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        DEMON DISGRACE

      

      

      

      Everyone lives a lie.

      

      It replays in my head, the moment of my greatest shame.  I'll never escape it. With an exhale, I let go of everything. I fall endlessly, waiting for the sudden stop.  Hell would be a welcome respite.

       

      A hollow husk of the woman she used to be, Hannah hides from her pain with any alcohol she can find.  She’s bleeding out from wounds no one sees. No one but Merdon, a dark fey with a violent history of his own, who’s determined to keep her from the one thing she wants most.  Death.

      

      She doesn’t understand why he cares about her or her addiction.  It’s not like he’s nice to her. Yet, he’s relentless in his determination to show her there’s something to live for.  If she can find a way through the pain she might just see what Merdon already knows: Second chances are rare.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        To everyone struggling,

        You can overcome.

        You’re not as alone as you feel.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            What has happened before…

          

        

      

    

    
      More than two months ago, earthquakes unleashed hellhounds on an unsuspecting mankind.  The bite of a hound changes humans, turning people into flesh-craving infected.

      The hellhounds weren’t the only things to emerge from the earthen caverns.  Demon men with grey skin and reptilian eyes have been trapped underground for thousands of years.  They alone can kill the hellhounds and help bring a stop to the plague.  They only ask for one thing in return: a chance to meet women who might be willing to love them as they are.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      I stood under the hot spray of the shower and let myself imagine a lie.  In my lie, the world wasn’t irrevocably changed.  The steaming water raining down on me wasn’t due to the solar panels on the roof but the work of a perfectly functioning utility grid.  And, at any moment now, my sister would pound on the door to demand that I stop hogging the bathroom and the hot water.

      I could almost hear her yelling, “Hannah,” as she drew out the last syllable of my name.

      Pain pierced my middle.  The world I’d once known was gone, and I struggled to endure the reality that persisted.  There was no reliable utility grid.  There was no sister.  The dregs of humanity that remained huddled in fear of the black dogs with glowing red eyes and the infected that wanted to eat us alive.  Fear was just part of life now, and yesterday had proved that death always waited just two heartbeats away.

      Lovely reality.

      I turned off the water and went through the motions of getting ready for the day as if I had somewhere to go.  Jeans paired with a cute top.  It was an outfit I would have loved wearing before the earthquakes.  Now, along with most everything else, I hated it.  None of what I put on was mine.  Like all the people in Tolerance, I wore what had been collected from the homes the fey searched for supplies.  Remnants and reminders from those already claimed by this new reality of fear and death.

      And sacrifice.

      So much sacrifice.  How much more would we need to give before the infected and the hounds were dead?

      With a bitter tilt forming at the corner of my mouth, I recalled the tiny ember of hope that had flared to life the moment the fey had appeared.  That hope had begun to fade when I realized a simple truth.  There were too many hounds and infected out there.  And those creatures that craved human flesh would continue to return, day after day, relentless in their determination to kill us all.  Yesterday’s breach had proved that.  It had also extinguished any remaining hint of hope.

      I already knew the end of humanity’s story, and it wasn’t pretty.  It would be filled with fear, blood, and death.  What then was the point of the continual struggle to exist?

      With trembling fingers, I combed through my drying blonde curls then left the bathroom.  Downstairs, Emily moved around in the kitchen.

      “You look like you didn’t sleep well,” she said, noticing me.  “Me neither.  I couldn’t stop seeing yesterday.”  She lifted the bowl of mush she was stirring.  “I’m making dog food meatloaf for Merdon as a thank you.  Want to help?”

      With a shuddering look at the pinkish mash, I shook my head and fetched my morning glass.  The cupboard above the stove didn’t have much of a selection anymore.  I was down to vodka.  Not my drink of choice, but it would do.  The last three fingers from the bottle looked pathetic in my cup.  More so after I took a large swallow.

      “I still can’t believe how Merdon came out of nowhere like that,” Emily continued.  “I mean, I know the fey move fast, but he was almost a blur.  Without him there...”  She shook her head and flipped the mush into a pan.

      I tipped back the rest of the vodka, trying to drown out the memories.  It didn’t work.  Images from the day before, breach day, flooded my mind.

      Hordes of infected had gotten in and stormed the streets of our supposed safe haven.  A woman with a huge chunk of her cheek missing had run straight toward Emily and me.  Had it not been for Merdon, Emily and I wouldn’t be in the kitchen now.  We’d be a headless mass of decaying corpses tossed out in the trees somewhere.

      The thought didn’t upset me.  After all, that was where we’d end up at some point.  What did upset me was another day of the struggle to exist.  If not for Merdon, I’d already be at peace.

      Another sharp pang of regret and loss pierced me, and I set the empty glass on the counter to double-check the cupboards.

      “This is going to take a while to bake,” Emily said, sliding the dogloaf into the oven.  “Want to go check on James and Mary with me?  They’d probably appreciate the company after yesterday.”

      “They’re going to want to recap what happened.  I’ll pass.”  Frustrated with the lack of alcohol, I closed the cupboard door and faced Emily.

      “I think we should have another get-together.  To celebrate the lives of those we lost,” I added so I wouldn’t sound insensitive.

      She tipped her head, studying me.

      “I’ve been with you for months now, Hannah.  I know you better than anyone else.  I see the way your hand is shaking.  You’re not okay.  Is it because of yesterday, or did you have another bad night?”

      I fisted my hands and sat on the kitchen stool.

      “Both,” I admitted.  “Last night was the worst yet.”  My gaze darted to the cupboards.  I needed to keep better track of our alcohol stock.  How had we run so low?

      “And what happened yesterday didn’t help,” Emily said in soft understanding.

      Of all the people who’d been in that RV with me, she’d been the only one who hadn’t found another roommate when we’d arrived here.  James and Mary, the older couple who’d been in the RV with us, had a reason to need their own place.  Oldness.  While our group had been together, the couple hadn’t complained about my nightmares or my screaming, which made them okay.  Just not today.

      I moved to the door and slipped into my coat and boots as I spoke.

      “You should go check on James and Mary.  I’ll walk around and see who might be interested in coming over.”

      “Okay, but stress that we’re asking for more than just alcohol.  And spread the word that anyone without food should arrive after dark.  I’ll see if any of the other girls want to join us.”

      I waved in acknowledgment and quickly left.

      Outside, evidence of the day before painted the trampled snow red in places.  The few swallows of vodka sitting in my stomach hadn’t even come close to dulling my senses enough to unsee the reminder of the devastation.  The screams echoed in my head.

      Don’t think about it.  I plastered a happy smile on my face and started making my way around the neighborhood.  Just make it through today, and you’ll be fine.

      Keeping my eyes off the bloodied ground, I waved to the fey I knew, which were most of them, and paused to talk to the ones who’d provided what I needed in the past.

      “Hey, Fyllo.  Any chance you still have some of that scotch left?  We’re having another get-together tonight.”

      “I gave you the last one.  But there is another bottle like it that I could bring.  It’s new.”

      Since the fey couldn’t read, the bottle could be anything from fancy cooking oil to sparkling grape juice.

      “Nope.  Nothing new unless it’s tested ahead of time,” I said, pretending to look upset by the news.  “If you have a roast or something, that could work, too.  Emily wants someone to bring something edible.  But only one person.  We don’t want to waste food by making too much.”

      He blinked at me, a common quirk the fey all seemed to share when they were deciding how to respond.

      “I have no meat.  I do have cheese toes.”

      “We’ll pass on the junk food.  Maybe you’ll find something that meets the requirements before tonight,” I hinted.  “You know what I like.”

      He nodded thoughtfully then took off at a jog toward the wall.

      What I liked and what Emily liked were two different things.  We’d agreed to set food and booze as the price of an invitation to our little gatherings.  She thought the fey brought mostly booze because they knew I liked it, which I did, not because it was the sole item I encouraged.

      Watching Fyllo go, I exhaled slowly and kept my smile in place.  Hopefully, he’d find a bottle of something good and not a stupid roast.

      I continued along the sidewalk until I saw Tor and waved for him to join me.  He was always good for something liquid.

      “Just the fey I wanted to see,” I said with a smile that hurt my face.

      He smiled in return, showing his pointed teeth.

      “Hello, Hannah.  Why did you want to see me?”

      “Emily and I are having a get-together tonight, and I sure could use some of that brandy you found.”

      He nodded.

      “I’ve been saving it for this,” he said.  “We can play your games, and I will win a kiss.”

      “You got it, big guy.”  I winked and waved goodbye.

      The moment I turned my back to him, my well-known, thousand-watt smile dimmed.  There was no way I was going to kiss anyone tonight.  “Stage five clinger” didn’t even come close to describing the level of clingy, needy infatuation mouth to mouth contact could elicit from a fey.  I’d long ago drawn the line at hair touching and friendly hugs.  Even that tended to create cleedy fey.

      Mentally cringing away from the memory of the one time I’d offered more to one of the fey, I looked around for my next target.  Movement to the side caught my attention, and I met Merdon’s steady gaze as he emerged from between two houses.

      Unlike the rest of the fey, I didn’t know this one well and had no interest in changing that.  I didn’t care that he’d been shunned by the rest of his kind or that he and his friend, Thallirin, had killed more hellhounds between them than the rest of the fey put together.  My apathy toward this fey lay in my inability to read him.

      Merdon never smiled.  Ever.  No matter what wattage I threw his way.

      He stopped moving and just…watched me.  Something he’d been doing a lot since he’d witnessed the one time I’d suggested more than a friendly hug.  Hearing me offer to have Shax’s baby and Shax’s rejection had probably given Merdon ideas that I was up for grabs.  Not now.  Not ever again.

      I sighed at the tiny bubble of regret that welled up at the thought of what I’d lost.  Shax would have brought me anything for just a touch.  Granted, he was also why I had the no kissing rule.  Just one stupid kiss, and he’d been annoyingly obsessed with me.  In hindsight, I wished I would have appreciated his willingness to do anything for me while I’d had his attention.  When his interest had turned to someone else, I’d lost my most reliable source of alcohol.  I didn’t begrudge him Angel, though.  If people could be happy in this shit-show of a world, more power to them.

      That level of blind ignorance wasn’t for me.  And neither was acquiring another love-struck fool.

      Looking away from Merdon, I continued walking.  He’d wander away again.  He always did.  He probably stared because he’d never seen a blonde with my level of curls before. Yet, his behavior yesterday niggled at my mind for half a second before I dismissed it.  Any fey would have rushed to save us.  They were all girl-hungry like that.  I told myself that Merdon’s conveniently close proximity and his timely intervention weren’t an indication of another saran-man in the making.

      He was just another protective fey trying to get close.  Like Shax.

      I forced away my regret at losing Shax and fixed my signature happy-Hannah expression on my face while I looked for my next target.

      Several other fey stopped to talk to me as I made a slow loop around Tolerance.   I let them know the price of admission to that night’s party, stressing we only needed one roast for the evening.  It seemed that word had already spread because there were far too many offers to bring food.  The last thing I wanted was all meat and no booze.

      After having spoken to a dozen fey, I knew news of the party would continue to spread, and by nightfall, we’d have a decent showing.  Tired of pretending to be happy, I headed home before the sun even reached its zenith.

      Emily was still gone when I let myself in.  No surprise there, given who she’d gone to visit.  I kicked off my shoes and looked around the house for something to do.  There was far too much time until the party, and idleness was my worst enemy.

      A fey passed by one of the side windows on his way through our yard.

      The image of the first infected I’d ever seen clouded my mind, pulling me under, drowning me in a memory.  Like the fey just now, the infected had shuffled past the window.  I could vividly recall his whiskered profile and the way the light had glinted oddly in his eye, making it look milky white.

      I tried not to remember the moment the familiar face turned, and I’d seen the flap of scalp dangling over the bloody patch that should have been his ear.  He’d looked in the window, but after a beat, he’d turned and continued his shamble through our yard.

      That was the last time I’d seen my father.  He’d gone outside to see whose dog was running loose.  In hindsight, I now knew it hadn’t been a dog but a hellhound.

      Releasing a shuddering breath, I moved away from the windows and went to search the cupboards again, hoping I’d overlooked a bottle.  I wasn’t that lucky.  I never was.

      Hands shaking, I fluffed my hair and started for the door.  Some fey out there had to have something.  A knock sounded before I reached the front entrance.  I hurried to answer and smiled at Fyllo as he held up two bottles.  As I’d guessed, one was garlic and rosemary-infused oil.  The other bottle, though, had me extending a hand.

      He surrendered the sherry and watched me open it and take a long drink.

      “Will that work for tonight?” he asked.

      “It sure will.  You’re officially in, but Emily said no one should come before dark.  I’ll just hold onto it until then, okay?”

      He nodded and smiled.  I gave a quick smile in return, closed the door on him, then did my best to drown the memories in sherry.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      The door opened, pulling me from my semi-stupor.

      “Hey, Hannah,” Emily called.  “I brought goodies from Mary.”

      I sat up from my comfortably prone position on the couch and dutifully looked at Emily, who was holding up a plate of baked goods.

      Merdon closed the door behind her and met my gaze.

      “A stray followed you in,” I said, not paying any attention to the food she carried.

      “Be nice,” she said with a laugh.  “I told you I was making dinner for Merdon.”  She glanced back at the fey.  “Shoes off at the door, please.  You can hang your jacket on the hooks there.”

      While she instructed him, I resumed my relaxed recline and let my world continue to drift.  The sherry was gone, and the buzz from it was starting to fade.  But I wasn’t worried.  It was almost dark, and people would start showing up soon enough.

      “Hannah, come join us,” Emily called.

      “No, thank you.  I’m not hungry for dogloaf.”

      “Good, because that’s just for Merdon.  Get your butt over here and eat something, or I’m turning everyone away tonight.”

      Sitting up again, I narrowed my eyes at her then got up to help her set the table.  Sometimes Emily’s mothering stifled me to the point I wanted to tell her to lay off.  In the end, I could never bring myself to say the words.  She put up with a lot from me.  Putting up with a little from her was the least I could do.

      “Mary said you should come over tomorrow,” Emily said, placing the dogloaf on the table.  “She said she has something special set aside for you.”

      I hoped “special” was code for aged Cognac.  She and James had gifted me with a nice bottle once before.  That stuff had kicked my ass hard.

      “I’ll try to stop by tomorrow,” I said, not committing.

      Emily pulled something else from the oven.  Wrapped in foil, the food was a mystery until she removed the covering and revealed a stir fry looking jumble of veggies and chicken.

      “You’re welcome to try this, too, Merdon,” she said, “But I know most of you don’t enjoy your veggies.”

      She took the seat nearest the kitchen and gestured to the chair to her right.  Merdon sat and glanced at me.  Suppressing my sigh, I sat across from Emily, to his right.  Hopefully, the position would make it harder for him to stare at me throughout the meal.

      “This smells amazing,” Emily said, scooping a large portion of stir fry onto her plate.  She was obviously hungry.

      “Here,” she said, handing the plate to Merdon.  “Pass that to Hannah.  Hannah, I’ll take your plate.”

      My stomach twisted as I stared at the mound of food.  If I ate it all, I’d have no room for dessert of the liquid variety.

      Disgruntled, but knowing better than to argue, I surrendered my empty plate to Merdon in exchange for the full one.

      Emily did her typical hostess shtick where she made conversation.

      “What’s it like outside the wall today?  I haven’t heard a single moan,” she said to Merdon.

      I zoned out and focused on the food.

      Methodically, I chewed, swallowed, and scooped up some more, working my way around the plate and shrinking the pile.  I didn’t taste the meal.  Food had lost its flavor long ago.  When I’d eaten at least half, I pushed my plate away.

      “I can’t eat more.  If I do, I’ll throw up.”

      “Hannah—”

      “I’m serious, Emily.  That was a lot.  Big meals are a relic from before the quakes.  My stomach can’t handle all of that at once.  I’ll save what’s left for later.”

      She glanced at my plate then at Merdon’s.  The dogloaf pan was empty, and his plate was clean.

      My stomach gave a threatening heave.

      “I’m not a starving fey, so don’t even try to compare us,” I said in annoyance.

      The first knock of the night echoed on the front door, and I sprang up to answer it.

      Behind me, Emily explained to Merdon that we were having a get-together to remember the people who’d died.  Then, she invited him to stay.

      I rolled my eyes.  Of course she’d invite him; he hadn’t been following her around all morning.

      Fyllo smiled at me from outside and held up another bottle of sherry.

      “I had more,” he said.

      “That’s great!  Come on in.  Just set the bottle on the counter.”

      As interested as I was in another drink, I knew there’d be better options.

      Behind him, more fey emerged from the dark.  A good number of them carried bottles.  I chose not to notice how many held some kind of dish.  Leaving the door open, I selected one of the mellower vinyls from our collection and went to the turntable.  In no time, smooth music filled the air.

      While Emily welcomed guests, I began pouring drinks in the kitchen.  Generally, the fey didn’t care for the burn of alcohol, which meant more liquor for those who did like to drink it.

      Greedily eyeing the few extra inches of alcohol that I’d given myself, I lifted my cup to my lips and took a large swallow.  It didn’t burn on the way down, but it did warm my stomach.  The mellowness I needed would soon follow, and I settled a hip against the counter to patiently wait for it.

      As I drank some more, I looked around the room.  Fey outnumbered the few human females brave enough to attend.  No surprise there.  Of the human survivors, fewer than half were females.  And fewer than half of those lived in our fey-friendly community of Tolerance.  Emily had done her job well, though, and there were new female faces in the crowd.  Most of them hung out around the food table, sampling what the fey had procured, as the fey tried to make conversation with them.

      I wondered how many of these new girls wished they hadn’t agreed to stay here after yesterday’s blood bath.  Given they were alive and being fed, probably none of them.  We lived in a “take what you can get” kind of world after all.

      I snorted into my cup and continued to look around.

      Green and gold eyes locked onto mine from across the room.  Merdon was watching me again.  I flashed him my bright smile since it always paid to be welcoming to the fey, no matter how annoying they were, then turned my back on him and tipped my glass.

      “Hannah,” Emily said, coming to  me with a new girl in tow.  “This is Cheri.  She’s new here.”

      Someone caught Emily’s eye, or at least that’s what she pretended happened, and she excused herself.  Pawning off guests was a skill Emily had probably perfected before the quakes.  She was a social queen like that.  After all, if she let one person monopolize her time, how would she ever get to talk to everyone?

      “Hi, Cheri,” I said brightly as I handed her a drink.  “Sorry, I don’t remember seeing your face with the Whiteman people.  Are you liking living in Tolerance so far?”

      She gave me a strained smile.

      “It’s an adjustment.”

      I gave a humorless laugh.  “It’s the apocalypse.  Of course it’s an adjustment.”

      “You’re right.  Sorry.  I shouldn’t complain.”

      “Nah.  Complain away.  I’m all ears.”

      She shot me a confused look, obviously trying to figure out if I was being sarcastic or sincere.  I kept my Hannah-loves-everyone smile firmly in place and waited.

      “I appreciate the food and the safety.  I really do.  But the attention’s a little overwhelming.  My roommate stands outside the bathroom door when I’m in there.”  She flushed and glanced across the room at one of the fey.

      “Yeah, he’s probably picturing you naked.  Or hoping you’ll walk out naked.  Don’t overthink it.  The fey are harmless.  I promise.  Drink up and relax.”

      She nodded, took the first sip of her drink, and coughed.

      “What is this?”

      I glanced at the bottles on the counter.

      “It’s either brandy or whiskey.”

      “Straight?”

      True humor lifted my lips.

      “The end of the world isn’t watered down; why should the drinks be?”

      She gave a tentative smile and lifted her cup to her lips again.  I glanced across the room at Farco and winked.  He flashed his teeth at me, knowing he’d be carrying his newly acquired roommate home.  Oh, I had no concerns about Cheri’s safety.  He’d carry her home, remove her shoes, and tuck her into bed like a good fey.  They never took more than what was offered.  It wasn’t their way.  Just holding her in his arms would be enough for him.

      The fey hadn’t yet lost their hope.  Not like I had.

      An ache started in my chest, and I drank deeply again, hating that feelings from the past kept trying to surface.  It was time to drown them completely.

      “Who’s ready for some games?” I called over the soft music.

      While the fey hurriedly started rearranging the furniture, I locked my arm through Cheri’s and led her to the table.

      “The games are fun,” I said.  “And a great way to get to know the fey.  They love betting small things like holding your hand or touching your hair, in exchange for pretty much whatever you want.”  I leaned in closer to her.  “Just don’t bet kisses unless you’re willing to have another fey standing outside the bathroom door.”

      She gave me a worried look then nodded.

      The next hour passed in a blur of laughter and betting.  Cheri couldn’t hold her liquor and ended up in Farco’s arms as I’d predicted.  At the door, Emily gave him a stern talk to only remove Cheri’s shoes, stating that anything else without consent would ruin his chances with the girl.  He looked down at the girl, complete adoration in his eyes, and I snorted softly.  He wouldn’t have the balls to do anything that would jeopardize his chances with her.  Come morning, not only would he likely apologize for touching her feet while she was passed out, but he’d also be running all over Tolerance to find her pain reliever for the bitch of a headache she’d have.  If she was smart, she’d realize she had the key to whatever she wants.

      I turned and almost ran into a fey.

      “Sorry,” I said, lifting my head to offer a smile.

      Merdon looked down at me, his expression inscrutable.

      “Are you having a good time?” I asked, trying to be pleasant while also attempting to recall if he’d joined the games.

      He didn’t answer.  Instead, he breathed in deeply, his nostrils flaring slightly before his gaze flicked to the cup I held.  My smile slipped a little at the feeling I was being judged.

      “If you need anything, let Emily know,” I said, stepping around him.

      In the kitchen, the dregs of the brandy went into my glass, and I turned the remaining bottles so all the labels were facing forward.  The fey had done their jobs well and supplied enough alcohol to last a while.  They were also providing a nice distraction.

      Rejoining the games, I bet a walk around Tolerance (with hand-holding) against a container of “just add water” waffle mix, a package of breakfast sausages, and a canister of dried eggs.  Emily rooted for me as I let the quarter roll off my nose into the cup, knocked back the contents, then slammed the empty cup on the table.  I grinned as the fey’s cup hit the surface a second later than mine.  They might have mad skills at running and killing shit, but they couldn’t stand the burn of liquor.

      “We’re eating a real breakfast tomorrow,” Emily crowed.

      I laughed and moved out of the way so the next person could bet.  My limbs and face felt pleasantly numb as the room tilted and wobbled around me.

      A hand wrapped around my upper arm.

      “You look unsteady.”

      Tipping my head back with my smile still lingering on my lips, I met Merdon’s gaze.

      “I’ve never been steadier.  Would you like something to drink?”

      He didn’t answer.

      Rolling my eyes, I tugged my arm from his hold.

      “Suit yourself.”

      I shuffled to the kitchen and looked at my pretty line up of bottles.

      “Tempting little hussies,” I whispered to them then giggled.

      Taking the open one, I sloshed some of the contents into my cup.  A hand reached around me and plucked the bottle from my grasp before I was finished.

      “Hey.”

      “You’ve had enough.”

      Bleary-eyed, I squinted at Merdon.

      “Is my speech impaired?”

      “No.”

      I touched my finger to my nose.

      “Did I miss my nose when trying to touch it?”

      He didn’t answer.

      “Exactly,” I said.  “I’m fine.  Please focus your attention elsewhere for the evening unless you want to bet something at the table.”

      His gaze flicked from my face to the bottle he held.  Instead of taking up my challenge, he set the booze on the counter and walked away.

      “That’s what I thought,” I mumbled.

      Fluffing my hair and noting my steady hand, I grinned and rejoined the games.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      The need to pee forced me from bed around dawn.  Disoriented and still tipsy, I shuffled toward my adjoining bathroom and landed my bare ass half off the toilet seat.  My bladder refused to wait for an adjustment in position, but thankfully, I heard the splashdown a second later and knew I wouldn’t be scrubbing the floor.

      I closed my eyes and drifted in a pleasant haze while recalling the night before.  Snippets of betting and drinking floated in my mind along with the memory of winning some good food.  Food always made Emily happy.  What made me happy were the bottles that still sat on the counter when I’d stumbled to bed well after midnight.

      I vaguely recalled a new bottle of something that had tempted me.  I might have taken a little sample of it before I went back to bed.  I couldn’t remember.

      After quickly washing, I left my bedroom.  My steps weren’t quite steady, but the carpeted stairs didn’t make a sound under my feet as I clung to the railing.  It was a good thing because Emily was a light sleeper, and I didn’t want to be caught going down to look at our haul.  Well, my haul.

      The light above the sink guided me to the tidy kitchen.  All evidence of a party was gone, including the bottles.

      Confused, I spun in a slow circle.  My eyes had to be seeing things wrong, or maybe I was drunker than I’d thought.  The alcohol couldn’t be gone.  There had been at least seven bottles sitting right there when I’d gone to bed.  I squinted at the counter for a moment then smiled.

      Emily had probably put them away.  She was always cleaning up like that.

      Trying to be as quiet as possible, I opened the cupboard above the stove and peered into the inky emptiness.  Undeterred, I continued searching until every single door in the kitchen gaped open.  There wasn’t a single bottle of liquor in any of them.

      Gripping the counter to stay upright, I struggled to cope with what this meant.  There would be no escape from the pain and memories once I sobered.  If I sobered—

      I heard a muted rustle behind me and froze.  How many times had I been in this situation since the quakes?  Hearing something and knowing what was coming for me?  After all, that whisper of noise was usually the only indication a person had before becoming infected.

      I should have been afraid.  But I wasn’t.  The only thing I felt was tired…of everything.

      Pivoting to face the living room, I peered into the gloom and watched a form slowly sit up on the couch.  It didn’t do anything more than that, though, which was unusual.  Infected typically ran at their next meal.

      I flicked on the light and felt like I’d been gut-punched when Merdon blinked back at me.

      “What are you doing?” I whispered harshly.

      “I was sleeping.  What are you doing in the kitchen, Hannah?”

      “Shh.  Why are you sleeping on our couch?  Go sleep on your own.”

      “I have no couch.  Or home.  That is why Emily told me to sleep here.”

      I almost swore.  Emily’s soft heart was going to screw us over.  Just like a person should never feed a gremlin after midnight, a smart human never invited a fey to sleep over.  The grey men tended not to want to leave.  No way I wanted to be stuck with a stray fey.

      Instead of cursing, I pasted on a smile and moved to the front door.

      “I’m glad you were able to stay warm while you slept.  I’ll ask around to see if someone has an open couch for you tonight.”

      I opened the door and waited, expectantly.  He didn’t stand up to leave like a normal person would have.  Annoyingly, he just stared at me.  I held my ground, letting my toes go cold.  It didn’t take long for the furnace to kick on.

      “This is where you leave, Merdon,” I said finally.

      Fey didn’t always understand human subtleties.

      He rose from the couch, unfolding to an impressive height, and prowled toward me.  Dawn’s pink light painted his grey skin, making him appear almost human if not for the pointed ears and freakishly yellowed eyes.

      He stopped before me, towering over my diminutive height.

      “I’m not impressed,” I said.  “But I am cold.  Could you just leave already?”

      He tilted his head, studying me.

      “You are very used to getting what you want.”

      I snorted.

      “If that were true, I would have a drink in my hand right now.”

      I didn’t let myself think of what I really wanted.

      “You drink too much.”

      Anger spiked up, and I grabbed his bicep to turn him toward the exit.  Unfortunately, a human couldn’t move a fey unless the fey wanted to move, and this one was being stubborn.

      “Stopping that infected from killing me doesn’t mean you own me or have a right to tell me what I should or shouldn’t be doing.  You’ve overstayed your welcome.  It’s time to leave.”  I gestured to the snow-covered outdoors.  “If you find any of that fun stuff you think I drink too much of, you’re welcome to come back.  Until then, don’t.”

      He blinked at me, and for a brief moment, I thought he’d say something judgmental again.  Fortunately, Merdon had some sense and left.

      I shook my head and closed the door.  The fey were so predictable, trying to boss a girl around in hopes of establishing some kind of claim.  Luckily, I wasn’t dumb enough to fall for that bullshit.

      My righteousness only lasted a few seconds before I realized I had bigger issues.  Where was I going to find more alcohol?  I’d been careful with the parties that Emily and I threw.  If I instigated too many, we would draw Mya’s attention.  Or worse, I would tick off Emily.

      Exhaling resignedly, I gauged my level of buzz.  There was still enough tingle in the tank to knock me out for a few more hours.  I’d take it.  Shuffling back the way I’d come, I crawled into bed and let the alcohol pull me under.

      It felt like I’d barely closed my eyes when Emily shook my shoulder.

      “What time is it?” I asked, struggling to swallow because of a severe case of dry mouth.

      “Past breakfast.  Don’t worry, I saved you some.  Come on.  Get up.  You said you’d visit Mary and James today.”

      I forced myself to sit up.

      “I’m awake.”

      She crossed her arms and stared at me, knowing me well enough to not leave the room.

      Groaning, I slid out of bed and followed her downstairs where she had a plate waiting for me on the island.  A small pile of yellow sat next to a waffle and a breakfast sausage.

      “There’s syrup, too.”  She pushed a jar toward me.  “Real maple.”

      Forcing a smile, I dutifully used the syrup and took a bite of everything.

      “I hope you don’t mind, but I let Merdon use the couch last night.  Don’t worry, he’s already gone.”  Her placating tone didn’t match the sheepish look that crossed her features.  “I think he might be back today because all the cupboard doors were open when I came downstairs.”

      “Why do you think that means he’ll be back?” I asked, admitting nothing.

      “He was obviously taking stock of our supplies to see what he could provide.  I know how you feel about inviting too much attention from any one of the fey, so I’ll make sure to let him know his consideration isn’t necessary if he shows up.”

      “You know the fey don’t take hints well.  You should have never let him sleep on the couch.”

      “Hannah, it was the right thing to do after he risked his life to save us.”

      “If you want to show him gratitude, whatever.  But don’t pull me into it.  To be clear, dinners and sleepovers in the house we share definitely pulls me into it.  I always check with you before inviting anyone over, and the parties we throw work well enough to get us supplies without any kind of fey commitment.”

      “I know.  You’re right.  I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t worry about it.  If he comes back, we’ll handle it together.  How’d we do with supplies last night?”

      I didn’t give a damn about the food.  I wanted to know what happened to my bottles.

      “The losers started dropping off their losses as soon as I turned the porch light on.  It’s enough for a few days.  It sucks there’s not any alcohol left for the next party.  We could have asked for canned goods as an entry fee then.”

      The news curdled the food in my stomach, and I toyed with the remains of my eggs.

      “You know the drinking games are the only way to win with them,” I said.   “I can’t believe we went through all that liquor.  I thought there were at least six bottles still on the counter when I went to bed.”

      “Those were empty,” she said, sounding as upset as I felt.

      “A few days of supplies means we’ll need to plan another gathering soon.  Unless you have another idea,” I said.  The key to making the parties happen was to sound as if I didn’t care about them.

      “Every idea I come up with breaks our rules.”

      The rules were simple, but effective, for keeping us fed and unencumbered by unwanted fey attention.  The first rule was no one-on-one time with a fey.  That gave them ideas.  The second rule was no accepting handouts from a fey.  The same logic applied to the second rule as the first.  By playing the games, we were “earning” the items, not accepting handouts.  Also, the party scene kept us from any one-on-one time.

      “Let me know when you want to plan it,” I said.  “I’ll spread the word.”

      “Yeah, I want to keep thinking on it more.  You have to do a lot of drinking to win sometimes.  That can’t be good for your liver.”

      I snorted.

      “Just one more hazard of surviving the apocalypse.”

      She gave me a sad look that quickly vanished.

      “Why don’t you take your time with breakfast and meet me at James and Mary’s when you’re done?”

      “Sure.”

      As soon as she left, I scraped the remnants of my breakfast into the garbage and returned to my room.  The bed called to me despite the numerous hours I’d already spent in it.  While some would succumb to the lure of a few more Z's, I knew better.  The bed wasn’t my friend.

      Turning my back on the rumpled mass of bedding, I padded into the bathroom.  I took my time, since I was in no hurry to get to James and Mary’s.  It wasn’t like they were going anywhere.  There was nowhere to go.  What the hellhounds and infected hadn’t destroyed, the idiots with the bombs had.

      The fey and people like Mya were delusional to believe there was any kind of future for us.  We humans were just fish in a barrel within Tolerance’s walls.

      With sobriety came the oppressive certainty that there was no point to any of this.  Eating.  Washing.  Why do any of it just to die in a few days or weeks?

      Shutting off the water, I left the enclosure and stared at myself in the foggy mirror.

      What are you doing, Hannah?   Are you living or just slowly dying?

      The answer reflected back at me in the dark circles under my eyes and visibility of my rib bones.  What little vitality I’d clung to had died long ago.

      A single tear trailed down my cheek, and I wiped it away with a shaky hand before pushing back from the counter.  My current train of thought needed to stop, and there was only one way to do that.

      I bent to grab my jeans from the floor, intent on finding someone who might have an adult beverage to share.  The sun coming through the window glinted at something peeking from under my bed.  Leaning down, I saw the gold cap of a bottle of liquor.

      “There you are,” I murmured, pulling it out.  “I remember you from last night.”  This had been the bottle I’d wanted to sample.

      I twisted the top, listening to the seal break, and grinned.

      No time like the present for a little taste.
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      “Hannah.”

      If the persistent shaking hadn’t penetrated the pleasant haze, the sharp annoyance in Emily’s tone had.  Blinking the fuzzy dusk of my room into focus, I squinted up at my housemate.

      “Hey, Emily.”

      Her expression shifted from annoyed to angry.

      “You didn’t show,” she accused.  “You promised you would.  Instead, I come home to find you passed out again.  Did you drink this whole thing by yourself?”

      I gave the empty bottle she held in her hand a quick side glance.

      “It’s not that big.”

      Her anger bled away, leaving a level of sorrow that made me want to close my eyes.  I hated sorrow.  It was just as bad as pity.  I didn’t need any of that bullshit.

      Instead of scolding me more, Emily sat on the edge of my bed.

      “Hannah, I’m worried.  I think the drinking is making you worse.  I’m not judging.  I know life’s not easy, and we’re all desperate for a little escape.  But I’m—”

      “Worried.  I get it.  I don’t need your worry or constant mothering.  I’m fine.  Or, I would be if you got off my case.  It’s just one dumb bottle.  I’ll find you some more.”

      “Hannah, I’m not mad that you drank this because I wanted it.  I’m not mad at all.  I’m scared for you, and I don’t know what to do to help.”

      “You don’t need to do anything, Emily.  I’m not some pet project that needs fixing so you can distract yourself from how fucking shitty the world is.”

      A hurt look crossed her face before she stood.

      “Fine.  Wallow in your misery then.”

      “Thank you.”

      I closed my eyes and welcomed the darkness.
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      Panic suffocated me, burning my lungs and straining my pulse.

      Behind us, the soft moans of a dozen infected were almost drowned out by our gasping breaths and the rustle of leaves under our feet.  Even if we couldn’t hear them, there was no doubting they were there.  The stench of their rot carried on the wind that blew my hair into my face.

      In front of us, the trees stretched endlessly, providing no protection.

      My lungs burned with effort, and my side ached.  I couldn’t think.  I didn’t know what to do.

      “Hannah,” Katie panted.  “I can’t.”

      I tightened my hand on hers, pulling her along.  Her weight dragged on my arm.  She wasn’t keeping up like she should.

      “Keep going,” I said.

      The moans were getting closer.  There was no stopping.  Stopping would be death.

      I glanced over my shoulder, catching so much detail in that brief look.  Katie’s wide, desperate eyes locked on me.  The exhaustion pulling at her features.  The horde of infected barely fifty feet behind us and gaining.

      I sat up, gasping and shaking.  The memory coated my mind, an unwanted stain on my thoughts.  Scrambling out of bed, I got on my belly in the dark and searched frantically for another hidden bottle.  There was no second miracle to be found, though.  I curled in a ball and tried to hold myself together while I desperately waited for the images to fade.  They didn’t though.  I saw it all play out again, and with a choked moan, I pulled at my hair.

      It wouldn’t leave me.  It wouldn’t stop.  Ever.

      I couldn’t do it anymore.

      Sobbing softly, I heaved myself to my knees then stumbled to the window.  The sash lifted soundlessly, and I slipped through the opening.  The brisk, night air shocked me enough to interrupt my tormented thoughts.

      I looked over the quiet homes, blanketed in white, and focused on the lights illuminating the dark above the wall.  The lights, powered by batteries that were charged using the solar panels retrofitted on the homes, kept the hellhounds out.   But the lights wouldn’t last forever.  Then what?  I didn’t want to be here to find out.

      Ignoring the bite of the snow on my bare feet, I climbed higher on the roof.  Numbness wrapped around me.  From the cold or my resolution, I couldn’t be sure.  I walked along the peak, waiting for some sense of calm to settle in my soul.  It never came.

      I reached the edge and looked down at the dark yard below.  Hopefully, I was high enough.  Even if I wasn’t, I deserved whatever pain I had to endure until death took me.

      I thought of my sister, closed my eyes, and stepped off.

      My stomach pitched as I dropped.  I waited for the pain, ready to welcome it in order to embrace what would follow.  Nothingness.

      My back hit a hard ridge with bruising force half a moment before the back of my legs collided with the same.  Strangely, the wind continued to rush past me as if I were still falling.  I opened my eyes.

      Yellow-gold eyes glinted down at me in the dark a second before my descent came to a joint-jarring stop.  I bit my tongue, the copper tang of blood flooding my mouth as I stared at Merdon in horror.

      He’d saved me.  Again.  No, not saved.  Condemned me to continue my hellish existence.

      Anger bled into my shredded soul.

      “You fucking asshole.”

      The broken words had little effect on him.  He blinked at me, which just pissed me off more.  I pushed at his chest and tried to twist out of his arms.  His grip was unyielding.

      “Put me down.”

      He didn’t move.  Just continued to study me.

      “Are you deaf?”

      “No.”

      “No, what?  No, you’re not deaf, or no, you won’t put me down?”

      He tore his gaze from mine and started walking.

      “You’re not wearing shoes.”

      Shoes?  He was worried about shoes after catching me because I’d jumped off a roof?  I wrapped my arms around my middle, trying to hold myself together.

      He jostled my weight more firmly against his chest and held me with one arm as he opened our back door.  Once we were inside, he damn near dropped me in his haste to get me back onto my own feet.

      I caught my balance and scowled at him.

      “What the hell is your problem?”

      He stepped closer to me, a move meant to intimidate.  I wasn’t intimidated.  To prove it, I closed the space between us and bared my teeth.

      “You do not own me, Merdon.  Get out of my house, now.”

      He was silent for so long that I thought he wouldn’t answer.

      “I know what you’re doing, Hannah, and I’ll be watching you.”

      His gaze flicked over my face, not in the longing way that Shax used to look at me but in a cold, calculating way that had me wondering what the hell Merdon’s comment meant.  Before I could ask, he pivoted and left.

      Glaring into the night, I stalked forward and slammed the door behind him.

      “What’s going on?” Emily asked.

      I froze at the sound of her voice, cursing myself for my lack of sense.

      “Sorry,” I said, turning to face her.  “That was Merdon again.  He’s got a case of the stalker.”

      “What happened?” she asked in concern as she came down the steps.

      I made a split-second decision to tell a skeleton version of the truth.

      “I had a bad dream and stepped out on the roof to clear my head.  I slipped on the snow and fell.  Merdon caught me then went all caveman on me.  After almost dropping me on the floor, he told me he’s watching me.  As if I didn’t already know that.  He showed up out of nowhere on breach day and, since then, has been shadowing me whenever I leave the house.”

      She cringed.

      “I’m really glad he was there to catch you, but I’m equally sorry I let him sleep on the couch.  That probably didn’t help.”

      I waved away her apology.

      “Do you want to watch a movie?” she asked, knowing there’d be no more sleep for me because of the dream.

      “No.  I’m fine.  You go back to bed.  I’ll find something quiet to do.”

      She yawned, gave my arm a squeeze then shuffled upstairs.  The soft click of her door closing told me she’d believed everything.

      The shredded remnants of my façade slipped away from me, and I slowly slid to the floor.  Thoughts clawed at my brain, making me twitchy and desperate.  Without alcohol, there was no muting it.

      I cried.
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      Hair stuck to the sweat drying on my face as I impassively took in my progress.  It’d taken me hours to clean to the level that a germaphobe or someone with OCD would applaud.  Every surface in the kitchen gleamed in the morning light.  Yet, I felt no sense of pride at what I’d accomplished.  I’d done it to keep Emily happy and to focus my thoughts on safely mundane topics such as what to scrub next.

      Despite my efforts, a few thoughts had still crept in.  Anger at Merdon, who I’d caught glimpses of whenever I’d looked out the window.  Bitterness that I was still in this shit world, and without alcohol to boot.

      Wiping at my hair with my forearm, I looked around for what to do next.

      “Morning,” Emily said in a chipper tone as she jogged down the stairs.  “Wow, this is amazing, Hannah.  It looks and smells great in here.  Were you up all night?”

      “Yeah.  Figured I might as well use my time wisely.”

      “How about I make us some breakfast while you wash up?”

      “Sure.”

      I didn’t care about breakfast.  I didn’t care about being clean.  In fact, I cared about very little except the heaviness that made each step more difficult than the last.  It felt like my body no longer belonged to me.

      Entering my bathroom, I glanced at the shower.  I was sweaty and probably smelled, but I struggled to find a reason why I should be concerned.  Because a normal person would care, and I needed to think like a normal person.  If I behaved like a functioning person, Emily would be happy, and a happy Emily would agree to more parties.

      In a state of emotional detachment, I forced myself to strip and went through the motions of washing.  Was this how the infected felt?  Disconnected from the world around them?  Driven by a single, consuming need?  While they wanted blood or brains or whatever, I desperately wanted a drink.

      My hands shook as I wiped my face.  Tears leaked from my eyes.  Anger and bitterness surged forward again, the only feelings that managed to penetrate the numbness.

      I realized I was staring at my razor and quickly averted my gaze, once again cursing Merdon’s intervention.

      The doorbell rang, interrupting my train of thought.  Most of the human residents of Tolerance weren’t up and wandering around this early.  That meant a fey was at the door.   More specifically, a fey with a delivery.

      Hurrying from the bathroom, I grabbed whatever clothes were close and dressed.  There was no murmur of voices as I went downstairs, which told me whoever had stopped by was already gone.

      Emily’s lone presence in the kitchen, along with the box on the counter before her, confirmed that assumption.

      “Who was at the door?” I asked.

      “Merdon.  I know I shouldn’t have taken anything from him, but he said it was payment for letting him sleep on the couch.  Plus, look at what’s on top.”  She lifted a bag of fresh carrots.  “They aren’t wilted or moldy or anything.”

      What little hope that had sprouted at the sound of the doorbell withered and died at the mention of Merdon’s name and the sight of those roots.  Woodenly, I moved closer and peered into the box.  There wasn’t a single bottle among the supplies.

      My stomach churned sickeningly, and I fisted my hand so Emily wouldn’t notice the tremble.

      “Looks like some decent food.  Hopefully, he doesn’t try to leave anything tomorrow.”

      “Yeah.”

      Her agreement didn’t sound that sincere.

      “What?” I asked.

      “Do you think we should do something to thank him for saving you last night?”

      Weeks of hiding what I was really feeling was the only thing that kept my anger and frustration from showing.

      “He carried me all the way to the house.  You know how they are about touching.  That much holding time was reward enough.  Don’t encourage him, Emily.  That’s the last thing we want.”

      “I know.  You’re right.”

      She started putting the supplies away.

      “Instead of making breakfast here, I thought we could go eat with James and Mary.  You know how Mary is about company.  She’d love it.”

      “Sure,” I said, dying just a little more inside.

      When Emily finished, we both bundled up and trudged outside.  She paused and looked back at the house.

      “Too bad it snowed,” she said.

      I looked around, realizing I’d missed that little detail while I’d been cleaning.

      “Why is that too bad?  You miss seeing the bloodstains?”

      “Of course not.”  She pointed to our roof.  “I just wanted to see your epic wipeout mark.”

      “It wasn’t that impressive,” I mumbled, striding away.

      She hurried to catch up to me.

      “Sorry.  I didn’t mean to make light of it.  It must have been scary, falling like that.”

      I noted a fey across the street and fixed a smile on my face as I waved at him.

      “I don’t want to talk about it.  Okay?” There were too many ears to lie now and get away with it.

      “Sure.”  Emily smiled at the fey and waved as well.

      The rest of the walk to James and Mary’s was made in silence.  When we reached their house, Emily knocked twice then let herself in.

      “Hello,” she called.  “It’s Hannah and Emily.”

      “Come in, come in,” James called.  “You’re just in time.  Ma’s cooking up a feast.”

      I shucked my jacket and boots and followed Emily to the living room where James was comfortably seated in the chair he favored.

      “Hannah, we’ve missed you,” he said.

      I dutifully gave him a quick hug.

      “I’m sorry about that.  I got caught up in my own head again.”

      He nodded in understanding.

      “It’s an easy thing to do nowadays.  Sit down.  Ma said the food won’t be ready for a bit.”

      “I think I’ll go help her,” Emily said, moving toward the kitchen.

      The old couple had grabbed one of the more dated homes in the subdivision.  The house hadn’t been converted to an open concept living plan like so many of the others, which suited the pair just fine.  After fifty-some years together, they valued their separate space as much as they enjoyed spending time together.

      “You don’t look like you’re holding up,” James said bluntly as I sat on the couch.  “Dreaming again?”

      “I never stopped.”

      He shook his head in that way old men did when they didn’t like the news they were hearing.

      “That’s a damn shame.  A girl your age should have happier thoughts in her head.  Damn hellhounds and infected.  Who would have thought we’d end up in a world like this?”

      “Not me.”

      “Me, neither.  Mary thought we’d get bored in our retirement.”  He snorted.  “I’d welcome bored just about now.”

      We both knew that was a lie.  While he didn’t like the threat of death that the hellhounds or infected brought, neither he nor Mary minded the visitors.  It was probably more than they’d had before the earthquakes.

      “It’s better not to play the ‘what-if’ game,” I said, dully.  “That kind of thinking can mess with your head.”

      James studied me for a long moment.

      “Are you all right?”

      “I’ve been up long enough to clean the entire kitchen, top to bottom.  I’m just tired.”

      He grunted in a way that was far too reminiscent of the fey.

      The door to the kitchen swung open, and Mary bustled out with a stack of plates, which she immediately left on the dining room table so she could come give me a hug.

      “I was so worried about you,” she said, smoothing her hands over my curls.

      “I’m fine.”

      She clucked her tongue, her doubt clearly showing in the look she gave me.

      “I’m fine,” I repeated.  “And I’m sorry for not showing up yesterday.  I just got caught up in my own head.”  That was the standard excuse I gave when I slipped up.

      Before the quakes, people always used to forget things in the rush of their own busy lives.  My mom used to say it was because we were getting caught up in our own heads.   With so much to do and think about, inevitably things were missed or forgotten.

      Thinking of Mom hurt, so I focused on moving.

      “I’ll set the table,” I said, pulling out of Mary’s hold.

      “Nonsense,” she said.

      “I insist.  It’s my way of apologizing for not visiting sooner.”

      Mary harrumphed and took a seat in the chair next to James.  Emily emerged from the kitchen to help me set the table.

      “I think there’s an extra plate,” I said, holding up the fifth in the pile.

      “Nope.  We have more company.”

      As if timed, the bathroom door down the hall opened, and Merdon stepped out with a towel around his waist.

      “Now that it is a sight,” Mary said, twisting in her chair to see the fey.  “Merdon, darlin’, your clothes are still in the washer.  You’re just going to need to sit down and have breakfast with us as you are.”

      I shot Emily a look.  “Did you tell him we were coming here?”

      She shook her head.  “No.  I swear.”

      I swiveled my angry gaze to Merdon.

      “Are you following me?”

      Mary made an impatient noise.

      “He was here first, so he sure as fire didn’t follow you.  Behave, Hannah.  Merdon is one of the many fey who doesn’t have a home to call his own.  They all know they’re welcome here for a shower or a clean change of clothes whenever they want.  It’s the least we can do for the food they provide us.”

      James snorted.

      “It’s not the food.  You like the views, Ma.”

      “Hush, Pa.  It is too the food.”  A smile curved her lips, and she winked at us.  “The views don’t hurt none, though.”

      During all this byplay, Merdon watched me closely.  His attention would have been understandable if there was even a hint of typical fey yearning in his steady, yellow gaze; but there wasn’t.  His indecipherable expression gave me no hint of what he was thinking when he looked at me.  Yet, I felt judged and hated him for it.  He had no idea what hells were tormenting me or what I’d survived.

      “Do you mind not staring?  It makes me uncomfortable,” I said, keeping my tone light so Mary wouldn’t scold me again.

      His complete disregard of my request rekindled the temper he’d sparked to life with his unwanted interference earlier.  A flush heated my neck then slowly crept higher.

      “Hannah, come help fetch what Mary made for breakfast,” Emily said, noting the stare-down Merdon and I were having.

      “You are so sweet, Emily,” Mary said.  “My feet sure are tired.”

      James snorted again.

      “And there’s no view in the kitchen.  Need your glasses, Ma?” James asked.

      “Hush.  Merdon, be a dear and help me to the table?”

      I didn't flee to the kitchen fast enough to miss the way Mary petted Merdon's bulging bicep as he helped her to her feet.

      “There’s no way I can sit at that table and eat,” I whispered to Emily.

      She chuckled.  “Mary's harmless.  I think the way she treats the fey is funny.  And Merdon probably enjoys the attention as much as the rest of the fey do.”

      “I didn't mean Mary’s questionable fascination.  Although that is a little stomach-turning.  I meant I can’t stay here with him.  This might be a coincidence, or maybe he overheard us talking and planned it.”

      Emily didn't dismiss my concern.  We both knew how sharp
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