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      Survival requires sacrifice.

      

      The world irrevocably changed after the hellhounds and fey appeared.  Most people didn’t survive that first night.  Dad had said we were lucky we did.  I’m not so sure about that anymore.

      

      With her father murdered before her eyes and her faith in the remaining humans shaken, Brenna reluctantly accepts sanctuary in Tolerance, a safe zone managed by the fey.  The wall keeps the infected out.  But it also keeps the humans in…with the very creatures that caused the world to break.

      Big, grey, and ruthlessly deadly, the fey strike fear in the hearts of men and women alike.  But Brenna finds one more intimidating than all the rest.  Scarred and angry, Thallirin watches Brenna with an intensity that makes her relive the events that followed her father’s murder.  She knows what Thallirin wants, and she’s never going to be used like that again.

      Tormented by her past, Brenna sees no possible future for herself other than eventual infection or starvation.  There is hope, though.  Her community is abuzz with a newly discovered way to protect women against the disease that’s turning people into zombies. However, it doesn’t come from a needle.

      It comes from sleeping with one of the dark fey.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            What has happened before…

          

        

      

    

    
      More than two months ago, earthquakes unleashed hellhounds on an unsuspecting mankind.  The bite of a hound changed 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 had been trapped underground for thousands of years.  They, alone, possessed the ability to kill the hellhounds and help bring a stop to the plague.  They had only asked for one thing in return: a chance to meet women who might be willing to love them as they are.
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      Restless, I walked along the wall and searched the barren trees for any sign of movement.  Dawn’s early light was barely creeping over the horizon.  Usually at this time of day, infected roamed among the trees, but everything remained still just like it had yesterday and the day before that.  Breach day.  The day the infected had fooled me and gotten inside Tolerance.

      Bitter regret filled me quickly, followed by frustration.  Although I’d been the one the infected had fooled, I didn’t blame myself.  I put the blame where it was due.  On the damn infected.  They were getting smarter, and we’d all been unprepared for that.  It didn’t make me less angry about what had happened, though.  The infected had taken so much from us already.  Our sense of safety.  Our ability to go anywhere.  My eyes once again swept over the wall that protected as much as it imprisoned. This was the world we were living in now.  A dangerous, scary place filled with things that wanted to kill humans.

      A sudden burst of panic hit me.  The feeling wormed its way into my chest and tightened so hard and fast that I could barely breathe.  I paused on the grille of an upturned SUV and took one slow, steady breath while counting to eight in my head.  Then I did the same thing on the exhale, repeating the process until the panic eased.

      I continued along the wall again, pacing my section as if nothing had happened.  I tried not to think of the reason for my attacks.  Ever.  It was easier to focus on the task at hand: watching the trees for infected.  I found it ironic that trying to spot an infected was soothing.

      In an odd way, it made sense though.  The infected I could kill.  My past…well, there was no killing memories.

      I took another calming breath.  Since the quakes, watching for infected was the only way to survive.  I could barely remember my life before the world went to hell a few months ago.  I didn’t really want to.  It would just make my current life more hellish.

      Focusing on the trees, I paused.

      “Where are they?” I said softly to myself.

      “Brenna,” a voice called from behind me.  “Do you need more arrows?”

      I glanced at the fey standing below me.  He was big and had to be close to seven feet tall.  While I was appropriately bundled against the cold, he only wore a pair of jogging pants and a t-shirt that stretched tightly over his broad shoulders and expansive chest.  Not all of the fey liked wearing shirts.  I appreciated that this one was covered.

      His lizard-like eyes swept over my face, and I briefly wondered if he was seeing our differences in my blunt teeth, rounded ears, and pink skin.  Or was he looking for something else?

      Inwardly, I cringed and hurried to answer so he’d go away.

      “No.  I still have them all.”  I reached back to touch the feathered ends sticking from my quiver.

      He grunted.

      “Are you hungry?” he asked.

      “No, I’m fine.  Thank you.”

      He repeated his previous grunt, and I started moving again before he could come up with something else to say.

      The fey loved talking to women.  Like they would cut off their grey, pointed ear kind of love.  I found their intensity a little disturbing, but they weren’t bad.  Not really.  Even if they were constantly trying to talk to me, they respected when I said no to something.  Well, most of them did.

      The sun rose higher as I continued pacing back and forth on my section of the wall.  Tolerance, once a small suburb hidden in the Missouri trees just outside of Warrensburg, was far enough out that the infected still roaming Warrensburg didn’t always hear us.  But we’d never gone this long without attracting attention, especially with the wall’s lights flooding the sky at night.

      Near midday, I saw a fey farther along on the wall, scrutinizing his section of trees.  I followed his gaze and saw movement.  My hand automatically flew back for an arrow as another fey stepped from the trees and shook his head.

      Since the fey had returned from Tenacity, the other fortress-like camp only a few miles away, my presence on the wall wasn’t required.  Not that it ever had been.  But after the breach, the fey had put more emphasis on having men patrolling outside the walls for unusual activity.  Unfortunately, the only thing unusual at the moment was the complete absence of infected.

      Giving up on finding something to shoot at, I waved to the fey on the wall and headed for the ladder.  The fey waved back, jogging toward my section as I descended.  I dropped the last three rungs so he wouldn’t jump to the ground and try helping me down.  The fey liked touching women more than they liked talking to them.  But only with permission.  They didn’t take what wasn’t offered.

      Unlike human men.

      I immediately shook off the thought and started home.

      My shoes crunched on the fresh layer of snow that now covered all traces of what had happened only a few days ago.  The carnage had been severe.  More so because the humans from Whiteman’s military base had been here as a result of a breach at the base.  Maybe that was why the infected weren’t outside our walls now.  Maybe they were checking out Tenacity, the new walled-in location for Whiteman’s survivors.

      A group of nearby fey caught my attention.  They were surrounding a woman, trying to coax some conversation out of her.  Based on the way she was glancing around as if looking for a route of escape, she didn’t seem to enjoy the attention.  Between that reaction and the scowling fey standing just off to one side, she had to be one of the few Whiteman survivors who’d decided to stay.  If I had to guess, she was assigned to live with the scowling fey but wasn’t interested in being his valentine.  And, he didn’t like seeing the other fey swarm his roommate.

      She saw me and waved.

      “Brenna,” she called, wedging her way through the wall of muscle to hurry in my direction.

      I begrudgingly slowed to wait for her.  It was no mystery how she knew my name, but I didn’t know hers.  As the girl with the bow who liked to guard the wall, I kind of stuck out in this very fey dominated community that liked to shelter women.  Besides, the fey talked.  A lot.  Especially about their favorite things.  Women and women’s parts.

      All but one of her admirers scattered to find other prey.  Thankfully, that prey was never me.  As a minor, I was off limits to them.  It didn’t matter that my eighteenth birthday was only a few weeks away.

      “Hey,” she said, nearing me.  “I’m Cheri.  Would you know where I can find Hannah?”

      “Sure.”  I gave her the house number.

      Cheri waved, ducked her head, and started walking.  If she thought keeping her head down would keep the fey away, she was in for some disappointment.  I’d no sooner had the thought when a fey stepped out from between two houses to intercept her.

      I shook my head and continued home.  It still felt weird thinking of my family’s assigned house as home.  There were pictures of another family in the basement, carefully packed away by one of the fey who had helped clear the houses out when they first decided to make this place a safe zone.  I never let myself think of what had happened to the people who lived there before us.  It was probably the same thing that happened to most of the people on the planet.  Hellhounds and infection.

      The house was quiet when I let myself in.  That likely meant that Zach, my brother, was out following one of the fey around, and Mom was reading one of the books Julie had brought her.  Standing in the mud room, I stripped from my winter gear and hung everything up so it’d be ready for when I went out again.

      The kitchen was already cleaned up from breakfast, so I went to check on Mom.  She was in her room, but not reading.  She had her chair pulled up to the window and was peeking through the curtains with a pair of binoculars in her hands.

      “Dear God, he’s hung like a horse,” she said softly.

      My mouth dropped open.

      “What in the hell are you doing?”

      She jumped and fumbled with the binoculars as she swiveled to look at me.  When she gripped them securely once more, she scowled at me.

      “Watch your mouth.  I don’t care if the world’s going to shit.  I’m your mother, and you will respect me.”

      I crossed my arms, not buying her act.

      “I will respect you until the day I die, and you know it.  But I won’t ever stop calling you out when I see you doing something wrong.  Just like you wouldn’t ever hold back on me.”

      She was quiet for a moment.

      “Fair enough.  Are you hungry?”  She set the binoculars on her lap and moved her wheelchair forward.

      “Are you going to tell me what you were doing?”

      “Nope.”

      “Then I guess I’ll just need to walk across the street and tell whoever is in that house that my pervy mom was eyeing up his meat stick.  I wonder how that will go over?”

      She sighed and stopped wheeling forward.

      “Probably with him asking if he could see places only your father saw.”

      That robbed me of my irritation with her.  Uncrossing my arms, I went to sit on her bed.

      “I miss him, too,” I said softly.

      “It’s not just missing him, Bren.  It’s being practical.  Molev was right.  I need to start thinking of you and Zach.”

      Her use of Zach instead of Zachy didn’t escape my notice.  She’d been treating us both differently since we’d arrived here weeks ago.  Molev, the fey’s leader, had taken her aside to talk to her not long after.  I wasn’t sure what he’d said, but that was when she’d changed.

      I didn’t let myself think for a moment that she’d changed because of what had happened to me.

      “What do you mean?” I asked.  “All you ever do is think about us.”

      She shook her head and looked down at the binoculars.

      “No, sweetie.  I haven’t been.  Not really.  We live in a different world now.  The rules of parenting are changing.  Keeping you clothed and fed isn’t enough.  I need to do everything I can to keep you safe.”

      “You have.  You are.”

      She started shaking her head again.  It wasn’t like her to hold back.

      “Whatever is eating at you, just say it.  I hate when you dance around the subject.”

      A grin pulled at her lips.

      “I think you and I should start dating.”

      “What?  Why?  Who?  Are you insane?  Zombies are outside the wall, doing God only knows what, and you’re worried about our love lives?”

      Her tired brown eyes met mine as she tucked a short strand of hair behind her ear.

      “Three days ago, I was lucky.  So were you.  We could have been bitten and changed.”

      I stared at her, my mind pulling me back to the horrifying moment when the infected used their makeshift ladders to climb the wall.  I’d watched them run through the streets, unable to nock arrows fast enough to put a dent in their numbers.  While I’d fought for my life and everyone else’s in this place, I’d thought of my mom alone in this house.  Bound to her wheelchair.

      And suddenly, I understood what she was trying to tell me.  It was a topic I couldn’t get out of my head since it became known.

      “You don’t want to date,” I said.  “You want immunity from infection.”

      Thanks to Eden and her run in with infected, the fey and most the humans here now knew what it would take for humans to become immune to infection.  The human men were screwed.  Actually, that wasn’t right.  The human women would be screwed.  By fey, the only creatures immune to infection.

      “Sleeping with one of the fey is no guarantee for survival.  Sure, you won’t turn, but you saw what the infected did to some of the people they got to.  There’s no living through that, either.”

      Her gaze searched mine for a moment, and she gave me a small shrug.

      “It’s not just for immunity, Brenna.”  She took a deep breath.  “I want a partner.  I want to know that someone will be there for you two when I’m not.”

      My chest squeezed painfully at the thought of losing her, too.  Dad had been there for us through the quakes and the chaos that followed.  He’d been the one to get us out of the house to look for supplies.  We’d survived the worst of it, or so I thought, because of his steadfast presence.  Then, in an act of unwarranted violence, he’d been taken from us by humans looking to expand their numbers with healthy, young people like me and Zach.  That group had revealed the truth of the world to me.  A truth from which my dad had tried so hard to protect me.

      My expression must have given my thoughts away because Mom pushed toward me.

      “I will love your father until the day I die, Brenna.  And if I had a choice, I’d give myself more time to mourn him.  But time is a finite thing, and we never know how much we have.  You and Zach are more important than my grief or my pride.”  She took my hand, holding it firm.  “It’s time I find someone.  Someone who will look at me with respect.  Who will see my intelligence and not my wheelchair.  Someone who will cherish what I am and what I have to offer.  Someone your father would approve of.”

      “That’s what you were doing, then?  Visually interviewing the candidates?”

      She chuckled and swatted my hand.

      “You know me better than anyone.  Everyone might think I’m tough and ornery…”

      “But you’re worried.  Nervous,” I said in understanding.  “They are big.”

      “All over,” she said with a glance at the window.  “But not dangerously so.”  She patted my hand again.  “And they’re gentle.  Kind.  Very respectful.  If you say no, they’ll listen.”

      “Why does it feel less like you're pep-talking yourself and more like you’re pep-talking me?”

      “I want you to date, too, remember?”

      That had kind of purposely slipped my mind.

      “I’m fine.  There’s no need.  I’m as good of a shot, if not better, than most of the fey.  I don’t need to tear off infected heads with my bare hands.  A decent vantage point, and I’m just as lethal.”

      “Until you run out of arrows,” she said.  “I wasn’t the only one lucky three days ago.”

      I shook my head, feeling the weight of panic settling on my chest.

      “No, Mom.  I’m not.  I won’t.”

      A noise in the hall drew her attention.  Zach stood there, flushed, but not angrily so.

      “It’s Brenna’s choice, Mom.  Don’t guilt her into anything.  She’s done enough.”  Our gazes met and held.  Guilt reflected in his eyes.  He swallowed hard and started to turn away.

      I sprang off the bed, grabbed him, and spun him around for a fierce hug.

      “Don’t,” I whispered as he held me just as tightly.  “Don’t even think about it.  The past is behind us.  We both need to look forward.  We watch out for each other.  Always.  No regrets.  Got it?”

      He nodded even as he trembled.  I continued to hold him until the shaking stopped and he moved to let me know he was done.  When he met my gaze, his lashes were wet and his eyes red.

      “Find a fey to teach you any moves today?” I asked.

      He grinned.

      “No, but I found one making a bow.  I helped him for a while.  He didn’t talk much but showed me how to make arrows.”

      “That’s great.  If we stockpile them, I can start placing caches along the wall.”

      “That’s what I was thinking, too.”  Some of the regret and sorrow left his gaze, replaced by excitement.

      “Why don’t you start lunch?” I asked.  “Mom and I will join you in a bit.”

      He nodded, glanced at Mom, then left.

      When I turned, Mom was watching me.

      “It’s always your choice,” she said.  “Never doubt that.  I will castrate any man or fey who believes otherwise.”

      “I know.”

      She nodded, set the binoculars on the bed, and started wheeling toward the door.

      “Take a peek,” she said, glancing over her shoulder.  “That way you’ll know what you’re getting into before you decide.”

      I stayed in the room and sat on the bed, but I had no intention of peeking at our neighbors.  Big or small, I knew what I’d be getting myself into with one of the fey.  They didn’t date.  They obsessed.  Some of the women here had found real happiness with the level of devotion from their chosen fey partners.  And, I couldn’t deny that Drav was amazing with Mya.  But the way he told her what to do…the way they all liked giving orders at certain times…none of it sat well with me.

      A memory pulled me in before I could fight it.  That first night at the bunker, Zach sat at the table beside me.  Strangers were filing past us with their plates to get their portion of the food.  I’d nudged Zach.  He’d stood with me, and we’d done what the others had.  However, when we got to the front of the line, the old guy had shaken his head.

      “You work to get fed.  You haven’t worked yet, so you don’t get a portion.”

      “You took us but don’t plan on feeding us?  Why?”

      He had nodded his head for someone to take the plate from my hand.

      “We plan on feeding you,” the younger guy had said.  “You just need to work first.”

      The memory of the man’s blue eyes burrowed deeper, switching from the first day to the second when he’d lingered in the kitchen after I’d begged to do the dishes.  I’d been begging for something to do to guarantee a portion of the evening meal for Zach.  At fifteen, he’d been hungry all the time before the quakes.  Afterward, when food was scarce, he appeared almost skeletal.

      “There are other ways to work, you know,” Van, the man with the blue eyes, had said while he watched me.

      “What?” I’d asked.  “I’ll do anything.”

      The slow smile he’d given me still haunted my dreams.

      “Have you ever given a thought to the future?  With so many of us dying, who will be left if we don’t start doing our part?”

      I’d understood what he’d meant.

      “No one is going to force you.  But every time you let me do it, I’ll give up my portion of food for you.”

      For Zach, I’d lain still under Van in a bunker filled with people.  Some had pretended to sleep.  Most of the men had watched.  Van had acted like I was the love of his life.  He’d petted me and promised to make sure I was ready so I’d enjoy it.

      Van hadn’t physically hurt me.  I’d been embarrassed, ashamed, resentful, and angry.  But Zach had eaten the next day.  Me too.

      My stomach twisted as the memory faded, and the familiar weight of panic settled heavier on my chest.  I picked up the binoculars and turned them in my hands while taking my slow breaths.

      Van and his father had called it a choice, but it hadn’t been.  Not really.  In a system where the men with guns didn’t work but made up the rules for those of us who hadn’t had guns, what choice was there between starvation and letting someone use my body?

      I was never going back to that way of living.

      Setting the binoculars down, I joined Mom and Zach in the kitchen.

      “What do you think?” Mom asked.

      “I think that you’re making a decision based on fear and that you should stop and consider the long-term consequences carefully.”

      Zach stopped stirring whatever he had cooking on the stove to look back and forth between Mom and me.

      “What are we talking about?”

      “Mom wants to hook up with one of the fey so she doesn’t have to worry about being turned.”

      “And,” Mom added while shooting me a look, “so I know, should anything happen to me, that someone will be here to look after you two.”

      Zach remained quiet for a moment, studying me then Mom.

      “I want to be mad,” he said.  “The resentment is right there.  But I remember how scared I was when the infected were running around.  How useless I am to keep either of you safe.”

      “Zach,” Mom said in a tone that promised she had a million reassurances ready, but he quickly held up his hand.

      “Dad was the bravest man I knew.  One of the strongest, too.  He died keeping us safe.  The fey who rescued us from the bunker didn’t die.  They were shot and attacked by hellhounds, but they lived.  Well, almost all of them.  They’re stronger, faster, and immune.

      “Since the beginning, Dad told us we needed to stick together to survive.  But we know we wouldn’t have lasted out there without him, and he wouldn’t have wanted us to take that risk.  That’s why we’re here.” He focused on Mom.  “If you want to give one of the fey a reason to care, a reason to stick by us no matter what, I understand.  But, you need to care about whoever you pick in return.  They’re good people and don’t deserve to be used more than they already have been.”

      I looked at Mom.  Her scowl might fool some people, but not us.  She was doing her best not to cry.

      “Your dad would be so proud of you,” she said, her voice husky.  “Both of you.”

      Zach went to give her a hug.  I took over stirring the stew on the stove.  It looked like a can of soup, a can of peas, and a can of dog food.  I cringed, knowing that we had to be getting to the bottom of the supplies to be cracking into the dog food.

      “No making faces,” Mom said, smacking my hip.  “Food is food.  Go get the bowls.”

      We ate lunch together, and when Zach and I started bundling up to go out, Mom pulled me aside.

      “I’m set on my decision,” she said.  “But I’ll need your help.”

      “Name it.”

      “When you’re out there, talk to the fey.  Find a few who’d be willing to come over for dinner.  Make it clear it’s not a promise for anything more than conversation and food.  Zach is right; I need to feel some affection for whoever I choose.  It wouldn’t be fair otherwise.”

      “Wait, are you asking me to be your—”

      “If you say pimp, I’m serving dog food soup for the next week.”

      I snorted.

      “We’ll probably be eating dog food for the next week no matter what I say.”

      “When you mix it with the chicken noodle soup, it’s not so bad.  Tastes like stew,” she said with a grin.

      But behind her humor, I saw her worry.  She didn’t like feeding us dog food.  She didn’t like depending on others to bring us supplies.  There was a lot in life not to like now.  I hoped she wasn’t adding to the list by looking for a fey.

      “Fine.  I’ll do it.  And I’ll be picky.  I promise.  But I refuse to do physical inspections for you.  You’re on your own there.”
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      The brisk winter wind smacked me in the face as I left the house.  It robbed me of my breath, and I ducked down into the brown scarf I wore.  Winter was easily my least favorite season.  It made my fingers cold, which didn’t mix well with my love of archery.

      “Hey, Brenna,” a voice called.

      I looked up at the passing fey’s welcome.  Usually, I nodded and continued on my way.  Sometimes I said hey back.  This time, I reluctantly stopped.

      “Hey.  How’s it going, um…I forgot your name.”

      The fey froze like a deer in the headlights.  His gaze swept the area around us then landed on me.

      “My name is Newaz.”

      “Newaz.  Right.  Sorry.”

      “There is no need for an apology.  There are many of us.”

      I smiled.  The fey really were nice.  Well, most of them.

      “And I’m glad for it.  Without all of you, none of us would still be here.  Would you like to come over for dinner tonight?  My mom’s hoping for some conversation.  It’s not to hook up or anything.  Just to talk and get to know each other.”

      He frowned, and his gaze swept the area again.  I looked around as well, wondering if there was something weird going on outside the walls again.

      “I cannot come over for dinner tonight.  Perhaps you should ask Thallirin.”

      My gaze whipped back to Newaz.

      “What?  Why would you say that?”

      Only two days ago, Thallirin, the biggest, scariest fey I’d ever seen, had gotten in my face and yelled at me for putting myself in danger.  Then, he’d ordered me inside Mya’s home like some errant pet that’d peed on his floor.  He was the exception to the fey niceness rule.

      Newaz’s face darkened.

      “No reason.  I must go speak with someone else.”

      He hurried off, leaving me staring after him in confusion.  That had to qualify as the shortest conversation with one of the fey, ever.  Well, shortest where I didn’t walk away first.  And weird.  Why in the hell would he bring up Thallirin?  That was the last fey I wanted over for dinner.

      Shrugging off Newaz’s oddness, I resumed my walk to the wall, not going far before I ran into another possible dinner invitee.

      “Hi,” I said, slowing.

      “Hello, Brenna.”

      I repeated the same invitation.  Like Newaz, this fey started acting weird, looking around, flushing, and hurrying off after giving some lame excuse.

      It happened three more times before I gave up and went to my spot on the wall.  Uan, a fey who often guarded the wall near me, was there and nodded when he saw me coming up the ladder.

      “Hey, Uan,” I said.  “Do I have something on my face?”

      He tilted his head to look at me.

      “Your nose, mouth, and eyes.”

      I rolled said eyes and laughed.

      “Thanks.  I thought maybe I had lunch on my face.”

      “Why would you think you have lunch on your face?”

      “Because I invited five different fey over to dinner, and they all acted like I nutted them with my bow.”  I flicked the bow playfully at Uan’s midsection, and he backed up hastily.

      “Yep.  Like that.  I thought you guys liked conversation and food.”  I paused for a beat.  “Is it because my mom’s in a wheelchair?  I thought that didn’t matter.”

      His expression turned from wary to serious.

      “Brenna, your mother is a strong and beautiful woman.  Her wheelchair does not matter.  It’s you.”

      I sputtered in indignation.

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      He looked around, just like the other guys had.

      “I swear if you tell me that you have to go talk to someone else, I’m going to beat you with my bow then make you find me a new one.”

      He chuckled at my threat, this not being the first time he’d heard it, and met my gaze.

      “You are too young to ask anyone to dinner.”

      “Oh.”  Robbed of my indignation, I had nothing else to say.

      “When you are eighteen, you may ask someone to dinner.”

      “I’m not asking you to dinner for me.  I’m asking for my mom.  She’s lonely and just wants someone to talk to.”

      Interest lit his gaze.

      “Just talk,” I reiterated.  “Zach and I will be there, too.”

      “A family dinner,” Uan said.  “Yes, I would like one of those.”

      I couldn’t help but feel a little bad for him just then.  Locked underground before the quakes, without any women of their own and no chance for families, the existence of human women offered something the fey had never known to want.  Now that they did know, they wanted families of their own very badly.  But their wanting was like Mom’s, not Van’s.

      I stopped my line of thinking and smiled at Uan.

      “I can tell my mom you’ll come to dinner, then?”

      “Yes.  I will come to your family dinner when the sun sets.  I must share this news with Thallirin.”

      My mind shuddered at hearing that name again as Uan turned and waved to a fey farther down the wall to come guard his section of wall.

      Before Uan could jump down, I grabbed his arm.

      “Please don’t take this the wrong way, but Thallirin’s not invited.”

      Uan grinned widely, showing his sharp teeth.

      “Of course not.  You’re too young for dinner with Thallirin.”

      My grip tightened on my bow.

      “Uan, you’re making my head hurt.  Why are you telling Thallirin that you’re having dinner at our house?”

      “He must know you were asking on behalf of your mother instead of yourself.  Some will be disappointed you were not interested, but they will be glad to hear they did not steal your attention from our brother.  Thallirin will be pleased as well.”

      It took a second for his words to click.  He thought I was interested in Thallirin?  Worse, it was sounding like they all thought Thallirin was interested in me.

      “Eh?” Uan’s replacement asked as he came up to us.  “She is not interested in the others?”

      “I’m tempted to push you both off this wall.”

      The new guy glanced at the other side.

      “But there are no infected to kill.”

      Uan swept his arm out, forcing his companion to take a step back with him.

      “Do not provoke her,” Uan warned.  “She will poke our testicles with her bow.”

      The other man made a pained noise and turned slightly sideways.

      “That is not how I want my testicles to be touched someday.”

      Uan grunted in agreement.

      I struggled with my frustration at how easily our conversation had spiraled out of control.

      “Uan, I’m going to say this very plainly.  I am not interested in any male, be he fey or human.”

      “Yes.  That is good.  When you are eighteen, then you can be interested.  Thallirin is patient.”

      I pivoted and started for the ladder, unable to deal with another minute of their naïve fey bullshit.  I wasn’t mad.  They didn’t know any better.  But, communicating with the fey was often like talking to toddlers, and I didn’t know toddler-speak for “leave me the fuck alone.”  I needed expert help.

      “I will see you at dinner,” Uan called as I jogged away from the wall.

      I debated between going to Mya or going to Eden.  Mya was sick, and I hated to ask for her help when she wasn’t feeling well.  But, I didn’t want Eden thinking my request for help to set the fey straight had anything to do with what had happened in the bunker.  Because it didn’t.  Well, not the way she would probably think.

      Turning the corner, I saw more than the usual number of fey lingering on Mya’s street.  They watched me approach her door and knock.  A moment later, Drav answered.

      “Hi, Drav.  Can I talk to Mya?”

      He grunted and moved aside.  He was a good guy.  Easy to like.  Which was a good thing since he was in charge during Molev’s continued absence.

      Stepping through the door, I saw Mya and Drav weren’t alone.  Matt Davis, the man in charge of Tenacity, sat in the living room along with Eden and Ghua.

      “I didn’t mean to interrupt,” I said, already retreating.  “I’ll just come back—”

      The door closed behind me.

      “Stay,” Mya said.  “These aren’t closed meetings unless you ask to see my baby.  Then, I’m kicking you out.”

      I grinned and shook my head.

      Since announcing her pregnancy, Mya’s fame among the fey had gone from protective-sister-they’d-always-wanted to baby-bearing-rockstar.

      She gestured to a chair and focused on Matt.

      “The fey are helping,” Mya said.  “Without their escort, Tenacity would have no supplies.”

      “You’re right.  And I’m not asking for more fey help.  You and I agreed that after the walls were up, humans would be responsible for standing guard.  That’s why I’m here.  I’m looking for human volunteers who would be willing to take on a few guard shifts at Tenacity so I can send more people out for supplies.”

      I unzipped my jacket and took a seat as I listened.

      “If everyone were able-bodied, I’d have the numbers I need for guarding and supply runs.  But I have kids.  Elderly.  Injured.  And, I’m not asking for volunteers permanently.  Cassie’s trip to find her son proved there are still survivors out there.  With the planes still on base and some fey help,” he added with a cringe, “we can start looking for more people.  Bolster our numbers.”

      Mya remained quiet for a moment, glancing at Drav then Eden.  Eden shrugged, but I could see she wasn’t overly interested in helping Matt.

      “Any trouble since settling in?” Mya asked him.

      “None.  I established a seventy/thirty system for supplies.  Anyone who goes out keeps seventy percent of what they bring back, and thirty percent goes toward the community storage, which feeds those who can’t go out.  But, I have more who can’t work than those who can.”

      Eden snorted.

      “Don’t forget those people lived here with us.  I think you mean won’t work, not can’t.”

      Matt said nothing.  He didn’t need to.  The weary droop of his shoulder said enough.

      “Fear is as debilitating as many physical ailments,” I said.  “Can’t.  Won’t.  If you put either of those types of people outside the wall, the result will be the same.  People will die.  It makes sense that you don’t want to risk those who are actually willing by forcing those who aren’t.”

      Mya nodded.

      “It doesn’t change Matt’s problem, though.  Or my answer.  If we keep enabling them—”

      “I know,” Matt said.  “It will only get worse.  Yet, I can’t stand by and just watch people starve because they’re too afraid to do their part.”

      I understood why Mya was refusing to allow the fey to help.  They’d give up anything to possibly impress a female survivor.  Even their lives.  I saw their longing on a daily basis.  They lingered for even a scrap of feminine attention.  It wasn’t fair that so many of the humans at Tenacity were willing to use that to get the fey’s help.  Especially when the majority of the Whiteman survivors had made their negative feelings regarding the fey very plain.

      However, the humans living here were a different story.  We liked the fey.  We were able-bodied.  And we didn’t need Mya to protect us from being used by the other camp.

      “There are a lot of good people here, in Tolerance, who’d be willing to take a few shifts if you let them know what’s going on,” I said, thinking of my family and Mya’s brother.

      “Fine,” Mya said.  “We’ll put the word out that you’re looking for human volunteers to guard Tenacity while your people go on supply runs, Matt.”  She looked at Drav.  “Everyone who’s willing should meet at the north wall at first light.”

      “Thank you.  And about the planes?”

      She looked at Drav.

      “We will help,” he said.  “But when the planes are above, they must look for signs of Molev, too.”

      Molev, the leader of the fey, had been missing for several weeks.  Everyone in Tolerance was concerned about his fate.  He’d been amazing when Mom, Zach, and I had first arrived, spending time with Mom and assuring us we were welcome and safe.  If he were here, he would have been the first one I would have invited for dinner with Mom.

      “Agreed,” Matt said easily.  “Perhaps this is a perfect opportunity to continue building better relations between some of the survivors and fey.”

      “How do you mean?” Mya asked.

      “The fey have far better eyesight than we do.  We should pair a pilot with a fey each trip.”

      Mya nodded slowly, looking at Drav.

      “Many will want to see the world from above,” he said.  “You will have no shortage of volunteers.”

      “Good.  It’s settled.”  Matt stood and offered his hand to Drav.  “We’ll welcome the help from any human who volunteers and will start looking for Molev and survivors tomorrow.”

      After he left, Mya turned to me.

      “Sorry for making you wait,” she said.

      “I don’t mind.”  I glanced around the room at Drav, Ghua, and Eden.

      “Did you want to talk alone?” Mya asked.

      “No.  It’s okay.  Nothing I have to say is a secret.  Mom’s lonely and interested in some company, so she asked me to invite someone over for conversation and dinner.  When I started asking, the fey got weird.  I just found out that they all think Thallirin is interested in me and that I was asking them to dinner for myself, which freaked them out because they all thought they were stealing Thallirin’s woman.  When I tried to explain that Thallirin has no claim on me, they agreed…but only because I’m not eighteen yet.”

      Mya frowned slightly.

      “I’m sorry.  I’m going to blame the pregnancy on this one, but I’m not following.  What’s the problem?”

      I focused on three slow breaths before answering.

      “No fey should be allowed to call dibs on any female.  Ever.  Unless we truly don’t have a choice.”

      “Ah.  I see.  I don’t think Thallirin has called dibs.”  She looked at Drav.

      “Dibs means to choose,” he said.  “Are you saying no fey should be able to choose?  Only the females can choose?”

      “No, I mean it needs to be mutual,” I said.  “Just because Thallirin likes me, doesn’t mean I need to like him back.  And it doesn’t mean
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