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FEW REMAINED WHO REMEMBERED the world before the Scourge. 

The disease, claiming over 80% of the population, pushed civilization back, from an orderly existence to a world ruled by the strongest and most powerful, within a single generation. 

Over the course of fifty years, the cause of this deadly disease remained a mystery, and the focus shifted from speculation about its origins to the pressing need of survival. 

In the wake of the apocalypse, small communities sprouted—tight-knit, cautious, and fiercely defensive of their meager possessions. Their collective vigilance wasn't solely directed inward; it was a shield against the constant threats posed by Raiders, slavers, and bandits that prowled the untamed forests, known as the Wildlands. 

Nestled at the base of the Shard Peaks Mountain range, the village of Hillside, although otherwise unremarkable, had withstood the ravages of time. Its houses, reminiscent of an earlier era, had weathered the years, reflecting wear and tear. Surrounding the town were grassy fields where a small number of cows and horses grazed peacefully, next to fields of carefully tended crops, an orchard, and a couple of ramshackle barns and storage silos. 

With a population of approximately 800 souls, life in Hillside revolved around collective efforts to grow crops, stockpile resources for winter, and ensure that no one went hungry. A village this size did not often attract trouble from the Raiders who preferred to target smaller, less protected settlements. 

The main street of Hillside was a rugged, unpaved pathway, worn by years of use and the unforgiving elements with dilapidated buildings with cracked and peeling facades lining either side of the street, their former commercial purposes long forgotten. Makeshift barricades and defensive structures, fashioned from scavenged materials, punctuated the road, a stark reminder of the town's constant vigilance.

The transition to a simpler way of life was evident in the practical changes that had taken place. Horse-drawn carts had become the primary mode of transport, their presence marked by hitching posts and water troughs found at various points throughout the village.

A young woman, holding a woven basket tightly, walked alone towards the general store. She moved quickly, shoulders hunched, and eyes lowered, as if keen not to draw attention to herself. 

Gareth Blackmore, younger brother of the village’s mayor, leaned lazily against the beam supporting the village’s water tank. Tall and muscular, he moved with a confident demeanor that hinted at both strength and arrogance. His features were sharp, with a chiseled jawline and piercing blue eyes that could, at times, reveal a cruel smile. This smile, while undoubtedly charming, held a certain coldness that suggested a darker side beneath the surface.

Spotting the young woman, he admired her gracefully curved figure, flowing chestnut locks, and angelic beauty.

“Hey Amber” he drawled out, as his eyes lazily ran over her body, as she ignored him, and continued walking hurriedly past him.

“Don’t be like that -it isn’t polite “he said approaching her. He quickly cut her off, and stood in front of her, a smirk playing on his face. 

Amber stopped, and taking a deep breath, to slow the pounding of her heart said, “Hello Gareth. I’m sorry I can’t chat. Aunt Prudence is waiting for me” she nervously explained, her green eyes avoiding him.

“Well now” said Gareth, smiling like the predator he was, “I’m sure that I’ll catch another time, when you aren’t so busy...” he cooed seductively, slowly moving out of her way. 

“You just turned 18, you’re a woman now!” he said, his eyes following her, as she quickly walked away. 

Amber, an orphan, had been living with her aunt and uncle for 10 years. Her parents had both succumbed to sickness that had swept through the town many years ago. She often took refuge in her memories of them, her mother’s sunshine and her father’s quiet strength. She remembered always feeling safe and protected in the shadow of her parents’ love.

Her aunt and uncle were nothing like her parents.  Nor did they ever make her feel like she was their adopted child, despite being childless themselves. Her uncle Cornelius, a tall, reed-thin, gray- haired, sanctimonious disciplinarian, wielded his belt when he thought Amber was being “contrary” even though she was a quiet, introverted child. 

Her aunt Prudence had shared her husband’s enthusiasm for discipline and displayed none of the love that her sister, Amber’s mother, had shown her. Still, they had taken her in, clothed her, and fed her, and for that, she was grateful. A lone orphan was easy prey in a lawless world, particularly a female one. 

That evening, Amber sighed nervously as she glanced at her green-eyed reflection in her bedroom mirror. Randall Blackmore, the village’s middle-aged mayor, and recent widower was expected for dinner. Melody, his late wife, had been struck down with fever sickness, the same illness that had claimed Amber’s parents.  

Sensitive and dreamy, she had to quickly adapt to the demands of her changed life, with her spirit and soul battered by an uncaring world. It was made clear that her care by her aunt and uncle was made under sufferance. Little mention was made of the fact that Amber, a competent seamstress, had more than paid for her upkeep through the work that she did for the village inhabitants, and that all earnings were taken by her uncle. 

A gentle knock on the bedroom door signaled Aunt Prudence's arrival. She entered the room, her stern gaze locking onto Amber. Aunt Prudence, a thin woman with gray hair pulled into a tight bun, gave her niece an assessing look before offering some practical advice. 

"You look fine," she said, her voice pleased. "Just remember to be polite and put on a friendly face for Mr. Blackmore. He’s been a widower now for three months, and probably looking for a new missus, so you never know...”

Aunt Prudence then gave Amber a crooked smile and spoke in hushed tones. “The mayor does well for himself. You'd be lucky if he takes interest. Put on a smile!"

Amber obliged with a hesitant smile, and she followed her aunt out of the bedroom and into the inviting aroma of the dining room. The table had been meticulously arranged, and the comforting scents of venison stew and fresh bread filled the room.

Uncle Cornelius had already taken his seat, and Mr. Randall Blackmore, their guest, sat across from him. 

Randall Blackmore, a middle-aged man with a sturdy build, had dark hair speckled with gray  that gave him an air of authority. He was, by most accounts, a decent man and was known for his friendly, jovial interactions with the village folk. As the town's mayor, he held a reputation for his adept management of local affairs, and many residents held him in high regard for his competence.

Nonetheless, whenever Amber found herself in Randall's presence, she experienced a distinct sense of unease. His warm, blue eyes, which often crinkled with laughter when dealing with others, seemed to change when they fell upon her. Their gaze became unsettling, as if they were deliberately assessing every contour of her body. This left her with an undeniable sense of discomfort and vulnerability, making her feel as though she was the target of an unsettling scrutiny.

Randall’s brother Gareth was notorious for foisting his unwanted attention on the few single young women in the village. The fact that no respectable families had entertained his requests to court any of their daughters did not deter him. His misbehavior was somewhat accepted because his brother was the mayor, but also because people were wary of Gareth’s explosive temper.

"Amber," Randall remarked with a smile, "that dress really brings out the shade of your lovely eyes." He offered the compliment as Amber took her seat at the dinner table. He was an attractive man, with a smile that often set the hearts aflutter in their small village.

“Thank you, Mr. Blackmore,” said Amber softly, blushing slightly. 

"Oh, please," Randall said with a warm smile, his eyes inviting a more personal connection as he urged, "call me Randall."

“Thank you, Randall” Amber said smiling, yet feeling a cold shiver run down her spine. 

At dinner, the talk mainly revolved around Randall and Uncle Cornelius, discussing town affairs and updates. Amber, positioned between them, watched their interactions while playing with her food, her stomach tied in knots of worry. She pondered the idea of marrying Randall Blackmore, and, despite being unable to articulate a clear objection, she couldn't shake the unexplained discomfort she felt around him.

As the meal came to an end, Amber and her aunt took charge of clearing the table, efficiently tidying up the dinnerware and leftovers. Meanwhile, the men made their way to the living area with their coffee in hand, their conversation carrying on.

Amber got to work on washing the dinner dishes, while Aunt Prudence took two slices of apple pie to the men in the living area. 

Amber proceeded with the task of washing the dishes, her hands submerged in the soapy water. The gentle clinks of the dinnerware filled the kitchen, and she remained focused on her work. It was a solitary, contemplative moment, until she was caught off guard by the unexpected appearance of Randall in the kitchen. His presence was an abrupt interruption in her routine, and she looked up in surprise, her wet hands gripping a dish.

Amber tensed as Randall came up from behind her, his large hands tightly gripping her waist as he began to nuzzle her neck, as she gasped in shock as she felt his prickly cheek against her skin.

Amber's entire body stiffened as Randall's unexpected approach sent a surge of unease through her. His firm grip on her waist left her feeling trapped, and the sensation of his lips, and hot breath, against her neck sent shivers down her spine. She tried to pull away, her discomfort intensifying with each passing moment.

“Please stop” she croaked, eyes wide, almost paralyzed with shock at his indiscretion. 

As he continued his advances, Amber's heart raced, and her thoughts raced even faster. She could feel his hard maleness pressed against her buttocks. Confusion and fear mixed within her, and she struggled to find the right words to express her discomfort. 

“Oh Amber” he growled into her ear, his hands shamelessly roving over her body” I can’t wait to ride you. You won’t walk for a week” he whispered, his voice turning sinister “and when you scream, I’ll ride you harder and deeper ...” he whispered. And with that, he softly slapped her rump, and purred “and I know Gareth will want a turn too...” 
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AS THE WEEKS UNFOLDED, Randall Blackmore's frequent chaperoned visits to Amber intensified. Eventually, he sought Cornelius's permission to marry Amber, a request that was swiftly granted. Amber herself of course, did not have any input, as decisions about her future were made for her, as she remained under the guardianship of her aunt and uncle.

Amber’s thoughts were a jangled, incoherent mess of fear and loathing at the thought of being helpless in the clutches of both Randall and his brother. Being orphaned, in a village gripped by scarcity, she felt powerless and cornered. Opposition to the impending marriage seemed futile, considering the prevailing opinion that Randall was a suitable match for a penniless orphan.

Amber felt trapped, a feeling she was not unfamiliar with. But the idea of being married and being shared between the Blackmore brothers was just too much, and she could not, would not, allow that to happen.  

With a heavy heart and a growing urgency, Amber weighed her limited options, her anxiety mounting. The realization dawned on her – escape was her sole recourse. The prospect of being forced to endure both Randall and Gareth propelled Amber towards a resolution.

A gentle soul, Amber now embraced a determination to face the perils of the Wildlands rather than succumb to the Blackmore brothers. Amber was surprised and shocked by her own sense of determination at this dangerous course of action, but the alternative remained an unacceptably terrifying prospect. Amber felt as though something had broken free
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