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Chapter One

 


I was raised in captivity. Like an animal
caged, I hadn’t any firsthand knowledge of what lay just beyond my
tiny prison. I had an idea, though, and it made me very grateful
for the meager circumstances in which I’d spent the majority of my
twenty-four years. I would take dilapidated shacks and overcrowded
dining tables over what hunted just beyond our fences: The dead.
That was what tested our barriers every night. That was what
shrieked and howled like rabid beasts if they gained a scent of us.
They were what made our men go out into dangerous situations, made
them give their lives for our continued existence. True, the dead
were weaker during the harsh light of day, so our men were safer
during daylight hours––but they still ran into danger, still
died.

They were forced to leave
the safety of our walls to reinforce fences, search for supplies,
and hope to cross the paths of other survivors. Finding someone
alive after twenty years in this hellscape was rare. If
anything, fewer men came back. Not more.

Our soldiers had guns, but ammunition had
become scarce after all these years. If an encounter with zombies
appeared unavoidable, the men would––more often than not––opt for
close-quarters combat. They’d collected a wide assortment of
weapons to protect us. Baseball bats. Shovels. Axes. Whatever
wasn’t needed to grow crops was used for defense. This was the
world I lived in, had been raised in.

Most of our people lived, ate, and slept in
a large community building. It was the only structure we owned that
was around before the world went to hell. Other shacks had been
built around it over the years. They might be crude and unpolished,
but they were the only bit of seclusion within the community.

The luxuries of privacy and a bed were
awarded to our soldiers. They’d earned it. The women who found
themselves lucky enough to be in a soldier’s bed for the night were
given rare solitude, and provided with blankets and quiet. Most
soldiers had a new woman warming their bed each night. Females in
our community had been gifted with a completely different weapon at
their disposal than the males. Neither sharp nor deadly, they used
their bodies as a means of gaining comfort or security.

Condoms were a thing of the past along with
any other form of birth control. Many women got pregnant from their
evenings with the men. Without proper medication, we sometimes lost
babies … and mothers. If both were lucky enough to survive, they
were left to fend for themselves. Husbands and other various father
figures were nearly nonexistent. Once a baby was born, its mother
was all it had.

A baby’s cry sounded, drawing my attention
to one of the worn tables where people were eating dinner. The
baby’s mother, Autumn, locked eyes with me. She stared almost
accusingly, as if the poor circumstances of her life were somehow
my fault.

My eyes slid away from hers and a blush
heated my cheeks. I returned to the last of the dishes I was
putting away in the large, community kitchen. I worked quickly, in
silence.

I never felt as if any of the other women my
age cared for me. I had a steady place to sleep and I never went
hungry. It was more than most had, and I had Brett to thank for
that. “Brett,” I whispered, testing the name on my tongue.

“Are you daydreaming about that man of yours
again?”

I turned to face Maggie, the only woman in
the world I could confide in, and the closest thing I had left to
family. Maggie was in her fifties, her salt-and-pepper hair giving
away her age more than her attitude. She was thin to the point of
looking fragile, but I knew from watching her man the kitchens that
she had stubborn strength in her legs and arms. She was sturdy and
tough, despite losing her son and husband to the hazards of the
cruel world we lived in. I had always thought that was why she
looked out for me––her son and I would have been the same age, had
he survived the initial infection. Whatever her reasoning, I was
grateful for her affections. I wasn’t sure I would have survived
this long without them.

“Maggie.” I greeted her with a smile. Just
her presence made things feel less grim, less hopeless. She had a
way of doing that. Despite this, as her words sank in, I frowned.
“He’s not my man.”

She arched a brow and pursed her lips in a
playfully mocking gesture. “You live with him. You have your meals
with him. You share his bed every night.”

I knew my face must have gone ten shades of
red. “We never speak to each other.”

A jolly laugh bubbled from her throat.
“Honey, that sounds like you’re married.”

I rolled my eyes but rewarded her with a
small smile. “People don’t believe in the concept of marriage
anymore, Mags. I’m just lucky I don’t have to flit from bed to bed
like some of the others.”

“You could always stay in the hall here,
with all of us unimportant people,” she said, her tone teasing.

My gaze scanned the room. At night, the
tables were folded up and pushed to the side. Tattered blankets
would come out and be spread on the hard, dirty floor. It was
overcrowded, uncomfortable, and loud.

I shook my head. “Brett has a mattress.”
Beds were a thing of the past, as they were too bulky and difficult
to transport. Having a bed wasn’t worth the risk of possible loss
of life. The few mattresses we owned were given only to the top men
of our guard.

I’d only been four when the dead started
rising from their graves, so I didn’t remember much of life before,
but I did remember my bed. The room that had once been mine had
faded, along with the memories of my mother, the memories of the
family dog, and the memories of what television was like. But I
remembered enough to long for something as simple as clean sheets
and a peaceful night’s sleep. Brett owned a mattress, and the feel
of it under my back every night was worth whatever else he might
ask of me.

Running a hand through my hair, I let out a
sigh. I wasn’t exactly feeling nostalgic, but I was grateful to
Brett for the life he’d given me. I wanted to go back to his
dilapidated little shack and enjoy the solitude it provided. “I
just finished up here. I think I’ll…” I trailed off guiltily, not
wanting it to seem as if I was just rushing off after my assigned
chores.

Maggie offered me a warm smile. “Go. There
is nothing shameful in wanting to be warm and secure at night,
wrapped in the arms of a man. If my Bill was still alive, I would
take advantage of that every moment I could.”

With a nod of gratitude at her
understanding, I placed the last pan in the stack of clean dishes.
“Brett is a good enough man, I suppose. I could do much worse.”

“Brett is a good man,” Maggie said firmly.
“A caring one. You could definitely do worse.” She pulled me into a
hug. “He’ll take care of you, dear. That knowledge helps me sleep
better at night.”

I looked into her solemn eyes and knew she
was thinking of her husband and son. Both had died outside our
walls before she’d stumbled upon this place. She didn’t talk of it,
but I knew it had been violent. I knew she’d watched them die. I
couldn’t imagine losing a child, especially not to vicious
cannibals.

“I’ll stay safe. Whether because of Brett or
my own survival instincts, I’m not going anywhere anytime soon. I
promise.”

She kissed my cheek before releasing me. “I
know you aren’t.”

Giving her hand a quick squeeze, I turned
and made my way from the hall. As I did, I avoided direct eye
contact with any of the other women. My gaze stayed trained on my
feet, but I could feel their eyes on me. I felt guilt-ridden that I
was off to my comfortable, steady home while they competed to jump
from bed to bed for a single night of comfort.

Brett and I hardly ever spoke, but he’d
conveyed his wish for me to stay with him. Always. I’d lost my
virginity to him at seventeen. He’d been twenty-two at the time. It
was shortly after my father died.

When I was with my father, community living
hadn’t seemed so bad. Once my father passed, I’d realized what it
meant to be alone, to have to fend for myself.

Brett had taken me to his bed a few weeks
later. I knew this was what women did, but I was still fearful.
Some of the women came to breakfast in the mornings sporting
bruises and haunted looks. The men could be rough, especially after
a harrowing day beyond the walls. They let their pain and fear out
in the darkness of night, in their beds.

Despite my worries, Brett had never been
like that. He’d always been gentle toward, and respectful of, me.
I’d gotten lucky in so many aspects of my life where he was
concerned, but kindness was not a substitute for genuine
emotion.

Entering the one-room shack that belonged to
Brett, I exhaled in appreciation. Truthful affection or no, I was
grateful to him, more than I could ever convey with words. The room
was comfortable and familiar. I loved it.

I didn’t feel as if I was merely a temporary
fixture in his home––I felt like I belonged here, like a piece of
it was mine. Making my way over to the small, rickety table, I
began folding the laundry I’d left there earlier that afternoon.
I’d washed it in our little stream the day before, and hung it on a
line strung between two large oak trees outside. The fall sun had
dried and warmed it in the morning hours. I just hadn’t had the
opportunity to fold it until now.

Our clothing consisted of
four or five outfits apiece: Maggie once told me that
before, women used to
have dressers full of clothing and a dozen pairs of shoes all to
themselves. I had one pair of shoes. They were so old and ratty, I
could barely discern they’d once been white.

Once, Maggie had described to me shoes that
had spiked points that women would balance on and strut about.
They’d worn these absurd shoes to entice men, but in my head, they
only looked ridiculous. Why they’d thought men would be attracted
to death traps was beyond me.

Shaking my head with a laugh, I lifted one
of Brett’s shirts, shook it, and folded it. Placing it to the side,
I picked up another with a frown. There was a smudge of blood
stained on the shoulder. I tried not to think too closely to whom
it might belong. One of the men we’d recently lost? The risen dead?
Brett?

Shivering, I folded the shirt and placed it
carefully to the side. I didn’t like to think about something
happening to Brett. Without him, I would be alone again. I didn’t
think I could bear that.

Pushing those thoughts to the back of my
mind, I lifted one of my own faded shirts. Before I could fold it,
the door to our one-room dwelling opened. Brett entered, and I
could instantly tell something was wrong.

His face was drawn and tired-looking. The
creases in the skin around his eyes appeared pinched. His normally
wary brown eyes looked downright lost. He crossed the floor to me
in two strides of his long legs. His hands cupped my face and he
tilted my head back, and his lips were on mine a moment later.

I opened up to him, my body becoming soft
and pliant against his much firmer one. I knew what was expected of
me. In truth, I didn’t really mind. Brett was an attractive man,
and respectful besides. Without him, I would no doubt be bouncing
from bed to bed like the other women. Brett kept me safe in more
ways than one.

Pressing closer, I caressed my hands down
his shoulders. I touched him gently, stroking soothingly along his
forearms as his kisses deepened. This was a dance we knew well. We
needed no words. I simply let his body tell me what he wanted and
allowed instinct to take over.

Later, as I lay in bed listening to Brett’s
slow, even breathing as he slept, I couldn’t help but wonder what
had put that stricken look in his eyes. After all the horrors each
of us had witnessed, what could be so awful? I hadn’t asked, and he
would never tell me.

I recalled Maggie’s description of our
relationship. She’d compared this to a marriage. I frowned at that.
I didn’t remember much about my
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