, filled with emotion, and part of me didn’t want to leave her, but after a moment she leaned back and pushed me, lightly, in Sonia’s direction. “Go.” 
 
    I didn’t want to, but I took a step back, and then another. 
 
    “Go.” She repeated and I turned on my feet and followed Sonia. Thankfully the other woman didn’t say anything, just smiled almost sadly and gestured for me to follow with her head. 
 
    

 
 
   
 Chapter 3 
 
    My heart didn’t stop pounding as we walked through the forest, and my fear made me see and hear things that weren’t there. It got so bad that Sonia noticed it and tried to make me relax. “Don’t worry, there’s nothing there, and we’re arriving.” 
 
    Now that she said it, I looked ahead and saw the three-stories-high building where we spent the night. The station would be on the other side, and hopefully Anya and Jen would be alright: the Reapers had been moving from another direction, and they shouldn’t have passed near them. 
 
    It seemed luck was on our side for once. Anya and Jen were surprised to see us come back so soon, but once Sonia explained they understood, and we grabbed our things and holed ourselves in the apartment. I spent the next hours with my weapon, an old metal baseball bat Emma gave me before leaving Undertown, in hand. 
 
    Time passed slowly and I ruined my nails while I waited, biting them down to the flesh. I don’t know how many times I moved to the apartment’s window and looked down, hoping for a sign of Emma’s presence, but after a bit Sonia made me stop. She understood I was worried, but if there were Reapers around there was a risk they would see me. 
 
    So I waited, and waited, and then waited a little more until the sun started to set, until my heart despaired. It only really settled down when I saw Emma entering the apartment, and then I rushed towards her and took her in a hug, holding on with all of my strength. She was pale, and weak and tired, but she smiled and kissed me when I pressed my mouth against hers. 
 
    I didn’t even care that the others were around, seeing the show. The only thing that mattered was Emma: I needed to touch her, taste her, make sure she was really there and alright.  
 
    She smiled when we parted, and I replied in kind, but her visage soon grew serious, and I realized how worried she was. “Gather around, people.” She met the gaze of each of us before gesturing towards an old sofa that somehow survived all these years. “We need to talk.” 
 
    She was really pale, and for a moment I didn’t want to leave her side, fearing she would faint, but she gestured again for me to move, and I couldn’t deny I was curious.  
 
    “I followed the Reapers to the center of town.” She started, then paused and shook her head. She opened her mouth once or twice, and closed it without saying anything, obviously bothered, then shook her head. “They’re far better organized than I ever imagined they could be, and there’s hundreds of them around.” 
 
    “What? How?” Jen was obviously surprised, and I saw her fist her hands in her clothes, fear taking hold of her. She wasn’t exactly a pretty woman, being older than the rest of us and having a somewhat plain face, but fear only made her look worse. 
 
    “They don’t have a camp.” Emma’s voice started slow and pensive, but it grew in volume as she continued, and her eyes roved over us, meeting each of our gazes. “They made a village in the center of the old town’s ruins. They have wooden hovels and cabins, which they probably did themselves. They aren’t as dumb as we thought they were.” 
 
    A shiver ran down my spine. We’ve always known the Reapers had a certain cunning, but Emma was talking about something else. If they were building homes for themselves, no matter how bad they were constructed, they weren’t just dumb animals who could hunt and fight. It meant they could think more long term, and that made them far more dangerous than we had assumed. 
 
    I couldn’t blame the people of Undertown, or my mother, for thinking like they did, but if Emma was right then we had done a very big mistake in evaluating the threat the Reapers represented. Not that they weren’t considered a threat, but for the most part people assumed they weren’t well-organized, and easy to avoid. If they were truly building homes and communities, as Emma’s words made me believe, they would be far harder to get rid of. 
 
    “And they’re not alone, I mean it isn’t just people that were turned into Reapers.” She gazed directly at me then. “They have children. I saw children running around, teens. They don’t behave like humans, not like us, but they’re not like those turned by the rage virus either.” 
 
    “That can’t be.” Jen didn’t believe it and I couldn’t say I believed it either, but I knew Emma wouldn’t lie. “Can it?” 
 
    Emma shrugged, and I breathed deeply. This could change everything. One of the theories Madelyn had about the Reapers was that they would eventually burn themselves out, once all of those turned died. It could take decades, but they were a violent species and didn’t have access to any kind of medicine, their numbers would dwindle eventually. If they could reproduce … 
 
    “What are we going to do?” It took me a moment to realize the words had come out of my own mouth, but I raised my head and looked right at Emma. She looked away, and I knew I wouldn’t like it. “Well?” 
 
    “We need more information,” She started, slowly, but her voice gained confidence as she continued. She looked between us and her eyes came to rest on Anya and Jen. “You two are going to try and extract some of the fuel in the deposits, but don’t waste too much time.” She turned to me and I knew I wouldn’t like her task for me. “You’ll stay and guard them.” 
 
    I wanted to complain, say something against it, but I didn’t want to question her authority in front of the others again. I didn’t nod, I didn’t acknowledge her words, but I also didn’t say anything against her plan, and she took it as agreement. 
 
    She turned to Sonia next. “You’ll come with me and we’ll try to find out more about the Reapers.” 
 
    “Isn’t that dangerous?” Jen interrupted and fidgeted when Emma turned her way. “We could return right now and don’t risk ourselves, we gathered enough things to make this expedition worth it already, and now we have this information. Shouldn’t we go back?” Her tone became lower at the end, hesitant, but she wasn’t completely wrong. 
 
    “That’s why you, Anya and Mara will stay behind.” She exchanged a glance with Sonia. “If anything happens to us, if we don’t return at the end of the day, gather whatever you can and return to Undertown immediately.” 
 
    My hands tightened into fists, and I don’t know how I resisted the temptation to reach forward, grab my girlfriend and shake her until she realized exactly what she was saying. Emma couldn’t think I would be happy with her risking her life, could she? Or that I would abandon her like that if something happened. 
 
    The look in her face told me she knew that wouldn’t happen, but she clearly hoped it would, and it only made me angrier. I didn’t say anything though, not immediately. I let the others speak, put their doubts forward and go on their way, and only then glared at Emma. She breathed deeply when she faced me, and fidgeted, something I had never seen her do before, but eventually gathered herself. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Mara, but this needs to be done.” I think the worst was that she was right. I wanted to be angry at her, it felt better than fear, but she was right and deep down I knew it. 
 
    Not that it made it any easier to accept. “We could find some other way.” It wouldn’t be easy, and it probably wouldn’t be practical, but there could be some other solution. Just because I wasn’t seeing one didn’t mean it didn’t exist. 
 
    Emma smiled almost sadly, and I hated that it only made her seem even more beautiful. I tried to look away, but there was something about her that always drew my eye, that always made me want her. Before I could turn my back on her, she stepped forward and pressed her mouth against mine, and suddenly I was lost. 
 
    I was lost in her, in her touch. I closed my eyes and kissed her back, and suddenly my arms were around her and hers around me. I didn’t think, I only focused on what I was feeling. I poured my emotions into our kiss, my fear for her, my anger at her always trying to do the right thing no matter how much that put her at risk, my desire. I kissed her as deeply as I could, my tongue playing with hers, dueling for dominance, and I loved that she answered the kiss in the same manner, giving all of herself to me. 
 
    I don’t know who started pulling the other towards one of the bedrooms, or how we managed not to be seen by any of the others, but I was in no state to worry about it. I wanted Emma, I needed her, and I would have her. We didn’t even bother using the bedrolls. 
 
    I pushed her against the wall and she pulled me against her, and suddenly we were pushing our pants down, and I was sneaking between her legs. She was wet and I was hard, and it didn’t take us long to start thrusting against one another with abandon. 
 
    Emma was tight as ever, and I moaned into her shoulder as I sank into her again and again. She put her legs around my waist and held with all of her strength, her arms beneath my shirt running up and down my skin, her nails marking my back. 
 
    I shuddered when she grabbed my earlobe and bit, gently, and started moving faster, deeper, harder. She moaned once, then muffled herself on my shoulder, much like I was doing to her, and we just moved, again and again, until our release came upon us. We stayed like that after finishing, joined as one for a long time.  
 
    “I can’t lose you.” I whispered in her ear, and she shuddered before kissing my lips once again. 
 
    “You won’t.” 
 
    I didn’t say anything, but I wasn’t happy and both of us knew it. She smiled at me again, trying to reassure me, but it didn’t work. We moved apart and dressed ourselves once more, and left to join the others, hoping they wouldn’t notice what we had done. 
 
    Unfortunately, my unhappiness with my and Emma’s tasks continued over the following days, and it only became more pronounced when I realized what she was hiding from me. I hated to spend the days guarding Anya and Jen, helping them with their project, when one of the women I loved was risking her life, but there was nothing I could do. Not at first. 
 
    It started changing when I saw how Emma wouldn’t eat in the mornings, how some smells made her nauseous, and then I caught her throwing up just before she left to her self-assigned mission. 
 
    “How long?” I asked, furious beyond measure. She blanched at the look in my face and opened her mouth, only to close it a moment later and turn her eyes away, suddenly looking defeated. “How long have you known you were pregnant.” 
 
    Part of me wanted to slap her, to scream and shout at her for the risks she was taking with our child, but another just wanted to pull her into my hold and make her safe for all time, to grab her and return to Undertown, and never leave it again. We would be safe back home. 
 
    “A while.” She started, and her voice was defeated. 
 
    “How long?” I asked, again, through gritted teeth. 
 
    “I started suspecting it the day before we came.” Her words froze me in place, and I took a step back, not quite knowing what to say. Her eyes were soft when she looked at me, and in them I saw plenty of tears ready to be unleashed, but I couldn’t comfort her, not right then. There was a ringing in my ears, and I could barely think. Her hand on my face was the only thing that managed to make me regain my focus. “I didn’t believe I was pregnant, it was just a thought at first, but …” 
 
    “But now you’re sure.” I finished for her. 
 
    “Not completely,” She answered quickly, biting her lower lip and looking so delectable I wanted to kiss her even though I was furious. “But it’s just like Kathryn when she became pregnant, so I suppose that’s what happening.” 
 
    “We’re going to be leaving, today.” There was no room for a refusal in my words, and Emma saw it. She opened her mouth, and I knew she was going to try and argue with me, but I glared, and she looked aside. 
 
    “Tomorrow.” She pressed one finger against my lips, then cradled my face and caressed me gently. “Please. We need to know more about the Reapers, and how they behave themselves. Tonight, we’ll get our things ready, and tomorrow we’ll leave to Undertown.” 
 
    “Then I’ll go with you.” Emma tried to argue, but I shook my head and glared. “It’s either that, or I’ll tell the others you’re pregnant, and you can be sure they won’t allow you to go. We’ll drag you to Undertown if we need.” She looked aside, knowing I was right. 
 
    “Ok.” I didn’t like that she sounded so defeated, but Emma needed to understand she couldn’t put herself at risk like that, not now. Not ever. 
 
    It wasn’t just because she was carrying my child, I tried to tell myself, though I knew that was a bit of a lie. I knew every child was precious, and that the one Emma was carrying would be one of the only two humans to be born in years, at least to our knowledge, but the main reason why I was worried was because it was mine. My child, my girlfriend, the woman I loved. One of them. 
 
    Kathryn wouldn’t forgive me if I let anything happen to her sister. I wouldn’t forgive myself either, and I knew Emma wouldn’t forgive herself if anything happened to the child in her belly, even if she was trying to appear as strong as always. She needed to understand it wasn’t necessary to always fake strength, she was allowed to be weak for once and rely on others, rely on me. I would always be at her side. 
 
    I knew all of that, but I didn’t say anything. That I understood why Emma did it didn’t change the fact I was angry and hurt, and that part of me wanted to punish her in some way. 
 
    I did reach out and caress her face, and when her eyes met mine I kissed her. Despite all the anger and hurt, I was happy. Emma was carrying my child, she would give me a daughter, or maybe a son, though that was doubtful, and I loved her. 
 
    Her lips stretched into a smile when we parted, and though there was still things to discuss between us, we were good. Oh, I would make her pay for hiding this from me later: I would sic her sister on her, but I loved Emma far too much to be angry for long. 
 
    “There’s been a change of plans.” Emma told the others after we gathered them together. “We’ll leave tomorrow at first light. Will you have enough fuel ready?” She asked Anya. 
 
    “We already do, more than enough actually.” Anya shrugged when Emma narrowed her eyes. “Our idea worked out yesterday, and we got several containers ready to go. We were just hoping to get the rest of the fuel ready, and store it someplace should we ever return here.” 
 
    “Good. Then I presume you won’t need Mara with you?” They shook their heads, and Emma turned to Sonia. “She’ll come with us then.” The other scavenger narrowed her eyes, and looked from me to my girlfriend and back again, but didn’t say anything, just shrugged after a while. “And tomorrow we’ll leave and return home.” 
 
    There weren’t any complaints, and I realized that while all of us enjoyed the expedition in some way, we missed home. Undertown might not be perfect, it wasn’t glorious, but it was home, it was where the people we loved and cared for lived, and that was what mattered in the end. 
 
    We gathered our things, and I watched as Anya and Jen left, then looked at Sonia and Emma. My girlfriend sighed when she looked at me, and I knew she didn’t want me to go with them, but had no choice in the matter. I glared, a little, and she sighed again before starting to leave the apartment. 
 
    Our trek through the woods was long, and in silence. Though the apartment building where we had taken refuge was close to town, it wasn’t that close, and the vegetation that grew in the years since the collapse made the way hard to travel. That we needed to be as silent as possible didn’t make it any easier on any of us, but it was especially hard for me and I knew I was slowing them down. It made me a little embarrassed, but I ignored it. 
 
    I needed to keep Emma safe, and I would do it no matter what. 
 
    Eventually we approached, and Emma gestured for me to still. “We’ll need to be very careful now,” She started, and looked at me, but soon let her eyes wander over our surroundings, trying to see if there was anything out of the ordinary. “We’re close. They have better senses than most humans, but they can be just as unaware as us, and I doubt they can even conceive of anyone attacking them in their home. They haven’t noticed our presence yet, but we need to be careful.” 
 
    I nodded, and simulated my mouth closing like a zipper. It amused her for a moment and made her smile, but our countenances grew serious quickly enough, and I followed them once more. We moved through the trees until we reached the side of a very tall building, at least compared to those around it, maybe seven or eight stories high, and climbed its side until we could enter through one of the broken windows in the second floor. 
 
    “Have you done this every time?” I asked Sonia under my breath as we climbed up. 
 
    “Not at first,” She whispered, never stopping from glancing around and making sure we were safe. “But then we saw we would have a vantage point from up high, and found an easy way to sneak in. The Reapers don’t seem to enjoy heights, at least they don’t care to use the tallest buildings around us.” 
 
    I nodded and kept moving after them. Part of me wondered about the Reapers. We hadn’t seen any of them on our way in, but I heard them and the sound sent a shiver running down my spine. They couldn’t speak, or better said they were unable to form words for some reason, but they somehow communicated through grunts and other sounds. 
 
    It was daunting in a way. Their language, for lack of a better word, was a dark thing, it seemed to echo at times and it scared me. I couldn’t help it, and I liked to think I was a courageous woman, but Reapers terrified everyone. They could be killed, but they were a sign of what went wrong with the world before, the penance our race had to pay in a way. Every time we saw or heard of them, we needed to remember they were what they were because of the weapons humans unleashed on each other. 
 
    We stopped on the fifth floor and entered one of the apartments, moving towards the windows and gazing down. “Can’t they see us?” I asked, as quietly as possible, but Emma shook her head. 
 
    “No,” She poked the window in front of her with a finger. “The glass is reflective, you can see from this side, but not from the other. And they barely look up anyway, they’re not used to being hunted.” 
 
    The manner she said the last word made me shudder a little. It kind of bothered me to see her like that, when she was usually so gentle, but a part of me could understand. Unfortunately, when it came to Reapers it was us versus them, and now more than ever I wanted us to win. Both my girlfriends were pregnant, and I would do everything to make sure my children grew up happy and safe. 
 
    I turned to watch and study the Reapers, and hoped no one would find us. It was far more boring than I thought it would be. The hours went by, the sun moved in the sky, and we remained there, watching the Reapers below. I couldn’t make everything they were doing, but most of the time they were still, relaxing in groups, and eyeing each other. There were other times, however. 
 
    More than once fights broke out between the different groups of Reapers, and some of those fights were brutal. I didn’t see any deaths, but it wouldn’t surprise me if they happened. One thing that did surprise me was the number of teens and children running around. 
 
    When I first saw one of them, for a moment, I wanted to grab them and hold them, and then I glanced at Emma. I never thought I would one day have a child, but it was happening and I still couldn’t believe it completely. I think I only really would when I held my child in my arms, but seeing those small Reapers running around, much like I imagined human children would have, made me smile a little. 
 
    “They’re almost like lions.” Sonia’s voice, hours after we started watching them, startled me. 
 
    “What?” My whisper came out a little more loudly than I intended, but neither of them said anything. 
 
    Sonia pointed at the Reapers below with one hand. “They behave almost like prides of lions. Each group has several women and only a man or two, while younger or weaker males have to form groups with no females.” 
 
    I blinked. I knew about lions, I had read and seen pictures about them, but I wasn’t exactly an expert, and if Sonia said it I supposed it was the truth. And it wasn’t hard to believe. Reapers were almost animalistic, one could say they really were animals, just with a human body. It wouldn’t be surprising if they behaved and lived as animals. 
 
    When I looked down I could see what Sonia meant. Two boys who must have been in their late teens approached an older woman. They didn’t have a chance to even try doing whatever it was that they intended before the leader of her group fell atop of them and kicked them away, pushing and punching them when they tried to resist. Eventually they gave up and ran with their tails between their legs, and the older male grabbed the woman and pulled her with him. Soon he pushed her down and took her right then in front of everyone, displaying his dominance of her, much as if she was property. 
 
    I suppose in a way she was, but I hated thinking like that. 
 
    “Shouldn’t we leave?” I asked. They turned to gaze at me, and I shrugged. “We’ve been here all day, and I don’t think there’s much we can learn about them, not much more than you did in the last couple of days. We should return to the apartment and ready ourselves for the voyage back.” 
 
    Sonia pursed her lips and glanced at Emma. My girlfriend looked at me and then outside before sighing. “We might as well.” 
 
    I smiled, and she replied in kind. Only Sonia’s presence stopped me from reaching forward and kissing her. We started moving down, just as silently as we moved up, and we only really stopped when we heard the sounds of a commotion below. For one moment my breath caught in my throat, and I feared they had discovered us. 
 
    Scenes of our possible fate ran through my head and I shivered, looking at Emma and wanting to keep her safe. Sonia was just as scared as me, though she tried not to show it. If Emma was scared I couldn’t see it. Her eyes narrowed, and her hands tightened into fists, but the first thing she did was enter one of the rooms and move to the window, looking at the ground below. 
 
    Sonia and I hesitated and exchanged glances before following her, and stopped just before approaching Emma’s figure. The window she was gazing from was broken, and if she wasn’t careful and any of those below looked up they would see her, but Emma was so focused on what was happening she didn’t move back. I thought about grabbing her shoulder and pulling her back, but Emma wouldn’t risk herself like that if it wasn’t needed. 
 
    Eventually my curiosity got the best of me and I crawled until I was at her side, and after we exchanged a glance she pointed down. I looked and saw a group of Reapers arriving in town, obviously wounded, and the other moving their way, seemingly to help. The sight surprised me so much I didn’t move, and Emma was the one who pulled me back. 
 
    “We need to leave.” There was worry in her voice, and while I could understand it there also seemed to be something else there. Maybe glee or hope, it was hard to make out, and I couldn’t understand why. “Now.” 
 
    I wasn’t the only one who found her reaction strange. “Why?” Sonia asked, but started moving after Emma. “What did you see?” 
 
    “A group of Reapers returned, but they were wounded.” I answered for Emma, and stilled when she shook her head. 
 
    “That wasn’t it.” She turned and smiled at me, and for one moment I couldn’t breathe. Her face glowed with something like happiness, radiant as I had barely seen it before, and I remembered once more why I had fallen in love with her so easily. “Didn’t you notice their wounds?” 
 
    I could only shake my head. 
 
    “Reapers fight like animals. They bite and scratch, and rip and tear, but that’s not how these ones were wounded.” 
 
    Sonia gasped, but I was a little slower to process her words. “What does that mean?” 
 
    Emma smiled again, and once more I needed to inhale deeply at the sight. “It means we’re not the only ones out here.” 
 
    

 
 
   
 Chapter 4 
 
    Emma’s words were still echoing in my head as we left the building, and I was so distracted I didn’t pay any attention to our path. Emma was obviously excited, and so was Sonia, but I didn’t know what to think. Was Emma right, and had those Reapers just returned from fighting against other humans? Or was she reaching? That Sonia hadn’t contradicted her seemed to argue in her favor, but I could never be sure. 
 
    I sighed and looked away from the women in front of me, gazing over my shoulder at the trees around us. And froze. On top of one of the branches of a tree there was a girl, as old as me, looking at us. I met her eyes and both of us stilled, and my mouth fell open in surprise. 
 
    Momentarily, I wondered if she had been one of those who fought the Reapers, but then my eyes took her in, from her almost waist-long hair, to her ragged clothes and her narrowed eyes. She was a Reaper. 
 
    I was sure of it, but the surprise made me still. She was a little different from those Reapers I had seen up close before, the two that almost infected Kathryn, more human looking somewhat. That hesitation was all she needed to gain the advantage. I barely had time to warn Sonia and Emma before she was upon us. “Watch out.” Only at the last moment did I remember to keep my voice low for fear of alerting other Reapers. 
 
    The two scavengers turned and their eyes widened in surprise, but I didn’t see more than that before focusing on the attacking woman. Her eyes were filled with something like anger, and she brushed me aside much more easily than I would ever admit, and I fell to the side. 
 
    Sonia and Emma didn’t let her attack me again though. Sonia had a broken hockey stick, and tried to use it to push the Reaper away, but the woman was fast, and way too strong. She grabbed it before Sonia could hit her and used her grip to pull the other woman close. The scavenger was taken by surprise by the strength of that grip and stumbled, and a kick threw her aside, much like I had been, and then only Emma remained. 
 
    Thankfully my girlfriend was a far better fighter, and I could only look on with pride as she met the Reaper’s attack with her own. Emma was unarmed, but that didn’t stop her from exchanging hits with the other woman as if she had been fighting all of her life. A small smile grew in my lips, and I became certain that we were saved, but then… 
 
    Emma flinched when the other woman hit her in the chest, and I saw her put one hand around her belly, almost like a shield. I was confused, momentarily, then remembered what I discovered that morning, and got to my feet as quickly as I could. It was still too late to stop the Reaper from hitting Emma again: my girlfriend tried to protect her belly, to protect our unborn child, and it made her vulnerable, and her attacker didn’t waste the opportunity. 
 
    I had just gotten to my feet when Emma fell, and the Reaper prepared to kick her down. 
 
    I didn’t let her. A sound of rage and grief escaped from me, and I charged at the Reaper, intending to end her. She heard me coming and turned to face me, but my speed and strength took her by surprise, and we crashed against one another, falling to the ground. We rolled, punching and scratching each other, and somehow I managed to get on top. 
 
    My anger gave me strength, and I reached down and took hold of her throat, squeezing. That same anger allowed me to ignore the pain of her nails scratching my arms and making me bleed, and I only tightened my grip and shook her, wanting to destroy her. 
 
    I would have killed her, I wouldn’t have stopped, not if she hadn’t stopped struggling and looked at me with what could only be fear in her eyes. I don’t know if it was the shock of seeing anything but rage in a Reaper’s eyes, if it was the thought of taking a life or something else that stopped me, but I released her as if scalded, and moved away from her. 
 
    Sonia had gotten up in the meanwhile and her eyes widened when I released the Reaper, probably thinking me mad for doing it, but the young woman didn’t move. She stayed there, frozen and still, looking back. When I met her eyes, she looked away, and I tilted my head, curious. 
 
    It wasn’t time to sate my curiousness, however. We needed to flee before other Reapers came upon us, and as I looked around and met Emma’s eyes I realized she thought the same. She nodded as she got to her feet, and then I watched her grab my fallen baseball bat and start to move towards the Reaper. 
 
    I couldn’t allow her to kill the other woman. I didn’t know why: maybe it was because she was my age and that meant she was born as she was, maybe I didn’t want to see Emma kill again. Whatever the reason, I couldn’t allow it to happen, and so I reached forward and grabbed her arm, stopping her in place. “No.” I almost didn’t recognize my own voice, but it was enough to stop Emma. 
 
    “We can’t let her alert the others.” Emma hissed under her breath, not taking her eyes off the Reaper. Only then did I realize she was truly angry, furious even, and I could easily see why. The Reaper could have killed our unborn child. 
 
    I couldn’t say I wasn’t angry about that, but after holding the Reaper’s life in my hands and letting her go I couldn’t justify killing her, not when she wasn’t fighting back. “Then we’ll take her with us.” Both Emma and Sonia startled, and I shrugged. “Look at her: she’s different from other Reapers. She’s not fighting back. I don’t know why, if it’s because she was born a Reaper or whatever, but we can’t waste this chance. Who knows what Madelyn will be able to tell us about them after studying her.” 
 
    My words didn’t fully convince them, but I watched as Emma turned and studied the Reaper, and how she gritted her teeth afterwards. No matter how much she might enjoy caving the girl’s head in, she knew she shouldn’t. 
 
    She jerked her head in Sonia’s direction, and the other scavenger reached into her backpack and grabbed a rope, and slowly the three of us moved towards the Reaper. She didn’t fight against us, not even when we tied her arms together. More than once her eyes moved to me, then she would look away, almost embarrassed. I didn’t understand it, but I wasn’t the only one who noticed it, and Emma didn’t seem to like it very much. 
 
    She didn’t fight as we dragged her back to the apartment, and she barely reacted when Anya and Jen flinched at her presence. For someone who had attacked us so savagely, it was surprising how passive she had become, and part of me feared it was some kind of trick. 
 
    I caught myself looking over my shoulder more than once in the way over, fearing we were being followed by other Reapers, but it seemed she had acted alone. 
 
    “We’re making a mistake.” Emma told me once we had settled back in the apartment, her eyes spearing the immobile Reaper. The girl looked back at Emma and met her gaze, but when her eyes moved to mine she looked away. “She’s dangerous.” 
 
    “Yes, she is, but she’s not like other Reapers.” Emma opened her mouth to argue and I cut her off. “When have you seen a Reaper show any other emotion but rage? When have they shown fear and embarrassment, and when have they done anything other than try to kill us?” 
 
    “She tried to kill us.” 
 
    “True,” I acknowledged, and looked once more at the Reaper. “But we stopped her, and she stopped trying. A normal Reaper would never do that.” 
 
    No matter how much Emma might want to deny it, she couldn’t, and she huffed and looked away. I reached out and grabbed her shoulder, then her chin and slowly pulled her head to mine. Our eyes met, and eventually hers softened before I leaned in and gave her a kiss. It was barely more than a peck in the lips, but it helped her relax. 
 
    Only after parting did I realize our kiss had drawn the Reaper’s attention, and Emma grew angry, but a hand on her arm stopped her and made her relax, and we tried to ignore our prisoner the rest of the night. We made sure there were always at least two persons awake, keeping watch over our prisoner and the apartment. I didn’t know if her disappearance would be noticed, and if the Reapers would do anything about it, but it didn’t hurt to be careful. 
 
    When I woke in the morning, I looked around, trying to see if everything was all right, and released a sigh when I realized it was. Part of me had been worried, and that worry had plagued my dreams and sleep, but nothing happened. After I got up and went to see the Reaper I even found myself smiling. She was sleeping, and that softened the lines of her face, made her seem younger. 
 
    She must have been my age, perhaps a few months younger, and asleep she didn’t seem a Reaper, she seemed a regular young woman.  
 
    “We need to go.” Emma pressed against my back and kissed my neck, and I moaned, then turned and took her into my arms. We only hugged for a few moments, and then there was a sound behind my back and we turned to see the Reaper had awakened. Emma’s face filled with anger at the sight, but a hand against her cheek made her look away. 
 
    It didn’t take us long to leave, and fortunately it didn’t seem we had been noticed. The following days were grueling. We had to keep an eye on our prisoner, and we moved far faster than we had when we set out on our expedition. 
 
    The sight of the mountain that housed Undertown almost made me cry, and when I looked at my companions I knew they felt like me. Only our prisoner didn’t, but then I didn’t expect her to. The heads of everyone in the cavern turned to us when we returned, and while there was happiness in their gazes, I also saw some anxiousness, especially when their eyes fell on our prisoner and on me. 
 
    I didn’t understand why. “Mara.” One of the women moved to me, then gazed at Emma. “Emma, you two need to go to Madelyn’s study.” 
 
    “What’s happening?” Emma questioned, just as worried as I felt. 
 
    “Kathryn is having her baby.” 
 
    

 
 
   
 Epilogue 
 
    “She’s beautiful.” It was the third or fourth time I repeated it, but I couldn’t help it. Beside me, Kathryn chuckled then winced. She was still pained from giving birth, it had only been a few hours after all. I smiled at her and gazed at our daughter once more. 
 
    She was beautiful! Her face was all scrunched up, and she was small and delicate, but for me she was the most beautiful sight in the world. 
 
    I could never have expected it to feel like this, and for one moment I wondered if that had been how my mother had thought about me. I had only just met her, but I already loved my child with all of my heart. 
 
    Emma chuckled from where she lay against the wall, and I turned and raised an eyebrow at her, questioning. She shrugged as she stepped forward, stopping beside the three of us. “It’s nothing, just that I don’t think I’ve ever seen you as soft as you are with that.” She reached out and poked my daughter’s face with a finger. 
 
    I knew she was only doing it to mess with me, but her calling my daughter a that, and her teasing, led me to take revenge in the worst way I could. 
 
    “You should get used to it.” My voice was mild, and amused, but Emma knew me well enough to fear what would follow. 
 
    “Hoping to make her our babysitter?” Kathryn was amused, but I knew she wouldn’t be when I told her the answer. Emma deserved it though. The older sister seemed to realize what I was implying because her eyes widened and she started shaking her head, but I had no mercy to give her. 
 
    “More like she’ll have to take care of her own.” I turned and smiled at Kathryn, letting her see the truth of my words. “After all she’s pregnant, and she knew it since before we left for the expedition.” 
 
    Kathryn just blinked at first, but then her eyes narrowed and she grew angry. She turned to gaze at her sister, and when Emma was unable to deny it, she exploded. She did so quietly, but her words were no less scathing and Emma had to suffer her sister’s rightful fury. 
 
    Part of me felt pity for her, but another felt this was no less than she deserved, after all she had put our child at risk. A scolding from her sister would only make her think more in the future. 
 
    And as I looked down at my child, I could only think of what a marvelous future it would be. 
 
    The end 
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