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      To everyone who needs glasses to survive.

      (especially my hubby!)

      I see you…even if you can’t see me!

      MWAHAHAHA!
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            CHAPTER ONE

          

          APRYL

        

      

    

    
      I could smell the food.  The scent teased my nose and tormented my empty stomach.  Sam, the young woman in front of me, shuffled forward a step.  I did the same and peeked at the long blurry line that snaked down the street.

      So many of us still waited to be fed.  It made sense, though.  Yesterday, the fey had served stew with actual meat chunks in it and warm rolls with butter.  My stomach growled at the memory.

      Even the threat of attracting the attention of the troublemakers, had they still been there, wouldn’t have been enough to keep me away today, and it seemed like the rest of Tenacity’s residents agreed.  Hopefully, the fey had anticipated a bigger turnout and made enough for everyone.

      “Apryl, do you see the one at the end?” Sam asked.

      Tucking my chin into my poofy jacket, I kept my gaze on my feet and tugged my hat lower over my ears.

      “I try not to look,” I said just as one of the fey walked close to our section of the line.

      I only knew it was one of them because the woman behind me shuffled away.  Mentally rolling my eyes at her reaction, I hoped the fey hadn’t heard what I’d said.  It was my standard response whenever someone wanted me to see something.  I had nothing against the fey.  But I couldn’t say the same for anyone else.

      While the handful of survivors who outright hated the fey were gone, it didn’t mean the remaining survivors were ready to welcome the fey with open arms.  Just the food they brought.  Hypocrites.

      I didn’t care that the fey kept most of the supplies collected during the supply runs since, from what I’d heard, they did all the work.  And it didn’t make a difference to me who was preparing our food or why the fey were actually here.  They wanted women?  Good for them for having a libido while the world was going to hell.  Maybe that was their jam.  Didn’t know.  Didn’t care.  All I cared about was keeping my head down and my mouth shut so no one would know I couldn’t see shit.

      “I think he’s watching you.”

      He.  One of the fey.

      “They watch anything with boobs,” I said, parroting what I’d been told since I’d never been able to confirm it for myself.

      Sam took another step forward.  “If that were true, he’d be looking at me too.  This one is interested in you specifically.”

      “Probably my hair,” I said, reaching up to make sure it was tucked into my hat.  “Or my darker skin tone.”

      She made a humming noise, conveying her doubt.

      “He hasn’t glanced at Danielle once.”

      Danielle was darker than me, so Sam had me there.

      “Are any looking at you?” I asked, redirecting the focus away from me.

      Most people took a look at me and assumed I was shy because I didn’t talk a lot or make eye contact.  Some people, like Sam, thought striking up a conversation was being kind.  It wasn’t.  But walking away would draw more attention to me.  So I stayed put and did my best to get her talking.

      “A few,” she said.  “But, like you said, they’ll look at any female.  I don’t know how Brooke and Terri do it.  The idea of having sex with one of the fey?  No thanks.  Human-sized didn’t feel good.  I can’t imagine fey-sized.”

      “Not even for three meals a day and a warm place to sleep?” I asked, more than a little curious.

      Since I’d heard about the housing restructuring, it was a question I’d been asking myself.  Could I sleep with someone for the sake of survival?  That was an easy, “Hell yes.”

      However, the fey were interested in women who could have their babies.  And although I could physically do that, procreating wasn’t something they would want me for.  Not with my crappy eyesight and a world full of zombies who were getting smart enough to blend in with their surroundings.  But the human men?  They were a different story.  They weren’t interested in starting families at the end of the world.  No, the threat of imminent death only solidified their need to sleep around.

      “I think I already found my three meals and a warm bed,” Sam said.  “But without the sex.”  Sam shuffled forward another few steps, and I hurried to catch up.

      “What do you mean?”

      “You know how they’re rearranging things here?  I asked June if I could live with her and Tor to see what it’s like living with the fey without getting anyone’s hopes up.”

      Damn it.  Why hadn’t I thought of that?

      “Do you think you’ll still need to go out for supplies?” I asked.

      Yesterday's news was causing me a fair amount of anxiety.  Matt and June, our little safe haven’s co-leader team, had announced more than just a change to the assigned living arrangements.  They were mandating equal work contributions as well.

      “I don’t see why I wouldn’t.  They were clear that there’d be no exceptions.  June said that she and Matt will be in the rotation, too, since there are two of them now.”

      My stomach churned and not from hunger this time.

      Although Matt had been clear during the announcements that everyone would need to take a turn—no making excuses and no slacking—I’d held onto the hope that there would be exceptions.  The idea of leaving the wall when I couldn’t see more than a foot in front of me scared the shit out of me.  The likelihood of me surviving out there was almost non-existent.

      Too bad for me, obviously.

      I only hoped the fey were as good at keeping people alive as Matt and June claimed.

      “Do you know when they’re going to announce the new schedules?” I asked Sam, hoping I’d have a few days yet.

      People were currently focusing on figuring out who they wanted to live with.  My housemates already thought I was a freeloader since I hadn’t been able to help in any useful way.  I couldn’t see the wood to chop it or food to gather it, even if I was dumb enough to leave the safety of Tenacity’s walls.  And because of that, my housemates had made it clear I needed to find somewhere else to live.

      I had a very small window of opportunity to find someone willing to take me in before the new supply run schedules started and people realized how useless I was.

      “No,” Sam answered.  “Emily, the woman from Tolerance who’s been helping coordinate the fey and human activities, has been talking to a lot of people about skills.  I overheard June and Matt talking about using Emily’s notes to help evenly divide talents.”

      “I’m not following,” I said.  “What does sewing have to do with getting supplies?”

      “People with specialties might not be put on the supply rotation as often if they have a necessary skill.  They’d be teaching instead.  Emily and Matt want to ensure knowledge isn’t lost.  That’s why Cassie is teaching her fey husband how to doctor and Mary is teaching the fey how to cook.”

      It wasn’t enough that the fey were strong, fast, and could kill infected with little effort; they now needed to perfect human skills, too?  The level of my inadequacy climbed, and I wished I had a useful skill.

      “Do you think there are any other fey-human couples looking to adopt a female?” I asked.

      “I don’t know.  You can ask Emily.  She’d be happy to help you find a couple.”

      I almost snorted.  If I showed even a hint of interest in anything fey related, she’d try setting me up with one.  And I knew how the fey talked.  They gossiped more than women in my granny’s knitting circle.  Just one slip up in front of a fey and everyone in Tolerance and Tenacity would know I was legally blind and absolute deadweight because no one wanted to pass down a genetic flaw like mine in a world full of silent danger.

      The wind gusted more delicious food scents at me, distracting me from my thoughts.  I inhaled deeply, acknowledging my nose was a blessing and a curse.  What I’d lost in my eyes, my nose tried to make up for.  Right then, though, I could have done with a nose plug.  Smelling the food I couldn’t yet eat but was starving for was a cruel kind of torture.

      “Is the line moving slower today to you?” I asked Sam.  It was my way of asking what was happening without asking it.

      “Yeah, it’s a little slower.  I think people are trying to talk to the fey when they get up there.”

      “What?  Why?”

      Sam chuckled lightly.  “Don’t look so panicked.  I think people are just trying to be nicer after yesterday.  No one else wants to get kicked out.”

      “That group didn’t get kicked out for forgetting to say thank you,” I said.

      “No.  They didn’t.  But it doesn’t hurt to be nice.”

      I silently disagreed with her.  Being nice would hurt a lot if it resulted in anyone realizing my blindness.

      I just needed to find a way to contribute before the schedules were posted and I was exposed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

          SCATH

        

      

    

    
      Apryl, the shy female, had returned.  Something about the way she never looked at anyone had caught my attention when I first saw her several days ago.  She kept her gaze down even when speaking to someone, which didn’t happen often.  I watched her, too curious about why she didn’t meet anyone’s gaze.  Was she afraid?

      Many humans were afraid for different reasons.  They feared starvation, going cold, each other, and us.  I sighed and wondered what her fears were.  I wanted to remove them, one by one.  I wanted to be the one who would earn her gaze.  But how?

      Fallor caught me staring at her and nudged my side.

      “I think she is like Terri.  You will scare her if she looks up.”

      “She won’t look up,” I said.

      “Then, why stare at her?”

      “She is pretty.”

      “There are many pretty females.  Sam is one,” he said, noting the female speaking with Apryl.

      “She is,” I said.  “But Sam looks at us and smiles and has no interest in a male.  Like Emily.”

      Fallor grunted.  He had tried to gain Emily’s attention many times, but she was blind to his care for her.  That did not mean he had given up, only that he was waiting for her to see him.

      “Now that Tor is June’s, you should offer to carry Emily here when she wants to visit.”

      “She is not ready.  She told Hannah that she wishes to see all of us with females before she opens her heart.”

      Fallor would be waiting a long time then since only a small number of my brothers had won females of their own, even though Tenacity had plenty of young, single women.  Despite our efforts to help and show we were good, capable males, most females feared us because we were so different from them.

      Self-consciously, I rubbed my pointed ear and scanned the line.  However, no one appeared to be watching us, which was disappointing when my brothers and I watched the females so earnestly.  A man had once said my brothers and I had the eyes of a snake, an unpleasant creature according to the few humans I’d asked.  Another human said our grey skin blended too well with the shadows, making us creepy.  I didn’t want to be viewed as an unpleasant creeper.  I wanted a female to look at me without fear in her pretty, rounded eyes.

      I just wanted a female to look at me.

      My gaze landed on Apryl again, and the need to see her lift her gaze to meet mine gripped me.  I wanted Apryl, the female who looked at no one, to be the female who looked at me without fear.   I wanted her smiles and gentle touch.

      She would be mine before the moon rose tonight.

      “You’re starting to smile,” Fallor said.  “Stop.”

      Suppressing my triumphant grin, I checked whether any of the humans in line had noticed.  Many of the humans thought we had teeth like predators, and they grew nervous if they saw us smiling.  Teeth were teeth.  Blunt or sharp shouldn’t matter; how we used them should.  And we didn’t bite people.  Yet, they still feared us.

      My attention drifted back to Apryl.  Would she fear my teeth?  I hoped not, but acknowledged she probably would.

      Swallowing a disgruntled growl, I told myself to have patience.  Emily was working hard to help the females lose their fear of us.  Dinner dates where females would speak to us.  Drawing classes where females could stare at us.  Massage sessions where we could touch females.

      I very much wanted to eat with a female, but not many had volunteered.  A few females showed interest in the drawing classes, but only if we kept our pants on.  Angel said it was because the pearl-clutchers couldn’t handle the size of our equipment.  I didn’t know what touching jewelry had to do with my cock, but Angel was honest, and if she said we needed pants, then we did.

      Watching Apryl move forward in line with the rest of the humans waiting for food, I wondered if she would volunteer for the dinner dates.  She wore no ring and was considered an adult.  I confirmed that by asking Matt.  And she did not seem to fear us as strongly as some of the others.  When Eitri had passed her, she hadn’t cringed away like the woman behind her had.

      That didn’t mean Fallor was wrong, though.  None of us had understood how deeply Terri had feared us until she began to trade with Turik.  But even when Terri hadn’t looked at Turik, she’d spoken to him.  That was how he’d won her heart.  With words.

      That was a good place to start with Apryl.

      “I think I will go talk to Apryl,” I said to Fallor.

      “I wouldn’t.”

      “Why not?”

      “She is in line for food.”

      “I know.  That means she will not walk away from me.”

      “It also means that she is very hungry.  Emily explained ‘hangry’ to us.  Do you want to risk that Apryl is angry when you speak to her for the first time?”

      I crossed my arms and studied her as I considered his wise words.  Extreme hunger could make a woman angry in an irrational way, and I wanted Apryl to be rational when I spoke to her and told her…  What should I say to her?

      Females could be as easily angered by words as they could by hunger, and I didn’t want to anger Apryl.  I wanted to win her heart and her body.  I wanted to watch her belly round with a child–like Angel’s belly rounded.  And that would never happen if I made Apryl angry.  Angel told Tor that an angry woman does not want sex.

      No, I had to say the right words when I approached Apryl the first time.

      “You are right, Fallor.  I will wait,” I said.

      “Wait and watch,” Fallor said, nodding toward the fey who were serving.

      Our brothers gave closed-mouth smiles to the humans and received uncertain smiles in return.  Emily said it would take time for humans to see us as something other than killers.  I didn’t understand how they saw us as killers when their own kind was quick to hurt each other.  We removed the heads of the infected to protect the humans that remained, not because we enjoyed killing.

      The humans struggled to see the difference.  Truthfully, the humans struggled to see many things, and I was not the only fey waiting for an opportunity to speak with a female.

      June said we needed to know a female’s mind before we could win a female’s heart and touch her body.  So I knew I couldn’t tell Apryl that I wished to touch her soft curves and gently lick her pussy while she slept.  She wouldn’t like that.  My words needed to be about her mind.

      I thought back to the questions Emily approved for the dinner dates.  We were supposed to ask the females about what they liked.  Colors.  Foods.  Clothes.  Weather.  Things like that.

      Sighing, I uncrossed my arms and studied all the humans who passed through the line.  A small female child hugged her mother’s leg as they neared the serving tables.  I recognized the pair and glanced at Noru.  His gaze darted to Abi and Greyly, and his hand dipped to the doll sticking from the waist of his pants.

      He hadn’t spoken to the child’s mother the previous day, but I knew he hoped to speak with her today.  When they reached him, Greyly, the tiny female, lifted her plate high, and Abi smiled.  It wasn’t uncertain.

      “Did you bring your baby?” Greyly asked Noru.

      He tore his gaze from Abi and gazed at the child.

      “I did.  Will you show me how to care for her again?” he asked.

      The little girl nodded, and Abi set a hand on the child’s head while she held out her plate.  He gave them each a roll and watched them walk away.

      “He is smart,” Fallor said.  “He lets her come to him.”

      I glanced at Apryl again.  She inched forward with the line, a step at a time, and huddled within her jacket.  She was closer to the serving tables now.  Closer to me.  Rather than wait there for her, I went inside the shed.

      “I will take your place,” I said when I reached Noru.

      “Thank you.”  He stepped away from his position and strode across the space to where Greyly and Abi ate.

      I focused on the next person and deposited a roll on his plate.

      He mumbled his thanks for the food and hurried away to claim a seat.  I picked up the next roll and repeated the process, trying not to look down the line to where Apryl waited.  Angel said that women could sense desperation, and it turned them off.  Yet, I was desperate and craved the day a woman walked up to me and spoke first.

      Anticipation filled me as Apryl neared.  I wanted to see her pretty brown eyes and full lips curving in a smile for me as Abi’s had for Noru.  However, Apryl didn’t look up when she accepted her bowl.

      This was it.  This was my chance.  I handed Sam her roll and watched Apryl move into position before me.

      “Do you like rolls?” I asked, holding out the soft circle of bread.

      “Yeah.  Thanks,” she said, reaching for it.

      My fingers brushed her soft palm as I placed the food in her outstretched hand.

      “Thanks,” she said again.  Then, she turned away to hurry after Sam.

      I stared after her for a moment and fought not to smile.  She hadn’t cringed away from my touch and had thanked me twice.

      Before the moon rose, I promised myself.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

          APRYL

        

      

    

    
      Stew for two days in a row.  Real chunks of meat and vegetables sat in my bowl, not the watered-down version we had at my house.  I took a bite and closed my eyes in a state of bliss.  If the scent of it had made my mouth water, the taste nearly did me in.

      Chewing slowly, I savored the meat then opened my eyes to go for the next spoonful.  Not being able to clearly see what I spooned up made eating a bit of an adventure.  Kind of like eating bridge mix.  Sometimes, the piece of chocolate-coated something was good.  Sometimes, it was a damn raisin.  Not that there was anything raisin-level in my bowl now.  The stew was all goodness.  It was just the type of goodness that surprised me.

      The blurry orange lump on my spoon gave away the carrot before I tasted it.  I almost hummed in satisfaction.  It’d been ages since I’d had a chunk of carrot like that.  Definitely before the world collapsed.  And I was pretty sure I hadn’t savored it then.

      Things changed.  Sometimes too fast to keep up with it.  Like how I’d bailed on Sam, choosing the first empty seat I’d spotted instead of following her.  She didn’t seem too upset by it.  I could hear her chatting and laughing just a table over.  I’d probably just played right into my shy label.

      The man next to me started wiping out his bowl—hopefully with his rolls and not his fingers.

      “Are you going to eat that?” he asked out of the blue.

      “Yes,” I said without looking at him.  It didn’t matter if he was pointing at my bread or my stew.  I planned to eat it all.

      “Just figured I’d ask since you’re eating so slow.  Thought you might be getting full.”

      I’d only taken two bites.  He knew darn well I wasn’t full.

      Ignoring him, I took another bite of stew and kept my roll tucked close to my bowl.

      He got the hint and left.  Unfortunately, another guy took his place.  This one wolfed down his food with a few grunts and didn’t ask about mine.  When he left and another person claimed that seat, I knew I was taking too long and hurried to keep up with my new companion.

      I scraped the bottom of my bowl at the same time they did then waited until they stood to follow them to the dish return and the exit.  Following someone was the best way to ensure I didn’t run into anything as I left the shed.

      Although things were blurry, I could see colors.  That’s how I knew what was road and what was yard as I walked the neighborhood.  And keeping my eyes on the ground in front of me made me less approachable for conversation if anyone was nearby.

      I knew Tenacity pretty well by now to recognize the house colors on any given street.  The yellow door on the blue and white house I currently called home served as a beacon to guide me down the unshoveled walk.  Several sets of footprints marred the white snow.

      Veering toward the garage door, I let myself in and found the shovel.  Clearing the walk wasn’t exactly helpful, but it was something I could manage…if I took my time.  After I’d accidentally torn off the little metal strip from the spare plastic shovel on a crack in the cement, I’d learned not to rush.

      My hands were numb by the time I finished and let myself inside.  I heard movement in the kitchen and hurried to my room, only a few feet inside the front door.  Less conversation was better at this point.  I’d probably only annoy whoever was home by either outright not helping or by trying to help and messing up.

      Slipping out of my boots and inadequate coat, I hung it on the back of the chair and sat on my twin bed.  The room didn’t have much in it.  The dresser held two t-shirts, two pairs of jeans, a spare set of socks—those were in high demand—and three very frayed and unattractive pairs of thigh-cut underwear that liked to crawl up my ass.

      It felt like a lifetime ago that I’d had a walk-in closet full of pretty clothes.  Dresses.  Underwear that fit.  Nice things a girl might take for granted…

      Sighing, I lay back and settled in for a long wait until my watered-down portion of dinner.

      “Was that Apryl?  Did she go straight to her room again?” I heard Michelle ask from the kitchen.

      “Yep,” Doug, her husband, said.  “You told her she can’t stay here, right?”

      Did they think I’d closed my door?

      “I did,” Michelle answered. “But maybe we should reconsider.  Matt’s going to make everyone go on supply runs, and she doesn’t cause any trouble.  We could do worse.”

      “She wrecks stuff, Michelle.  I don’t like kicking her out, but we need to preserve what we have.”

      A tight ball formed in my chest because he wasn’t wrong.  I’d tried to help more in the beginning and had caused so much damage.  The worst was when I’d burned myself and the food, trying to make dinner.  That was the last time they’d let me cook.  The runner-up to that was the time I’d tripped over the vacuum cord, trying to clean.  I’d broken the vacuum and almost lost a leg.  Not really, but it had felt like it.

      “Besides,” Doug continued.  “Preston and I already found two people willing to share her room.  The man is used to going out on supply runs and has experience gathering wood.  His grandmother helped do whatever was needed around the house.”

      “Two capable bodies in the place of one?  When do they want to move in?” Michelle asked, at least having the decency to sound troubled about it.

      “They understand we’re giving Apryl a few days to find somewhere else.  I’m hoping she doesn’t take that long, though.  Folks are going out of their way to talk to the supply-run regulars.  I heard some outrageous offers were being made.  So far, none of them are being swayed by those promises, but I don’t want to lose out.  Bram and his grandmother are as level-headed as they come.”

      They already had people lined up?  I rolled onto my side and blinked until the urge to cry passed.  Tears wouldn’t do me any good.  Figuring out where to live would.  I’d thought I had more time.  Today to brainstorm.  Tomorrow to research.  Then find somewhere before the end of the week.  Obviously, people were committing a lot faster than I’d anticipated.

      Getting up, I dressed again and slipped out the front door.  I wanted to kick myself for not sitting with Sam earlier.  She would have been my best resource for finding out if any other fey-human couples were willing to sponsor a human.  Without time to come up with a useful skill to contribute to a household here, sponsoring was likely the only solution that would work.  Well, one that might work.

      The fey didn’t hide the fact that they wanted sex and a lot of it.  And If I were a human woman newly coupled with one of the fey, I wasn’t sure I’d want a third wheel around to witness any of that.

      Besides, no one wanted a freeloader.  Not even a new couple.

      Where did that leave me then?  Even if I went to Matt and admitted I couldn’t see, he wasn’t in charge of the housing.  He was letting everyone pick for themselves.

      I needed to start thinking outside the box.  Or with my box.

      I hated the idea of pimping myself out, but sex was one thing I could do well, even mostly blind.  If I hooked up with a guy and then let Matt know I’d be a liability if I went out, maybe then I wouldn’t be assigned a rotation.

      “We’re looking for one more,” someone called to my right.

      Breaking my cardinal rule, I lifted my gaze from the ground.  The colorful blur in the direction of the shout looked like a house.  I couldn’t see any movement around it, though.

      Who had yelled then?

      “We have three openings in my house,” someone else called.  “Experienced supply runners only, please.”

      Several voices overlapped after that.  Crap.  Was there a meeting in someone’s backyard?

      I looked down at my feet again and debated fumbling my way over there.  If I went slow, I’d be fine.  Probably.

      Turning, I walked until the blacktop ended and the white began.  Transitions were tricky.  I lifted my foot and stepped down cautiously, unsure
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3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


