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For all the Jeff fans out there.
This is why he and Dillon don’t get along.



Chapter 1

Jeff crouched next to his brother, watching three figures slowly walk up the
winding, decaying road.

“This is a pain,” Dillon growled.
“They can’t stay on the road we want forever,” Jeff said.
“We could take care of them right now.”
Jeff turned his head to look at Dillon. Even squatting down, Dillon was a

head taller than Jeff. A bulge adorned his cheek just below a black eye. Fresh
blood added to the rust-colored stain on the right shoulder of  Dillon’s shirt.
Their eyes met. Jeff held Dillon’s gaze.

After a second, Dillon snorted. “I’m not serious.”
Jeff raised his eyebrows.
“I’m going to sit.” Dillon waved his hand. “Tell me when something

interesting happens.”
The fact that Dillon had voluntarily taken a break worried Jeff, but not as

much as the joke to kill the people on the road. Dillon kept saying he was fine,
but the wound in his shoulder wasn’t healing.

Jeff sat in a copse of trees that occupied the top of a low hill. Knee-high
grass spread as far as the eye could see and rippled as a breeze traveled across
the plains. Chunks of asphalt along the road that wound around the bottom of
the hill had been pushed aside by encroaching vegetation. In some places, the
path was only a few feet wide, instead of the two lanes it had originally been.

Jeff had only seen paint on a road once: in a short tunnel that had protected
the pavement from the weather since before the Starvation had ripped the
world apart.

Jeff and Dillon had been following the three travelers for the past two
hours, waiting for them to turn onto a different path. They kept doubling back
as if they were looking for something, but they never strayed far into the grass.
Still, Jeff had no desire to face them if they didn’t have to. He and Dillon had
killed enough in the past few weeks. This road led into the mountains, and no
one who wanted to survive went there. Or so the stories said. Jeff and Dillon
were going to find out if the stories were true.

The trio consisted of one woman and two men. All would be seasoned
fighters. All would be armed beyond what Jeff could see, and none would
hesitate to kill if the need arose. Neither would Jeff or Dillon.



A soft whistle floated on the breeze.
Jeff ’s head snapped around, his eyes searching.
The whistle sounded again.
Jeff slipped from the edge of the trees and pulled his club from where he

had it lashed to his pack. The cool metal felt reassuring in his hand. The
sharpened end flashed as it came free. He moved through the underbrush on
almost silent feet, keeping to the shadows. He winced as pain throbbed from
his ankle. Dillon would never let Jeff live down the fact that he’d sprained it
crossing a creek.

After a few seconds, he spotted Dillon squatting behind a rock. Dillon
caught Jeff ’s eye, held up four fingers and then pointed farther into the woods.

Jeff pointed at himself.
Dillon shook his head.
Skinnies. Jeff tightened his grip on the club as he crept forward and settled

next to Dillon.
Dillon pointed again, and Jeff spotted a set of legs through the underbrush.

Jeff nodded and jerked his head to the right.
Dillon grinned and led the way.
Following Dillon felt as familiar as breathing. Jeff stepped where his

brother did, but swiveled his head in the opposite direction. Just as their
mother had taught them. It only took Dillon a few seconds to get them close
enough to catch a glimpse of the Skinnies.

All men, they looked more like clothed skeletons than people. Bones and
muscles pressed against skin. Sunken eyes darted around like paranoid rodents.
Tattered remains of shirts and pants hung off their gaunt frames. Yet each still
had enough sense left to wear decent shoes.

The Starvation caused people’s bodies to resist absorbing nutrients. They
slowly starved to death, descending into insanity along the way. The longer
they survived, the less human they became. But they could still think.

Two of the Skinnies carried sticks, one had a long, rusted knife, and the
other had somehow found a sword. They were all circled around something
on the ground. The Skinny with the sword brought it up above his head, the
blade pointing down, and then thrust it into whatever lay at his feet.

Dillon caught Jeff ’s attention and jerked his head to the right.
A moan of longing rose from the pack, and they fell to their knees.



Jeff waited until Dillon moved away before he crept in to the left. He got
behind a large tree and waited.

The whistle came a moment later.
Jeff and Dillon rose as one and charged.
The Skinnies had lowered their heads. Muffled screams came from beneath

them. Their kill was still alive?
Jeff grabbed the Skinny with the sword by his hair and yanked him upright,

but not before the Skinny had taken a bite out of the man on the ground. A
ringing began in Jeff ’s ears, and he stabbed the sharp end of his club under the
Skinny’s ribs and into his heart.

Dillon made fast work of another Skinny, his long knife taking the same
path through the man as Jeff ’s club had.

The other two Skinnies rose to their feet. Thick, red blood dripped down
their chins. Greed filled their eyes.

Jeff took a step back as a Skinny with a stick came for him. If the man had
been healthy, he would have been a good fighter. Jeff avoided a couple of
swings before he found the right moment to rush in and swing his club at the
Skinny’s head. A crunch sounded. The Skinny’s eyes widened in surprise, but
there was no fear there. Just anger.

Jeff turned to find Dillon being driven back by the other Skinny with a
stick. This one knew how to fight, and he had enough sense left to do so.
Dillon growled and rushed in, taking a blow to his shoulder before he drove
his knife into the Skinny’s throat.

Jeff turned to look around, making sure that there weren’t any more of
them, before shifting his attention to the man who lay on the ground.

Matted black hair topped his head. Blood covered one side of  his face and
ran from at least a dozen other wounds. Filthy clothes enshrouded his
trembling body. Jeff met his dark eyes. Pain and comprehension coupled with
despair. This man knew that these would be the last moments of his existence.

“I’ll check the bodies,” Dillon said from behind Jeff.
The man spoke. The words gurgled out along with blood. “My wife...” He

paused as he tried in vain to breathe. “Did she get away?”
Dillon stepped into Jeff ’s field of vision and shook his head.
Jeff licked his lips and squatted down. “There’s no one else here.”
The man sighed in relief.
“Are there more Skinnies?” Jeff asked.



The man shook his head.
“Jeff,” Dillon said, an edge to his voice. “We need to go.”
Jeff didn’t move.
Dillon steeled his eyes and gestured for Jeff to get up. He held the sword;

now clean from blood and gore. Jeff gave the man a smile and softly pressed
his hand to his shoulder before he rose and followed Dillon a few feet away.

“We’re not leaving him,” Jeff said before Dillon could speak.
“He’s dying.”
“He’s still alive.”
“Not for long,” Dillon said.
Jeff ground his teeth. “It doesn’t matter.”
“Jeff, those guys on the road could be doubling back right now.” Dillon

pointed back the way they had come. “We don’t know what they’re looking for.
They might be looking for us so they can drag us back, skin us alive and watch
us bake in the sun. And that’s if we’re lucky.”

“They’re not from the arena,” Jeff said.
“We don’t know that.”
“We don’t leave people to die alone.”
The words hung in the air between them. For a moment, the world stood

still.
Jeff searched Dillon’s eyes, looking for the compassion he knew lay beneath

the instinct to survive that had kept them alive for the past six months.
Unfortunately, such tender emotions had been absent more often than not
since their last compound had fallen.

Dillon’s eyes stayed steely. “We don't need to watch anyone else die.”
Jeff swallowed. “This is what we do. This is what Mom would want us to

do.” His hand shook as he squeezed his fingers into a fist.
After a few seconds, Dillon stepped back. “Fine. You stay. I’m going to

follow this trail over here. Come find me after it's over.”
Jeff turned back to the man, who lay in a pool of sunshine. His life was

slowly, but surely, soaking into the ground. The man's eyes were on Jeff.
“You can go,” he croaked.
“No,” Jeff shook his head. He cleaned his club on the ragged shirt of a

Skinny then kicked the body away before settling down on the ground. Jeff
reached out and clasped the man's hand. His fingers wrapped around Jeff's
and held on.



“I'm sorry we didn't get here sooner,” Jeff said.
The man's eyes swiveled in the direction Dillon had gone. “Stay together as

long as you can.”
“With him?” Jeff shrugged. “We're brothers. It's always been like that.”
“Hang on to it.”
The man’s dying words rang true. Jeff stayed as the man slipped in and out

of consciousness. The light shifted, and shadows slipped onto the man’s face.
He tried speaking one last time, but only a wheeze broke free. His grip
tightened and his back arched. A golden cross on a tarnished chain slid from
under his shirt to the hollow of his throat. More blood pooled on the ground,
and as it did, the man's eyes dimmed. The pressure on Jeff's hand eased.

The cross caught the edge of the remaining sunlight, and Jeff  wondered if
anything his parents had taught him about religion was true. Sometimes Jeff
hoped there would be nothing after this life, because he wasn't sure he wanted
to remember the terrible things he and Dillon had both seen and done. On the
other hand, he would give a lot to be with his parents again.

Jeff's eyes turned to the path Dillon had taken. Dillon and he had been out
too long. They needed a rest. People. Normalcy that didn't include killing
everyday or keeping watch at night.

That's why they were headed over the mountains. It couldn't be worse.
They hoped it would be better. The hope may prove to be false, but at least
they had a plan besides waiting to be ambushed or eaten. Or both.

Jeff let out a snort, rose and started down the path.
The woods thinned as he traveled farther away from the road. Jeff ’s ankle

started to complain as the pitch of the ground rose. His dad had always said
that a sprain was worse than a break, and now Jeff believed him.

The far side of the trees opened to another vast meadow of  flowing grass.
The trees reached out into the clearing then retreated in a swooping line. Jeff
followed it to the other side of the meadow, where he found the Skinnies’
camp.

A crude tent made of old tarps and canvas stood next to a small fire pit at
the edge of the woods. Logs surrounded the pit as benches. Two shovels sat
propped up against a tree.

The stench of rotting flesh assaulted Jeff ’s nose as he turned to his right.
Beyond the tent, hanging in a tree, Jeff spotted what was left of two human
corpses. Neither had limbs. Neither had heads.



“Did you follow the smell?” Dillon asked, standing beyond the fire pit.
“How could I not?” Jeff wrinkled his nose and tried to take shallow

breaths. He noticed the blood on Dillon’s shoulder had spread. The Skinny
with the club must have hit him harder than Jeff had thought.

 “No other Skinnies,” Dillon reported. He came to stand next to Jeff. They
both stared at the tent. Dillon said, “Your turn.”

Skinnies stashed random things in their hideouts. Since food gave them no
comfort, they would sometimes collect books or mechanical objects or dolls.
Anything that had given them pleasure before they'd been infected with the
Starvation. Jeff hoped there would be a bandage or two for Dillon.

Jeff stepped forward, took a breath, reached out and pulled a canvas flap
aside.

Light hit the dirt in the shape of a triangle, with Jeff ’s silhouette starkly
outlined in the middle. Sleeping bags covered the ground. Small shelves built
of logs and planks stood in each corner. Dillon held the flap while Jeff went in.

Jeff had never known the world before the Starvation, but his mother had
described camping trips. Apparently, people use to live in cities and
periodically go camping to get closer to nature. This looked like what she had
described.

Duffle bags were piled at the end of each sleeping bag. One shelf held a
neat display of books, while another harbored a pile of shiny bits of metal and
glass that had spilled over onto the ground.

Another housed a cooking pan, a small stack of mismatched and mostly
intact dishes and a bucket for water. Jeff moved to the bucket and saw a small
package behind it.

Bandages.
He breathed a sigh of relief.
“They’re awfully organized for Skinnies,” Dillon said.
“Yeah,” Jeff said. He’d forgotten about the smell, and his stomach rolled as

the stench stuck to the back of his throat.
“Anything good?”
Jeff grabbed the cooking pan and the bandages and retreated. Once he

cleared the flap, he held out his treasures. “Just this.”
“Better than nothing.”
“Sit.” Jeff pointed at one of the logs.
Dillon scowled. “We don’t have time to waste.”



“You’re bleeding everywhere,” Jeff said.
For once Dillon didn’t argue. Jeff didn’t miss the wince as Dillon shrugged

his pack off and put the sword down. Dillon peeled his t-shirt over his head,
revealing a torso mottled with scars, including a six-inch slash along his
shoulder blade. The edges were raw and oozing yellow puss.

Not a new wound; rather, the same one Dillon had sustained at the hand of
their last host.

“How does it look?”
“Like you tried to block a rusty knife with your back.”
Dillon snorted. “You still haven’t thanked me.”
Jeff retrieved his canteen and opened it. “Be strong.”
“Shut up,” Dillon said with a growl.
It didn’t take long to wash the wound. Every muscle in Dillon’s body tensed

up.
“Exactly what should I thank you for, almost getting yourself killed?” Jeff

asked.
“No, for saving your sorry ass from a pit full of—”
As he spoke, Jeff opened a bandage the size of his hand, used one hand to

brace Dillon and pressed the bandage into the wound.
“Argh!” Dillon yelled out. “What the hell?” He tried to twist, but Jeff kept

him still.
“Just hold on for a second.”
After a few heartbeats, the bandage rippled under Jeff ’s fingers and the

gripping tape kicked in. It would take a few minutes for the pain killer to get
through Dillon’s system, though.

Dillon shook, and sweat broke out all over his body, but he relaxed. “I hate
you.”

“I know. Now sit there while I go find some water.”
“I can go,” Dillon said as he stood. Jeff watched as Dillon took one

stumbling step to the side before he had to sit back down.
“Not a word,” Dillon said.
Jeff shook his head and turned toward the meadow below. It swept down

to a low spot half a mile away. The top of a rusted tractor jutted above the
grass near the bottom. The snake-like trail of what Jeff hoped was a stream lay
beyond. Just before he turned to see if Dillon was still down, a flicker of
movement caught his eye. It disappeared before he could focus on it.



“Did you see that?” Jeff asked over his shoulder.
“See what?” Dillon asked.
Jeff pointed. “Something there.”
“Something what?” Dillon rose to his feet and gingerly walked to Jeff.
“I don’t know.” He waited, but saw nothing. “It’s gone now.”
“What did it look like?”
“Movement. Like water, but in the air.”
“Did you sniff something I didn’t see?”
“Shut up; I’m serious.”
“So am I.”
Jeff waved Dillon away and started down the hill, keeping his eye on the

meadow. He only took a few steps before he saw it again. One second he’d
been looking across the grass, and then, as if someone had pulled back a
curtain of air, Jeff saw a glimpse of a building. Concrete. Metal. A moment
later it was gone.

“Did you see it?” Jeff asked.
“Sure did,” Dillon said. He went back for his pack. “Let’s go see what’s

down there.”



Chapter 2

Jeff led the way down the hill, trying not to limp. Luckily, Dillon wasn’t
moving very fast either. They were half-way there when the air flickered again,
this time only a hundred yards away.

“Did you see it that time?” Jeff asked.
“Yeah.”
The two of them approached slowly. Waiting. When the flicker came, Jeff

marked the spot in his mind, walked forward and drove his club into the
ground about ten feet away from the flicker.

Dillon picked up a rock and tossed it. It hit an invisible barrier, bounced off
and thumped to the ground.

“It’s a shield,” Dillon said.
Jeff gathered a handful of smaller rocks and followed Dillon’s example,

slowly finding the outer edge of the shield.
“Better mark it,” Dillon said, driving another stick into the ground a few

paces from Jeff ’s marker.
They quickly made their way around an area at least a hundred feet in

diameter.
“How do we get through a shield?” Jeff asked Dillon.
“Hell if I know.”
“Dad never said anything about it?”
“Not that I remember.” Dillon scratched his head. “I suppose a lightning

strike could do it.”
“I didn’t pack one of those.”
Jeff wracked his brain. What had he heard about shields? They bent light to

hide what was inside. They were impossible to see. Most were open on the top.
“We could try throwing something in,” Jeff said.
“What are you talking about?”
“The tops are usually open, right?”
“Right.”
“Then let’s see how far up it goes.”
“Good thing that bandage had pain killers in it,” Dillon said as he searched

for more rocks.
A few minutes later they’d discovered that the shield went fifty feet into the

air and angled in, like a cone. The very top was open, but it wasn’t a large span.



“Makes sense,” Dillon said. “Or someone would have spotted it from the
hills.”

Jeff eyed the ground. “How do you feel about digging?”
“Are you serious?”
“Sure. The shield may not go underground.”
Dillon crossed his long arms over his chest and cocked his head to the side.

“So, you’re telling me you want to tunnel in there?”
Jeff met his brother’s ire with logic. “Think about what could be behind it.

We’re in the middle of nowhere. There was nothing out here even before the
Starvation. There’s wheat and other grains sown in with this grass, which
means we’re in farming country. If someone wanted to hide an entire building,
what do you think is inside it? At the very least, tools and vehicles. At the
most, a variety of illegal things. Any of which might help us get over those
mountains.”

“Do you have a shovel?”
“No, but the Skinnies did.”
 A snort told Jeff he had won, he went up the hill and then came back

down, with a shovel in hand. Half an hour and a large pile of dirt later, they
still hadn't reached the bottom of the shield.

Dillon, who had been digging with his one good arm, climbed out and lay
on the ground, looking up at the sky. “Great idea.”

Jeff scrambled up and sat cross-legged. His mind began to churn, and he
glanced at the metal top of the tractor.

Dillon rolled his head over to look at Jeff. “What?”
“We could try ramming it,” Jeff said.
“The shield?”
“Yeah.”
“With what, your thick skull?” A grin tugged at Dillon’s lips.
“Or yours.” Jeff jerked his head. “Or we could use that tractor over there.”
Dillon propped himself up on his good shoulder. Jeff held his gaze. “You’re

serious.” He sighed and got to his feet. “Let’s go look at it.”
The long grass tugged at their pant legs as they walked. Jeff kept one eye on

Dillon, who seemed content to keep the pace slow. They reached the tractor
and Dillon circled it once, muttering under his breath. He pried the hood up
and stuck his head underneath.



The machine looked as if it had been old before the Starvation. Spots of
rust pocked the outer shell, covering more of it than did the original green
paint. All the tires were flat; grass was growing from every nook and cranny
big enough to hold dirt.

“Do you think it can be moved?” Jeff asked.
“Maybe,” Dillon said as he pulled his head out. “But we’d need more

people.”
Jeff sighed.
“Sorry, little brother, we might have to let this one go.”
They walked back to the shield, watching for another flicker. When it

happened, they were close. Jeff got a better look at what was inside.
A squat cement building sat to the left of a garage. A fenced-in, covered

area lay on the opposite side. Behind the fence, Jeff saw a bunch of  mechanical
equipment, including two hover bikes.

“Dillon,” Jeff said.
“I saw it,” Dillon said.
“If those hover bikes work, we can get through these mountains in a matter

of days.”
“I know. But unless you have another idea on how to get through this

shield, we’re stuck.”
Jeff met Dillon's eyes. “What about asking those people we were

watching?”
Dillon's expression hardened. “No.” The word fell from Dillon's lips and

solidified in the air between them.
“There are only three of them. I'm sure there's plenty of  stuff in there for

us to split it.”
“And when they decide they want it all for themselves?”
“We have guns. And ammo. We can take three of them.”
“You mean kill them.”
“You were just threatening to do it anyway.”
Dillon leveled a serious gaze at Jeff. “I was joking.”
“Barely.”
“We still don’t know who they are. They could be from the arena.”
“We’ll never know unless we try. If they’re after us, we can take care of

them once and for all. If not, it might be a big win for us.”



Dillon shook his head. “So, you're saying we use those guys with the intent
to kill them?”

“No, I'm saying we ask for their help and see how it goes.” Jeff licked his
lips. “Look, either we get those hover bikes, or we walk over the mountains.”

A growl of frustration came from Dillon. “Fine, but you follow my lead.
Let me do the talking. If you recognize any of them, kill them immediately. If I
tell you to shoot someone, you do it, do you understand?”

“Yeah.”
 
Jeff and Dillon had to jog to the top of the nearest hill before they found

the travelers again. Jeff grit his teeth and followed Dillon until they got close.
“Here we go,” Dillon said. “Be ready.” His face settled into a calm facade.
A moment before, Jeff had been sure of his plan, but suddenly he had to

wipe his hands on his filthy jeans and lick his lips. He did as Dillon said and
wrapped his fingers around the handle of his pistol under his jacket. They were
too far away to shoot with accuracy, but if they got closer, he could take all
three of the others down.

“Hello!” Dillon said, waving.
The three turned. One man pulled a pistol. The others held knives.
Dillon put his hands up. “Whoa, we're not looking for trouble.”
Jeff studied the group. He didn’t recognize any of them. One man stood tall

with wild red hair and a beard to match. Extra pockets had been sewn onto
the outside of his worn, blue jacket. The other man had light brown skin and
jet black hair. His broad shoulders outreached the redhead's, but the top of his
head only came to the other man's neck. He wore a black shirt with a tan
jacket and jeans.

The woman’s almost-black eyes—which were nearly as dark as her skin—
studied them with the cold calculation of a hunter. She looked Dillon over,
then Jeff, then went back to Dillon. She wore cargo pants and a grey shirt.

“Hands where we can see them,” the redhead yelled.
“Now, friend, you have a gun pointed at my brother and I. Forgive us if

we're not a little concerned about that.” Dillon stopped and turned his
attention to the woman. He kept his hands up. “Ma'am, my name is Dillon.
This is my brother, Jeff. We're in need of some assistance.”

The shorter man snorted. “Yeah, right.”
The woman’s eyes narrowed. “We're not looking for trouble.”



“Neither are we,” Dillon said. He took a single step closer. Twenty feet
separated them now. “We find ourselves in need of some extra manpower,
and, fortunately, you were close by.”

The woman raised her eyebrows.
“And woman-power,” Dillon said with a grin.
Jeff marveled at the ease with which Dillon could charm people. Jeff had

tried, with only marginal success. Where Dillon came off as warm and inviting,
if perhaps a little strong, Jeff came off as condescending. He'd been working
on it. At some point, they would need to be social. At some point, the world
would turn and begin to heal.

The woman put a hand on her hip. “For what?”
Dillon took another step forward.
The redhead tightened his grip on his gun. “One more step and I swear I'll

put a hole through your head.”
Jeff reassessed the man's abilities. He probably wouldn't have mentioned

Dillon’s head unless he could hit it.
Dillon stopped. “I've told you our names. Isn't it only polite for you to do

the same?” He gave her his charming smile.
“Walk away,” the shorter man said.
The woman held out her hand. “Now, now, let's hear these gentlemen out.

But do stay back.”
Dillon nodded.
“My name is Marci. That's Finn.” She jerked her head at the shorter, Latino

man. “And the big guy is Aramis.”
“Pleased to meet you,” Dillon said, giving another smile.
“What's this problem you have?” Marci asked.
“Well, we came across a shielded building, and we're looking to ram a

tractor into it to get through.”
Marci raised her eyebrow again. “A shielded building?”
“Right through those woods and over the hill.” Dillon pointed.
“Why were you over there?”
“Found some Skinnies as they killed a man. We took care of  them.”
The short man, Finn, shook his head. “No shield would still be working

after all these years.”
“It's flickering.” Dillon shifted his weight and slowly lowered his hands.

“We tried digging under, but got six feet and gave up.”



Finn nodded. “They'll go a good twenty feet down.”
“How much do you know about shields?” Marci asked.
Jeff had wondered the same thing. Finn could only be thirty or so. He'd

only have been ten years old when the Starvation hit.
“Lived on a military base before the Starvation. I picked up a few things.”
“Will ramming it take it down?” Jeff asked.
Finn studied Jeff. “It's probably your best bet.”
“Will you help us?” Dillon asked. “There are plenty of tools and vehicles

inside. Probably nothing that totally works, but if you have any mechanical
inclination among you, you might get lucky.”

“What are you after?” Marci asked.
“The same. Plenty for everyone.” Dillon paused. “What do you say? Will

you come take a look?”
Marci narrowed her eyes. “How do you see this going down?”
Dillon waved a hand. “Well, first I see the five of us working like dogs to

get that tractor to the shield. Then I see us splitting what’s inside. Sixty-forty,
with us getting the sixty.”

“Sixty-forty the other way,” Marci said. “There are more of  us.”
“But we found it,” Dillon said.
“And without us, you can't get it.
“Neither can you.”
Marci snorted. “And when you decide you're done with us?”
Dillon spread his hands. “We're only going to kill you if  you try to kill us. I

assume the same goes for you.”
An amused laugh came from Marci. “Well said.”
“Do we have a deal?” Dillon asked.
“Fifty-fifty on the vehicles,” Marci said.
“On the working vehicles,” Dillon said.
“Done.”
Dillon strode forward and extended his hand.
Marci stood her ground. When Dillon stopped, she accepted his hand and

shook.
With the contact, Jeff saw something change in Dillon. He'd negotiated

before, but this was different. A real triumph.
Marci's followers didn't exhibit the same excitement.
Dillon turned and put his hand on Marci's arm. “Follow us.”



Dillon led the way with Marci in tow. Jeff brought up the rear. Partly so he
could keep an eye on the others, and partly because his ankle was killing him.
He was going to have to wrap it again.

“How long you two been out here?” Aramis, the redhead, asked.
“Over a year,” Jeff said. He kept his eyes roaming, but didn't miss the visual

inspection Aramis was giving him. “You?”
“Maybe six months. Where did you come from?”
“A settlement east and south of here.”
“Overrun by Skinnies?”
“Yeah.”
“Same thing happened to us. We're from south and west. A hoard of

Skinnies at least three hundred strong took the whole place down. We got out
together. There weren't many survivors.”

“Yeah.”
Despite Jeff ’s curt answers, the silence only held for a few minutes. “Are

you two really brothers?”
“Yeah.”
“You can't be more than fifteen.”
“Sixteen,” Jeff said.
“So, you didn't know the world before?”
“No.”
“It's fuzzy, but I remember.”
They passed the dead man’s body, the Skinnies, and then their camp. The

sun was heading toward the horizon by the time they got to the shield. As if
on cue, it flickered as they approached.

“I can't believe it,” Finn said as he ran ahead.
“Stay on this side of those stakes,” Dillon said.
Finn threw a couple of rocks at the shield, yielding the same results as

Dillon and Jeff had produced.
“Can we ram it down?” Marci asked.
Finn grinned. “We should give it a try. Where's this tractor?”



Chapter 3

Darkness descended as Dillon and Finn finished their inspection of the
tractor.

Dillon crawled out and stood. “We're not going to be able to get it started,
but I can shift it into neutral and we can roll it.”

“The tires are pretty shot,” Finn said, “but it should run on the rims for a
while.”

“We're going to have to push it,” Jeff said. “Someone will need to be inside
steering.”

“Marci should do that; she's the smallest,” Dillon said.
“Why thank you,” Marci said.
“You're welcome.”
Jeff glanced around. “We should make camp for the night. I know it's not

ideal, but there’s a tent back in the woods, as well as some sleeping bags.”
The others agreed, and Dillon grabbed both shovels as they ascended the

hill.
“What are you going to do with those?” Aramis asked.
“Bury the two corpses hanging up there,” Dillon said. He nudged Marci

with his elbow. “I prefer to sleep without the stench of a rotting body in the
air.”

Marci nodded and followed.
Jeff held back and watched. Now that Marci and her group knew where the

shielded building was, it would be the opportune time for them to kill him and
Dillon.

When they got to the Skinnies camp, Dillon pointed at the corpses. “Marci,
if I give you a boost do you think you can get up there and cut them down?”

“Why me?” She shrugged off her pack and glared at the high branch.
“Because Jeff over there is getting too big for me to lift.”
Marci folded her arms across her stomach. “That’s the second time you’ve

commented on my size. I’m starting to get a complex.”
Dillon stepped close to her and looked down with a goofy grin. “You ever

heard of a compliment?”
Jeff glanced over and found both Finn and Aramis frowning.
Marci raised an eyebrow. “Are you trying to flatter me?”
“Is it working?”



Jeff rolled his eyes and moved to the fire pit, keeping Finn and Aramis
where he could see them. While Dillon continued to shower Marci with
attention, which she seemed perfectly capable of deflecting, Jeff grabbed a
couple of small logs, some dead grass and his flint and steel.

A few moments later he had a low but inviting blaze simmering in the pit.
“You got anything to cook?” Aramis asked.
Jeff shrugged. “No.”
Aramis huffed, his red beard glowing in the fire light. “I’ll be right back.”
Jeff stood. “Where are you going?” The tone in his voice drew Dillon’s

attention.
“Is there a problem?”
Finn laughed. “Relax. He’ll be back in half an hour with something to eat.

The man is a genius with a snare.”
Jeff and Dillon exchanged a quick glance. Dillon gave Jeff a small nod.
“Are you ready?” Marci asked. She stood with one hand on her hip and a

knife shoved into her belt.
“I’m always ready,” Dillon said.
Jeff and Finn watched as Dillon put his hands on Marci’s shoulders and

whispered something in her ear. She laughed.
“Is your brother always this forward?” Finn asked.
“His motto is: Tomorrow we may all be dead.”
Finn snorted.
Dillon gave Marci a boost, and she scaled the tree with ease. She got to the

branch, shimmied out and cut the first corpse loose. It fell to the ground with
a sickening splat. Jeff was glad that the firelight didn’t quite reach that far. The
second corpse followed, and while Jeff and Finn dug a hole to bury them in,
Aramis returned with two rabbits. He skinned and skewered them with the
skill of an expert, and soon the smell of cooking meat filled the little clearing.

By the time they sat down to eat, Jeff ’s mouth was watering. It had been
weeks since they’d bothered to catch anything fresh. They had another two
months worth of meal bars. They didn’t taste good, but you could literally live
off them forever. If you didn’t kill yourself from boredom first.

The five of them gathered around the fire. Jeff and Dillon offered meal
bars to the others, who accepted one each. Aramis handed the rabbits around.

“How long have you been living off those?” Aramis asked, making a face
after he took a bite of the bar.



“On and off for a few months. We found a stash a while back,” Dillon said.
Marci took a nibble and shrugged. “I’ve had worse.”
Silence settled. Jeff shifted in his seat.
Dillon turned to Marci. “So, where are you guys headed?”
Aramis, who sat beside Jeff, stiffened.
Marci chewed her bite of rabbit and swallowed before she answered.

“Nowhere really. Our compound fell six months ago. At least three hundred
Skinnies overran the place. We found each other and stuck together.”

“You’re wandering?” Jeff asked.
“Looking for a place to call home,” Finn said. “But finding one of those

that isn’t run by a lunatic has been challenging.”
“Yeah,” Dillon said.
“Where are you headed?” Marci asked.
“Anywhere but back.”
“Jeff told me your compound was overrun as well,” Aramis said.
Dillon nodded. “Over a year ago. We had almost a thousand people. It was

safe, and we were just starting to get the hang of farming and weaving when a
pack of Skinnies tore the place apart. We started off with more than fifty
survivors. Now it’s just the two of us.”

Jeff shifted his weight.
“You haven’t found a place to settle down?” Marci asked.
“Like Finn said, finding someplace that’s not run by a psychopath is

challenging.”
“And you wouldn’t follow a lunatic if he kept you safe?” Marci asked.
Dillon glanced at Jeff with a hard expression on his face. He held Jeff ’s eyes

as he said, “No.”
Jeff gritted his teeth, and ignored the itching along the newest scar across

his back.
“Didn’t work out, huh?” Aramis asked.
“No,” Dillon said again.
“What if you found someone who wasn’t crazy?” Marci asked.
Dillon blinked and turned his attention back to the woman. “Well, if you

know of a leader who isn’t into eating other people or making them fight to
the death like gladiators, I might think about settling down.”

Marci and Dillon continued to talk.



Jeff swallowed the last of his meat and stood, tossing the bones into the
fire. “Thanks for the rabbits,” he said to Aramis, before he walked out of the
firelight and into the dark. He wanted to clean his pistol, if for no other reason
than to keep his hands busy, but didn’t dare with Marci and her guys so close.
So far, they didn’t know that Jeff and Dillon carried three guns each, along
with plenty of ammo, and Jeff wanted to keep it that way.

Memories of the gladiator fights shot a shiver down Jeff ’s spine. He found
a clear spot of ground and sat. The hill flowed down into the valley. A half
moon hung on the far horizon, lighting the edges of everything below. Only a
few puffy clouds obscured the twinkling stars above.

Jeff ’s eyes traveled to the different constellations. His dad had taught him
about the night sky, and how to use it to find his way if he ever got lost. A
lump formed in Jeff ’s throat, and he swallowed it down. Why was he getting
emotional about this now? His dad had died years ago.

The crunch of boots on rocks and the swish of grass parted by pants
sounded behind Jeff. He tensed, but didn’t turn. The person approached at a
normal pace and stopped five feet away.

Aramis lowered himself to the ground and put his elbows around his knees.
He stared at the view beyond for a few minutes before he spoke. “It’s pretty
out here.”

Jeff nodded, his hand ready to dart for his gun.
“You don’t talk much, do you?” Aramis asked.
Jeff turned and found the Aramis studying him. In spite of the myriad of

small scars that marred his face, the man wore an almost kind expression.
Kind, but guarded.

“Dillon talks enough for both of us,” Jeff said.
Aramis grinned. “He sure does.”
All those times Jeff ’s mom had insisted on teaching her boys polite

conversation came back to him. “Dinner table talks” she used to call them. Jeff
took a breath. “You remember the world before the Starvation?”

“A little. I was eight when it started.” He snorted. “I remember being mad
that I couldn’t play my computer games because the power went out. I had no
clue. A year later I’d lost everyone and everything.”

 “How old were you when your first compound fell?”
“Nine.”
“It’s rough.”



“The whole world is rough.”
Jeff ’s thoughts turned to the few memories he had of that time. A new

jacket—red and blue. Running in the middle of the night. A small girl he had
liked getting bit in the neck by a Skinny as his mom dragged him away from
the fighting.

“How about it—if you found someplace safe, would you settle down?”
Aramis asked.

Jeff blinked, pushing the memories away. “I don’t know. It feels safer to be
moving.”

A breeze wandered up the hill, making the grass flutter and pushing Jeff ’s
hair back. He pictured the images of fleeing Skinnies in the middle of the night
being blown away too.

“You think this is going to work?” Aramis asked.
“No idea.” He turned to look at the other man. “But, I figure, what else do

we have going on?”
Aramis chuckled. “Good point.”



Chapter 4

The stench in the tent drove them to sleep under the stars. They dragged
the bags out and slept in shifts. Jeff and Dillon each stayed awake half the
night. The others did the same. Finn didn’t have Aramis’ compulsion to talk,
so Jeff had a quiet watch. He woke Dillon and then went to sleep with a knife
in his hand.

The sun rose the next morning from behind the forest, stretching the
shadows of the trees almost all the way to the hidden building. Jeff rolled over
and found Dillon’s bag empty. He turned the other way and saw both Aramis
and Finn asleep. Marci’s bag had already been rolled and tied shut.

Jeff sat up and watched as the shadows shortened and the sun crested the
trees. The grass in the valley shimmered with dew. His eyes moved to the
tractor in the distance.

Jeff squinted. A dark shadow disengaged from the machine. He reached for
his pack and pulled the binoculars out.

“What is it?” Finn asked in a sleepy voice.
“Not sure,” Jeff said. He zeroed in on the tractor and focused the

binoculars. The sun bathed the whole thing in light. It took a moment, but
finally, Dillon stepped out from behind it.

“Where’s Marci?” Aramis asked.
“With Dillon,” Jeff said as the woman appeared. “Looks like they got an

early start.”
Aramis snorted.
“Guess we should join them,” Finn said.
Jeff lowered the binoculars. “Yeah.”
An hour later, Jeff and the other three men were pushing the tractor over

the uneven ground while Marci sat in the cab attempting to steer.
“Great idea, Jeffy,” Dillon said as sweat poured down his face and dripped

off his chin.
“If you can talk, you’re not pushing hard enough,” Jeff  said. His boots dug

into the dirt, tearing the fragile prairie grass away with each step. Neither Finn
nor Aramis spoke as they made their way up one painful step at a time.

Lucky for them, the slope changed when they got close, angling down just
enough to be helpful.

“We need some speed!” Marci yelled.



Dillon let out a grunt. Jeff dug into his reserves and pulled out all his
remaining strength. He gritted his teeth and let out a growl as the others did
the same. The tractor gained speed. One moment Jeff ’s legs shook against the
strain of pushing, and the next the burden lifted, the tractor moving on its
own.

“More!" Jeff said.
The others complied, and the decrepit vehicle lumbered forward.
“Let it go!” Marci yelled as she jumped off.
Jeff gave it two more deep strides and pushed with all his might. He

stopped, doubling over and supporting his weight with his hands on his knees.
It felt as if he’d never breathe again, but he forced his head up so he could
watch.

The tractor continued to roll. It went past the stakes and hit the shield with
a ground-shaking bash. An electric buzz filled the air. A bright light flashed at
the point of impact, and, like a disintegrating curtain, the shield melted back.

Jeff lowered his head.
Next to him, Aramis, who had also been fighting for breath, straightened.
Jeff ’s fingers twitched toward his knife. He forced himself  upright and

looked over at the others.
Dillon stood a few feet away, grinning. “Good plan, little brother.”
Finn wiped his forehead. “Well done.”
Aramis started forward. “Let’s go see what’s inside.”
Jeff caught Dillon’s eye.
“Remember our agreement,” Dillon yelled at Marci, who was headed

toward the gap.
“Wait,” Jeff managed. He held up his hand. Everyone turned to look.
An expression of irritation crossed Aramis’ face. Finn put his hand on his

knife.
“Check it first,” Jeff said to Marci. “Throw a rock. There could be residual

electricity or something.”
“Nobody wants to get fried,” Dillon said. He strode forward, grabbing one

of the rocks that he and Jeff had thrown the day before, and caught up with
Aramis.

“Let me,” Dillon said. He pulled his arm back.
Aramis flinched.
Dillon launched the rock.



Marci ducked as the projectile sailed well over her head and through the
opening. It hit the hard ground beyond and thumped a few times before
rolling to a stop.

“We’re good,” Dillon said. He patted Aramis on the shoulder and used his
long stride to catch up to Marci.

Jeff took his time.
The cinderblock building jutted back farther into the space than he had

initially thought. It measured twenty feet long and about fifty feet deep. The
sun glinted off broken glass or entered unobstructed into the void of the
empty windows that interrupted the walls every ten feet. A large, metal box sat
askew on the roof.

The front door stood shut. A large dent pocked the roll-up door on the
long side of the building. Outside, wind and weather had managed to deposit
leaves, dead grass and bits of wood from the forest along the west-facing side.

A garage big enough to fit the tractor stood open and empty.
A large, fenced-in area spread out from the right of the garage. Two hover

bikes, an old truck, another small tractor and a pile of  rusting parts lay beneath
the partially collapsed metal roof. The remains of  gravel littered the ground,
locked in a struggle with the invading grass.

Aramis kicked the front door of the building until the frame gave way. He
led Marci and Dillon inside. Finn surveyed the vehicles behind the fence and
what was left in the garage.

Jeff joined Dillon and found rows of tables inside. Grime and dust covered
every surface. Shelves laden with boxes lined the walls. They set out searching
the boxes and putting anything useful in piles.

There was an impressive stash of medical supplies—bandages, plenty of
antiseptic spray, some tape and good old fashioned gauze along with pain
killers and other pharmaceutical medications.

Finn said the two hover bikes and the small tractor could probably be fixed.
The shield generator was still in working order. He thought the flickering was
due to worn out wiring, and they simply blew a fuse when they breached the
shield. Aramis combed every inch of the building and found a few weapons,
several boxes of ammo and some clothes packaged in plastic.

Two hours later, every one of them somehow dirtier than they had been
before, they all sat in the middle of the open area, eating what little food they
had left for lunch.



“So,” Dillon said, “there's a lot of good stuff here.”
“There is,” Marci agreed.
“What would you say to this? Jeff and I get both hover bikes, one for parts

so we can hopefully get the other one working, and a small medical kit. You
get the rest.”

“Are you serious?” Marci asked.
“Sure, I think it’s fair,” Dillon said. He looked at the others. “Don’t you?”
“A working hover bike is pretty valuable,” Finn said.
“So is a fixable shield generator,” Dillon said. “And all of  those medical

supplies. You guys can trade for whatever you need. It’ll keep you going for
months.”

“Why?” Marci asked.
Dillon narrowed his eyes. “Why what?”
“Why the hover bike? Where are you going?”
“Does it matter?” Jeff asked.
“It might.”
Dillon held up his hands. “Look, Marci, we’re headed west. A hover bike

would make getting over these mountains a whole lot faster than walking.”
“You’re headed into the mountains?” Aramis asked.
Jeff threw Dillon a withering look.
“Yeah,” Dillon said. “So, you give us a small medical kit as well as enough

parts to make one working hover bike and we’re out of your hair. You can
have the rest.”

Marci mulled that over.
Aramis looked straight at Jeff. “There’s nothing but death in those

mountains.”
“We’re willing to take the risk to get away from this half  of the continent.”
“Things have been that bad?”
“I’m sure they can get worse, but why not a change? Leave this all behind.”
“And go into what?”
“Doesn’t matter. Just not back.”
Aramis huffed.
Marci, who had been watching Dillon through the exchange, shrugged.

“Okay, but I have a proposition for you.”
“What?” Dillon asked.



“I happen to know where we can find enough parts to get both of those
hover bikes working. If you help us get in for a few things we need, and then
help us haul the stuff we need back here, Finn will help you fix the hover bikes
up, we can use them to transport our parts back to a camp we use, and then
you can take both bikes and be on your way.”

Dillon blinked. “What?”
“We helped you, now you can help us.”
“Getting what?”
Marci and Aramis exchanged a quick glance before Marci spoke. “Parts for

some woodworking machines.”
“You’re into woodworking?” Dillon asked.
“No, but the people we scavenge for are.”
Jeff grit his teeth. They weren’t wandering. Marci had lied to them. Jeff

exchanged a look with Dillon, who patted the air with his hands to slow Jeff ’s
reaction down before turning to Marci.

“Tell us more about this place.”
“It’s a small city about forty miles from here over hilly terrain. It’ll take us a

few days to get there and back. Last time we came through, there weren’t many
Skinnies or people.”

“So why do you need help?” Dillon asked.
“Because the warehouse we need to get into is damaged. It’s dangerous,

and, while we hoped we could handle it with just the three of us, two more
wouldn't go amiss.”

“Plus, it's heavy equipment,” Aramis said.
“Anyone in the city?” Dillon asked.
“Not the last time we were there.”
Dillon looked at Jeff.
Jeff knew it was a good opportunity. They shouldn’t pass it up, but

something didn’t feel right. Was he just being paranoid because the last people
they’d tried to befriend had thrown him in a pit to fight to the death? He
turned to Marci. “Why did you lie to us?”

“Like you said, people are crazy out here. We’ve made the mistake of telling
people the truth right away. Let’s just say being followed by fifty men wasn’t
pleasant.” She met his gaze. “It’s not personal. You’ve probably not told us
everything about yourself either, and I don’t blame you. We’re all in a hard
spot. It can be difficult to know people’s intentions.”



Jeff sighed and nodded. “Fine.”
Dillon gave Marci a dazzling smile. “We’re in.”
“Alright,” Aramis said, dropping the box. “We need to hide this stuff and

come back for it later.”
“Then why did you take it out of the building?” Dillon asked.
Aramis gave Dillon what could only be described as a slow blink.
“People can see the building now,” Jeff said.
Dillon turned a glare on him. Jeff smiled.
Finn chuckled. “We’re going to drag it up to the Skinny’s camp and cover it

up. We’ll only be gone a few days, and there aren’t that many people around.”
“It would probably be okay,” Marci said, “but we don’t want to take any

chances.”
“Jeffy likes moving things,” Dillon said. “Heavy things, like tractors.”
Jeff looked at the tractor, then at the covered section of  the area. “We could

take it up by hand, or pull that old trailer apart and use it as a sledge.”
Finn raised his eyebrows.
Jeff smiled at Dillon. “Dillon loves to make things.”
 



Chapter 5

Two hours later, they’d stashed the stuff from the building in the Skinnies’
tent. They then headed north on the winding roads. Another beautiful day
surrounded them, complete with sunshine, a light breeze and a lack of other
people. The grass became shorter as they neared a set of rocky hills.

Jeff walked at the front, sweeping his eyes along the road and the hills.
Aramis stayed a few feet behind Jeff and to his right. Far enough to be
comfortable, but also close enough to talk. Which Aramis had been doing
since they’d left.

Jeff decided to steer the discussion in a productive direction.
“Woodworking machinery?” Jeff asked. “Can I ask why?”

Aramis answered. “Our home is growing. We have some power and a lot of
skilled people. If we can get some machinery to help with making things,
instead of having to do it all by hand, it will speed up the rebuilding process.”

Jeff let that sink in. Rebuilding? Machinery? It sounded like their home was
similar to where he had grown up.

“Don’t you worry about the Skinnies attacking?” Jeff asked.
“Sure,” Finn said, “but we have formidable defenses, more than a wall of

logs or a chain link fence. Plus, we post guards and have towers. They’ve come
before and have done some damage, but not in the past year or two. A force
of five hundred wouldn’t get past the wall.”

Jeff looked over his shoulder and exchanged a wary look with Dillon. Their
first compound had been similarly fortified. It had fallen in a matter of hours.

 
The road before and behind them remained clear for two days. The group

made good progress. The pain in Jeff ’s ankle waned. Dillon’s shoulder began
to heal.

Jeff often walked with Aramis, who did all the talking. Finn spoke even less
than Jeff did, and then only to add embellishment to Aramis’ stories. They
slept under the stars and the weather held for them. They only ran into one
group of ten Skinnies, which they easily overcame.

About noon on the second day, Jeff spotted the outline of  buildings in the
distance.

“Is that it?” Jeff asked.
“Sure is,” Aramis said after squinting.



“You scavenge there?” Jeff asked. His parents had taught him to stay away
from places that had been populated. Even now, twenty years later, new
Skinnies were made every day, and a place that had once been safe could now
be a death trap.

“Sometimes,” Aramis said. “The place is deserted.”
“When was the last time you were here?” Jeff asked.
“A couple of months. Nothing but old stuff and bones. And other

scavengers.”
“You see other scavengers?” Jeff turned to look at the man.
“Sure, once in a while. We never ask where they’re from, and they never ask

us. We sometimes help one another, and then we go our separate ways.”
“And if they follow you?”
“They don’t last long.”
“Have you ever followed any of them?”
Jeff watched Aramis' reaction. The man sniffed. “Sure. But not since I

joined our compound. Things are different for us.”
As they approached the town, Jeff slowed. The empty carcasses of rusted,

abandoned vehicles lined both sides of the road. Grass and shrubs grew
through any holes they could find, reaching for the sunlight and trying to
consume what was left of mankind’s trash.

The hills grew steeper, leading to the mountains in the distance—just
purple peaks now, but Jeff knew that they had to be enormous.

The road angled up into the city, which had at one time been a thriving
area. No skyscrapers rose to challenge the mountains, but a few taller office
buildings lay beyond a district of low warehouses. The crumbing, bleached
remains of houses lay between districts. The trees and bushes, once contained
in neat beds, now spilled out into any crack or crevice they could find. Vibrant
purple flowers covered an entire street of lawns.

A collapsed bridge loomed ahead. A pile of rubble sat at the bottom of the
sizable gap.

“Are we going for those warehouses?” Dillon asked, pointing at the area
ahead.

Jeff stopped and waited, scanning for anything amiss.
The warehouses were laid out in a perfect grid system. A few semi-trucks

still sat with their trailers backed up to the loading bays. He studied the roofs,



looking for breaches. Jeff swallowed. His mind warped the scene in front of
him into the compound where he and Dillon had grown up.

Their district had been easy to defend, and had afforded a good line of
sight all around them. In the end it hadn’t been enough, but for a long time it
had been home. Jeff could almost see the laundry hanging from the metal
roofs and the kids playing between buildings.

Dillon came to stand next to Jeff. “Reminds me of home.”
“Yeah,” Jeff said, his voice a whisper.
Marci was already leading her guys down the sloped side of  the highway to

the road below.
Echoes from years before filled Jeff ’s mind. His mother’s smiling face and

his dad's dumb jokes. His friends. Kids he’d grown up with, played with,
gotten in trouble with and who were now dead. All but Dillon.

Jeff shook his head and blinked the memories away. Dillon patted him on
the shoulder and then started down. Jeff made one last visual sweep of the
area and was about to follow, when he spotted a shadow lurking between
buildings.

Jeff whistled, stopping Dillon in his tracks.
“What is it?” Dillon asked in a low voice.
Jeff descended. “Someone just ran between those two buildings.”
Rocks and gravel covered the slope. Jeff bent his knees to keep his balance

and slid to the bottom.
“You sure?” Dillon asked.
“Yes.”
“Skinny?”
“I didn’t get a good enough look.”
“What is it?” Marci asked.
Dillon told her.
“Could be another scavenger,” Aramis said.
“Or a Skinny,” Dillon pointed out. “Or ten Skinnies. Or twenty.”
“He’s right,” Marci said. “What we need is in the fourth warehouse over, so

we’ll need to go past whoever it is.” She studied the road ahead.
The sagging back end of a big truck poked out of a hole in the wall of the

nearest loading bay.
Jeff lifted his eyes, remembering that the roof to that one was still mostly

intact. He jerked his chin. “I can climb up there and see what’s going on.”



“No way,” Dillon said. “One more pound and that roof could collapse.”
“It’s the only way to see anything.”
Finn shook his head. “We can go around this way and come in from the

other side. It will take time, but we can see if anyone else is around.” He
looked at Dillon, “How good are you at being quiet?”

Dillon snorted. “Probably better than you.”
Finn deferred to Marci, who waved a hand. “Lead the way.”
This time, Jeff and Dillon stayed at the back of the group. Jeff strained to

hear anything that didn’t belong as they wound their way through the
buildings. His own feet scraped along the eroding asphalt, catching small
pebbles when he turned to look behind them. The sound was barely audible,
but he winced each time it happened.

The roads were a dull gray, two lanes wide with what was left of sidewalks
running along each side. Finn stayed close to the warehouses, darting behind
trees and bushes when they could.

Most of the glass had been broken out of the doors that adorned the
corners of the buildings. A few panes remained intact far above their heads,
issuing a challenge to the next storm that rolled through.

Jeff kept his eyes roaming. Beyond the shattered glass lay rotting furniture,
broken desks and what was left of a handful of people. One lobby had become
a feasting ground for rats.

The slight breeze shuffled the leaves of the bushes and trees, giving them
some cover for the noise they were making, but also raising the risk someone
else could get close without being heard.

They quickly made their way around six large blocks until they rounded
back toward where Jeff had seen the shadow.

Finn slowed and held up his hand. The rest of them plastered themselves
against the nearest wall. The rough brick scraped against Jeff ’s shoulder as he
squatted down.

Marci also lowered herself as she peered around the corner.
Jeff turned to look behind them, and then he allowed his gaze to rise. He

hit Dillon on the shoulder.
Dillon turned and followed Jeff ’s pointing finger to a ladder hanging ten

feet above them that led onto the roof.
Dillon shook his head.



Marci and Finn crept back. “Big group of Skinnies, two buildings down. At
least thirty of them. Maybe more. They’re going in and out.”

“Making a home?” Dillon asked.
“Looks like it.”
“We can go around. They might not know we're here,” Aramis said.
Jeff and Dillon exchanged a look.
Dillon turned to the others. “We can't let them live.”
Marci, Finn and Aramis stared at him.
“It's kind of a family rule. We don't leave Skinnies behind us.”
Finn shrugged. Marci and Aramis looked at one another. After a second,

Marci turned to Dillon. “What's your plan?”
Jeff straightened, “I'm going to go up on the roof and look around.”
Dillon opened his mouth to argue, but his gaze slid past Jeff and his eyes

went wide.
Instinct kicked in, and in one smooth motion Jeff pulled his gun, fingered

the safety off and turned.
Six Skinnies had just come around the corner of the building. All of them

held knives or long pieces of metal.
“Conserve that ammo,” Dillon said as he drew the sword from his belt.
“Do we run or fight?” Jeff asked.
The growling of more Skinnies came from the other direction. Jeff glanced

over his shoulder and found a dozen Skinnies headed their way.
Aramis pulled his knife. “Looks like fight.”



Chapter 6

“This way,” Dillon said, waving everyone toward the smaller group of
Skinnies. Before anyone could argue, Dillon ran past Jeff and met the small
group head on.

Jeff shoved his gun back in his belt, pulled his club and followed.
“Damn Skinnies,” Aramis said as he caught up with Jeff. “You'd think we

would have run out of people by now.”
Before he had to answer, Jeff moved to the left of Dillon and swung his

club in a long arc. The pointed end sliced through a Skinny’s face, causing the
woman to stumble back, clutching at the wound. Jeff left her for Aramis to
finish off as he turned to the next one, going for his knee, which gave way
with a sickening crunch. As he fell, Jeff reversed his swing and knocked him in
the head. Bone cracked. The man went down.

Aramis finished the woman off before going after a teenage boy who was
so thin Jeff was sure he could lift the kid with one arm.

The corner of the building stood a dozen feet away. Jeff  went around the
two remaining Skinnies as Finn attacked them, and was about to come in from
the behind them when he froze.

There were another twenty coming.
Jeff back peddled. “There’s a lot more.”
Dillon joined him and swore.
Jeff turned and found the other group thirty feet away and closing fast.
“I hate it when they're coordinated,” Aramis said.
They all backed to the midpoint of the warehouse, not far from a broken-

out lobby entrance. Skinnies came from both directions. Five against thirty
didn't seem like good odds.

Jeff's eyes darted to the ladder, but he shook the thought away. They'd
really be trapped up there.

“This way,” Aramis said, leading them to his right.
Echoes of the snarling bounced back and forth between buildings, getting

louder as the Skinnies closed in.
“No, this way!” Marci said.
Jeff and Dillon stopped. They both turned to look at Marci, who was

pointing the other direction.
Aramis changed trajectory.



“I thought you said this way was better,” Jeff said.
Aramis didn't answer.
For a second, Jeff and Dillon looked at one another with raised eyebrows.

Dillon shrugged. “Sure, fine, follow them.”
Before Jeff could move, another group of Skinnies poured out of the lobby.
Dillon stopped short and swore again. In an instant, the space between

them and Marci filled with growling, hungry Skinnies.
“Back,” Dillon said.
Jeff turned. For a moment, the oncoming hoard shifted in his mind into

gladiators waiting to battle him. His fingers tightened around his club. Blood
pulsed through his veins and his head. Everything else dissolved as he charged
forward. He wasn't sure if the yelling was coming from his voice or his mind.

The first two Skinnies fell with crushed heads. The next got stabbed
through the neck. One grabbed Jeff from the side, and he kicked out her knee
and shoved his club into her eye.

A roar filled his ears as he continued to cut through the mob. Something
hit him from behind, and he stumbled forward.

Strong hands grabbed Jeff before he hit the ground and put him back on
his feet.

Jeff turned and swung his club.
Dillon caught his arm and yelled something.
Jeff blinked.
“Snap out of it!” Dillon yelled again.
Around them lay a dozen Skinnies, all dead. More were coming.
“We have to get out of here,” Dillon said, pointing.
Sure enough, more Skinnies had poured out of the building, leaving a hoard

of them between Jeff and Marci. Marci and her guys had fought their way
through and were almost to the corner of the warehouse.

“Marci!” Dillon yelled as he swung his sword and almost chopped an arm
off a Skinny.

“We’ll never get through there,” Jeff said.
“Then we’ll go around,” Dillon said.
Jeff took a breath, trying to purge his mind, and started blazing a path

through the mob. Dillon stayed close. They fought back-to-back, swinging,
chopping, ducking and turning. Anything that got too close, including hands
and heads, got separated from their bodies or crushed.



They were almost half-way through when the Skinnies closed in behind
them and a man even taller than Dillon stepped in front of them.

He must have only had the Starvation for a few months, because he still
had quite a bit of muscle mass. He gripped a sword in one hand and a knife in
the other.

Jeff blocked the man's first swipe, which was aimed at his neck. The sword
hit the club, and Jeff felt the vibrations from the strike crawl up his arm and
into his shoulder.

“Marci!” Dillon yelled again.
Jeff jumped away from the big man and caught a glimpse of  Aramis. Their

eyes met through the mass of Skinnies. Aramis held Jeff's gaze for a moment
before turning away.

“They're leaving us,” Jeff said.
“Damn them,” Dillon growled.
“We're surrounded,” Jeff said as he took out another Skinny. The man with

the sword was circling. “We need some cover.”
“The building?” Dillon asked.
“It's our best chance.”
“Shoot us a way out of here,” Dillon said.
Jeff put his club in his other hand and drew his pistol. He had nine shots

before he would have to reload. The first two were at point blank range to the
head. Before those Skinnies had hit the ground, he'd taken out two more.

The noise caused the others to hesitate, giving Jeff the opportunity to aim
and kill one more. He walked forward, trusting that Dillon would keep the
other Skinnies off his back. They were fifteen feet from the broken lobby
windows. Skinnies had stopped coming out some time ago. Jeff shot twice
more.

Two bullets left, but six Skinnies between here and there.
“I got it,” Dillon said as he darted around Jeff and started cutting his way

forward.
Jeff turned and covered their back. The big Skinny with the sword was

nowhere to be seen, but there were plenty more to worry about. He traded
hands again and started swinging with his club. The one-handed hits only
wounded them, instead of killing, but it was all they needed.

“That's right,” Dillon said, “come and get it.”
Jeff smirked. Their mom had done the same thing when she fought.



“Almost there,” Dillon said over his shoulder.
Jeff raised his pistol and shot the two nearest Skinnies in the chest.
“Come on!” Dillon yelled.
Jeff turned and followed Dillon through the broken window. The hungry

Skinnies followed.
The daylight extended into the lobby, but no farther. Dillon ran to a nearby

door and yanked it open.
“This way,” Dillon said.
Jeff kept his back to Dillon and his eyes on the hoard. Getting through the

windows was slowing them down, but not enough.
“What if they came from this way?” Jeff asked.
“The floor is dusty. They came from over there.”
Jeff didn't bother to look. He turned and went through the door. Dillon

pulled it shut behind them, plunging them into the dark.
A click sounded.
“Locked,” Dillon said.
Jeff put his pistol away and fished in his pocket for a lamp. His fingers

fumbled, but he eventually found it and clicked it on.
The thin beam shot its way through the darkness, illuminating glittering

dust and heavy machinery. After a moment, Jeff's eyes adjusted, and he could
see light streaming from cracks in the roof.

Two rows of tall racks started on Jeff ’s right and ran toward the other end
of the building. Machinery covered in a thick layer of  dirt and grime dotted the
rest of the floor while what looked like incomplete projects lay on work
benches.

The door boomed behind them. Jeff jumped.
“Come on,” Dillon said. “There should be a door on the other side.”
“Do you know that, or are you making it up?”
“Shut up.”
Jeff led the way, sweeping his lamp across their path. A few bodies, some

fresh and some not, littered the floor. Another boom sounded behind them,
and metal screamed. “Here,” Jeff handed Dillon the light as he stowed his club
and pulled his pistol and a fresh clip from his jacket. He was in the middle of
reloading when Dillon swore and stopped in his tracks.

The beam from the lamp, however small, couldn't miss the pack of Skinnies
ahead. Their hateful eyes gleamed in the light.



“How many can there be?” Dillon asked as they started to snarl.
“This way,” Jeff said, grabbing Dillon by the shirt and pulling him between

racks.
Another screech and the door they'd locked gave way. More growling in the

dark. The hair on Jeff's arms stood on end and the back of his neck prickled.
“Where would there be another door?” Jeff asked.
“I don't know.”
“We have to find a bottleneck,” Jeff said.
Dillon swept the light back and forth. “There.”
Jeff followed the beam and burst out of the racks and around a large

machine that resembled an eight-foot box. Dillon was right; they could hold
the Skinnies off there. Unfortunately, they would also be trapped.

Dread weighed Jeff's feet down. His heart sank. Another flash from the pit
—being backed into a corner, surrounded by both people and Skinnies. If not
for Dillon...

“No,” Jeff shook his head. “We're not going to trap ourselves.”
“It's the only way,” Dillon said.
“There's always another way.”
Jeff swerved in a different direction. His eyes had continued to adjust, and

he could now make out the outlines of racks and machines.
And Skinnies.
Jeff slid to a halt and turned to go the other way, but there were Skinnies

there too.
“Damn it,” Dillon said.
“Don't say it,” Jeff said.
“We're about to die, so I'll say whatever I want.”
Jeff lifted his pistol and aimed.
“I told you so,” Dillon said as he dropped the sword and did the same.
“Both of us. One direction. We can cut our way through,” Jeff said.
Dillon grunted. “Too many.”
He was right. Jeff and Dillon stood back-to-back, waiting.
Jeff aimed again and fired. The sound roared through the warehouse. The

muzzle flashed. Jeff closed one eye in an attempt to keep his vision clear.
Nine quick shots. Eight Skinnies went down. Dillon wasn't as good a shot

as Jeff, but it was hard to miss at ten feet.



Jeff's gun clicked. Then Dillon's. Jeff had one more clip handy, but before
he could reload, the big Skinny with the sword roared toward him.

Jeff dropped his gun and pulled his club.
The rest of the Skinnies charged.
“It was your idea to ask Marci for help,” Dillon said.
“Sure, blame me for your issues.”
“I will.”
Jeff gritted his teeth and blocked the first sword stroke, but the Skinny was

fast, and before he could reset himself, the blade was heading right for his
stomach.



Chapter 7

The world slowed. Jeff curved in on himself, trying to hollow out his body
to avoid all but the point of the sword. He brought his club down to intercept
the weapon, but it was going be too late.

The tip pierced the skin on his stomach and dragged across. Cloth parted.
Skin parted. Jeff managed to twist away enough to avoid being skewered.

The swordsman grinned and kept coming.
Jeff got his club up for a block and managed a swing that forced the

swordsman to dance away, but he wasn't fazed. Instead, the Skinny came again.
He was fast. Faster than Jeff, but so was Dillon. Ignoring the fire burning in

his abdomen, Jeff drove in, his club clanging against the blade. The
swordsman’s eyes shone with anticipation and insanity. Two strikes. Three. Jeff
had the advantage.

“Behind you!” Dillon yelled.
Jeff turned and stepped to his right to find a Skinny coming at him with a

knife. He easily batted the weapon away and kicked the Skinny, but the
swordsman took the opportunity to take a swipe at Jeff's head.

Skinnies surrounded them. Dillon fought like a caged animal. He had the
same gleam in his eye that the swordsman did.

Jeff kicked out at the swordsman, who backed up. Jeff then tried to fight his
way to Dillon, but there were too many Skinnies. The stench of unwashed
bodies and rotting meat filled Jeff's nostrils. He swallowed back a gag and kept
fighting. Slash, punch, kick, retreat. Duck. Sweat dripped from Jeff's hair and
into his eyes. He blinked it away.

Maybe Dillon had been right about the bottleneck. At least they would have
survived for a little while longer.

A shiver went down Jeff's spine as he put another Skinny between himself
and the swordsman. How long could they keep this up?

Jeff surged forward and kicked his disposable shield in the chest, sending
the filthy woman back into the swordsman. They both went sprawling, taking
one more with them.

A yell came from Dillon. Jeff turned to find his brother facing four
Skinnies. He kicked one away, but one from the other side darted in and thrust
a knife toward Dillon's ribs.



“Dillon!” Jeff yelled. He sprinted toward his brother, but again the world
slowed. Another Skinny closed in on Dillon. Another knife flashed. Dillon
retreated, but had nowhere to go. He turned, growling, and chose to attack the
largest Skinny first.

The others pounced.
“No!” Jeff yelled again. Someone got in his way, and Jeff  almost took his

head off.
Somehow, through the mob, Dillon's gaze fell on Jeff. Their eyes met, and

Dillon mouthed, “Go.”
“No,” Jeff said. He stepped forward, but a hand fell on his shoulder from

behind. Jeff twisted away, slashing with his club, striking an elbow.
A Skinny howled.
Jeff turned back to Dillon, and found his brother going down under the

assault of five Skinnies.
Jeff's stomach constricted. Bile rose. He gripped his club hard and was

about to charge when a blast sounded, and the head of the Skinny next to
Dillon exploded.

Even Skinnies had enough sense left to duck when someone was shooting
at them.

Dillon and Jeff recovered first. Dillon knifed two Skinnies and jumped
through the hole their absence made. Jeff swung and hit three times, leaving
broken bones in his wake.

“Jeff, Dillon, get to the far door!”
Jeff looked up and found Marci dangling from a harness. She'd come

through an open spot in the roof.
“That way,” she said as she aimed and shot again.
A Skinny near Jeff dropped.
“You don't have to tell me twice,” Dillon said as he joined Jeff.
Two more Skinnies went down before they recovered from the shock of

the gunshot echoing through the warehouse. A gap opened in the direction
Marci had indicated. Jeff took the lead, his club connecting with anything that
came within range. Dillon followed in Jeff's wake, finishing off  anything that
proved persistent.

Marci continued to fire, and after what felt like an eternity of swinging and
hitting, the mob thinned.

“Do it!” Marci yelled.



Jeff wondered what they were supposed to do, but didn't get a chance to
think about it for long.

A loud crack preceded a rumble from above.
“Run!” Dillon yelled.
Jeff cleared the last Skinny, and suddenly, light poured in from above. He

stumbled as the floor shook.
Skinnies screamed as the ceiling came down. Metal groaned. Cement

cracked. A dust storm came at them.
Jeff led Dillon toward the door, afraid if they hesitated they would get

caught in the collapse.
“Come on!” Finn yelled from the doorway.
Dillon cried out.
Jeff glanced over his shoulder and found Dillon sprawled on the floor, a

Skinny standing over him.
Jeff slid to a stop and turned back, almost getting hit by a piece of falling

conduit that clanged to the floor right next to him.
“Hurry!” Finn screamed.
Jeff grabbed a knife from his belt and threw it at the Skinny. It failed to

penetrate, but it caused enough of a distraction that the Skinny dodged. Dillon
took the opportunity to sink his own blade into the Skinny's inner thigh.

Dillon yelled something unintelligible and pulled his knife out, ready to
strike again, but Jeff grabbed him by the arm and yanked him away.

“We have to go,” Jeff said.
The snarl that came from Dillon sounded more like a Skinny than a person.
“Now,” Jeff said. He hauled Dillon to his feet, the slice on his stomach

protesting.
Another piece of conduit fell, striking the floor a foot from Dillon and

reverberating like an ancient bell.
“Come on,” Jeff said as he propelled Dillon toward the door.
Finn waved them over. Dillon hesitated for a moment before breaking into

a limping run.
Dust filled the air, coating the back of Jeff's throat. He coughed, which only

made it worse.
The door and Finn got closer.
The world went blurry. Jeff blinked and shook his head. They could make

it.



Finn raised a pistol and aimed at Dillon.
“Get down!” Jeff said. But it was too late. Finn fired.
Jeff felt the bullet whiz past him, and he heard a scream from behind.
Finn ran forward and grabbed Dillon, who was stumbling. Jeff  followed

and, a moment later, they burst into the light. Finn shoved Dillon to the side
and pointed for Jeff to follow.

Another rumble shook the ground as more of the ceiling collapsed. Dust
poured out of the building.

Finn grabbed the metal door and swung it shut, barring it with a plank of
wood.

Dillon fell to his knees, coughing.
Jeff turned to look both ways down the alley. A handful of  dead Skinnies

littered the ground, but that was all. He then turned his attention to Finn.
The shorter man was breathing hard. Blood soaked the sleeve of his

shirt.“You guys okay?” Finn asked.
Jeff's mouth opened before he could stop it and he blurted, “You guys

came back for us.”
Finn snorted. “We don't leave friends behind.” He eyed Dillon. “Can you

walk?”
Dillon used the rough cinderblocks of the wall to push himself to his feet.

More blood than Jeff wanted to think about covered Dillon's clothes. A welt
on his head had already risen into an ugly bump.

“I'm good,” Dillon said.
Jeff moved to Dillon, but Finn waved him away. “I got him. You don't look

so great yourself.”
Jeff glanced down and found the tattered remains of his shirt also covered

in blood. He wiped his face with his sleeve and came away with more.
Finn pulled Dillon's arm over his shoulders and started down the alley.

“We're not out of this yet.”
Jeff followed, his club still gripped firmly in his hand.
The rumbling had stopped. The screams had not.
“Where are the rest of the Skinnies?” Jeff asked.
“A lot of them were inside,” Finn said. “When we got cut off  from you

guys, we led as many as we could away. There are more, but we distracted
them.”

“How?” Jeff asked.



Finn pointed to the sky. A pillar of thick, black smoke rose into the sky.
Dillon snorted.
“Even Skinnies don't want their stuff to burn,” Finn said.
They rounded the corner and found Marci and Aramis running toward

them.
Marci's eyes took Dillon in, and then moved to Finn, who shrugged.
Aramis came to Jeff. “You okay, kid?”
“Yeah, I think so.”
“This way,” Marci said.
“Where are we going?” Dillon asked.
“We had some help with that fire,” Marci said.
They rounded another corner and found a group of six men, armed with

rifles and knives, standing twenty feet away.
Jeff stopped in his tracks. Dillon tried, but Finn kept moving forward.
“They're friends,” Aramis said, coming back to Jeff. “They set the fire.”
“Who are they?” Dillon asked.
Jeff eyed the strangers. They were dressed in dirty but well-cared-for

clothes. They each had large, full packs on. The man in the front had to be
their leader. He wore jeans and a green vest with more pockets than Jeff had
ever seen on one piece of clothing. Blond hair poked out the bottom of a
baseball cap. He carried a set of long knives and a pistol.

“They're scavengers. We've met a couple of times,” Aramis said. “Don't
worry, they're friends.” Aramis leaned closer. “And they need stuff  from here
as well, so it's in everyone's best interest to get rid of the Skinnies.”

“Is this everyone?” the man in charge asked Marci.
“It is,” she said, walking forward and offering her hand. He took it and

shook. Marci smiled. “We appreciate the help.”
The man returned her smile. “Well, we were about to have to do something

drastic to take care of those Skinnies. While I'm sorry some of  your people got
hurt, we're much obliged to you for distracting so many of  them.” He studied
Dillon. “We're set up in a building a few blocks down. Feel free to take your
wounded there. We have some medical supplies.” He pointed one way, then
another. “We'll take care of the rest of the Skinnies.”

“Yeah, now that we've thinned them out for you,” Dillon said.
“Which, again, we appreciate.”
Aramis walked to Dillon. “I'll take him.”



Finn relinquished his charge as Marci joined Jeff.
“You come with us.” Marci said to Jeff. “Finn will stay here and help.”
The blond man shrugged. “The more the merrier.”
Marci led the way with a pistol still in her hand.
Jeff wondered how the scavengers were so well-armed. Sure, there were still

plenty of guns in the world, but not ammo. His dad had found machines to
reload gun magazines and to make new bullets. Jeff and Dillon had probably
made thousands of them. And even they were getting low.

The roads and alleys between the buildings were now deserted. Gunshots
rang out from a few blocks away. Dillon's movements slowed, and Jeff  noticed
him leaning more on Aramis. Marci made short work of their walk, and in just
a few uneventful minutes, they reached a warehouse with yet another broken
out lobby. Glass crunched under their feet as they entered. The dust on the
floor had been rubbed off down one hallway. Marci followed the clean
sections into a large room full of desks and cabinets.

One corner had been cleared out, and a handful of bedrolls and supplies
occupied the edge of the room. Aramis headed straight for a circle of rickety
chairs and lowered Dillon into one of them. He sat with a grunt.

Jeff moved to his brother. “How much of that blood is yours?”
Dillon winced as he moved his leg. “Too much.”
“Take your shirt off,” Jeff said.
“Only if Marci asks me to,” Dillon said, trying to smile.
Marci raised an eyebrow. “Oh, I'm really looking forward to it.”
Jeff helped Dillon with his shirt. He didn't miss the smirk on Dillon's face.

Good. Give him something to focus on besides his wounds.
Half a dozen shallow cuts bled freely. The bandage on his shoulder had

survived intact, which was good. One wound on his side was deeper than the
rest. Aramis handed him a rag he’d sprayed with antiseptic. “Ready to be a
man?” Jeff asked.

“Shut up and do it,” Dillon said.
“I'll do it,” Marci said. She pointed at Jeff's stomach. “You need to take care

of that.”
“It's not deep,” Jeff said.
Marci turned to Aramis. “Make sure he gets that clean.”
Aramis nodded.



Jeff looked back and forth between them. No one besides Dillon had told
him what to do in ages. And Marci actually sounded like she cared.

These people had come back for him and Dillon. They hadn't run off and
left them to die.

Would he and Dillon have done the same? Or would they have fended for
themselves?

Jeff wanted to think that they would have helped, but he wasn't sure
anymore.

“Sit,” Aramis said. “Take off your shirt.”
Jeff obeyed. He had more cuts than Dillon, but the only one that was

serious was across his stomach. He poked it and pulled it apart.
“Not as bad as I thought,” Aramis said.
“I managed to dodge most of it.”
“You should have seen him,” Dillon said. “He looked like a cat trying to get

away from water.”
“Hey, I'm not in two pieces, am I?” Jeff asked.
Aramis frowned at the mostly healed wounds from the arena. “What are

these others?”
Jeff sighed. “Long story.”
“You want to do it?” Aramis asked, holding out a rag he’d sprayed with

antiseptic.
“Yeah,” Jeff said, taking it. The cloth was cool in his hand. He took a

breath and pressed it to the cut across his stomach.
The antiseptic sizzled hot as Jeff held the rag in place. He clenched his

other fist and gritted his teeth. After ten seconds the rag cooled, as did his
wound. The pain killer was a welcome relief. He found Aramis watching with
raised eyebrows.

“I’ve done this a few times.”
“I can see that. Anything else?”
Jeff winced as he leaned over to check his legs. “No, I'm good.”
“Here,” Aramis said as he picked up Jeff's canteen and gave it to him.
“Thanks,” Jeff said.
“You're going to have to take it easy for a while,” Marci said to Dillon.
“I'll be fine in a day or two.”
Marci snorted. “I doubt that. You took quite a beating. Looks like we got

there just in time.”



Jeff expected Dillon to shoot off a smart remark, but instead he nodded.
“Yeah. Uh, thanks for that, by the way.”

Marci smiled. “Couldn't leave you guys to die.”
“You could have,” Dillon said.
“But we didn't,” Marci said.
Silence settled. Jeff put some self-sticking gauze across his stomach and

pulled what remained of his shirt back on. Marci helped Dillon with his shirt
and settled into the chair next to him. Dillon grinned, laid his head back and
closed his eyes.

It was the first time in months that Jeff had seen Dillon really relax. His
shoulders lowered and his hands rested lightly on his knees. He wasn't asleep,
there was too much adrenaline running through everyone's veins for that, but
for this moment, Dillon felt safe. Comfortable.

Jeff glanced at Aramis, who was rummaging through his pack. And for the
first time since they'd approached Marci, Jeff's fingers weren't twitching
toward a weapon. He moved his gaze to Marci, who was twirling a knife in her
hand.

Maybe Jeff and Dillon had found a new home.



Chapter 8

They waited for an hour. Aramis got up and started to pace. Dillon dozed
off. Jeff pulled a book from his pack and read a few chapters about how
electricity worked. His dad had started him on educational books, and had
been grooming Jeff to take over the electrical management for the compound
before it had fallen. He tried to keep up on it so he didn't forget everything.

“Electricity?” Marci asked.
“It's always good to know things,” Jeff said.
“That's true,” Marci said.
The clicking of boots on the floor outside brought everyone’s heads up.

Aramis drew his pistol and pointed it at the door. The chairs were behind a
stack of desks, so Jeff stayed where he was.

“Just us,” Finn called out.
Aramis lowered his weapon. Finn followed the leader of the other

scavengers into the ring of chairs.
The leader spoke. “Finn here tells me you need some heavy machinery.”
“We do.”
“Well, we just cleared out all of the Skinnies that we could find. There were

over a hundred. You should be good to get whatever you need.”
“Thank you,” Marci said.
The man shrugged. “People can help one another.”
“That's true.”
He licked his lips. “Can I talk to you for a moment?”
Marci rose. “Of course.”
The two of them moved back toward the lobby. The other scavengers

removed their packs and began sorting the things they had gathered.
“Where are they going?” Dillon had popped one eye open and now sat

staring at where Marci had gone.
“Just catching up on news,” Aramis said. “We always trade the happenings.”
“Why not share with everyone?”
Aramis shrugged. “They like privacy.”
Dillon's eyes hardened.
“Relax, it's not like that,” Aramis said. “How was the massacre?” he asked

Finn.



“Easy. There weren't many left, but they had a lot of bodies in there. They
must have ambushed a couple sets of scavengers.”

“Bastards,” Aramis said.
Jeff put his book away and rose. His whole body hurt, but he could move.

And if he didn't keep moving, he would be doubly sore the next day.
A few minutes later Marci returned. She waved them up. “Come on, let's go

get what we came for.”
 
Dillon tried to be helpful, but failed miserably. Jeff found them a rolling

cart about the size of a sleeping bag, and they filled it with the heavy stuff
while everyone else carried what they could.

Marci led them to the hover bike parts, and they took what they needed
from the old garage before heading out of the city.

The trip back took longer than they had expected, but at least it was
incident free.

A few hours before they got back to the shielded building, Jeff took Dillon
aside.

Dillon scowled. “What is it?”
Jeff took a moment to compose his thoughts. “How would you feel about

going with these guys?”
“What do you mean?”
“I see the way you and Marci look at each other. They came back for us.

They seem okay. I'm asking if you want to try this with them.”
“Stay with them?”
“Yes.”
“You're willing?”
Jeff took a moment to answer. “I'm willing to check it out. See if they're still

okay after a few weeks.”
Dillon studied Jeff. “You swore we would never join anyone again.”
“I know.” Jeff squinted into the sun. “But I think we need somewhere to be

safe. Even if it's just a few weeks or a month or a year. Whatever.”
For a moment, Dillon didn't say anything. Jeff looked at his brother and

found his eyes on Jeff. “What?”
“You don't have to do this just because I like Marci.”
“I'm not. And I know. Look, I feel like this might be good.”



Dillon slowly nodded. “Okay, but let’s keep thinking about it until we see
their camp.”

“That’s fair.”
Finn and Dillon got both hover bikes working in a day. They rigged a sled

between the bikes and used it to haul the heavy equipment, plus Dillon. The
going was still slow, but easier.

It was another three days of perfect weather before they got to Marci's
camp. The plains continued to roll around them, a never-ending sea of grass
and shallow hills.

Aramis had explained that this was just an outpost for the city. Somewhere
for the scavengers to be safe while they were out.

They turned off the main road and followed another for a few miles before
Jeff spotted their destination. The remains of a broken chain link fence
surrounded a squat, cinderblock building that lay in a low valley. A rusted
truck with flat tires and a caved-in roof sat in a gravel driveway. Jeff  spotted
one man on top of the building and another on a nearby hill.

“Lookouts,” Jeff said to Dillon.
“I see them.”
Marci moved past Finn and took the lead. Jeff's fingers started to twitch

toward his weapons again. He knew that the man on the roof  had them in his
sights. But Marci waved at him and they made it to the building unharmed.

Another man, tall and blond with camouflage on every bit of  clothing he
wore, stood at the front door. “You found it?” he asked Marci.

“Of course. We are the best.”
“And you found some friends?” He leaned around to see Dillon and Jeff.
“Sure did.”
The man opened the door and held it. “Come on in. I'll get the guys to

unload that stuff. Nara is anxious for your report.”
Marci nodded and led them inside.
Jeff's instincts kicked in again, and his hand moved to his knife. He took a

breath and forced himself to relax. If they were going to kill him and Dillon,
why wait until they were inside?

Aramis waved Jeff in after him. Jeff had expected the interior of the
building to be gloomy and dusty, like everything else in the world, but instead
he found it bright and clean.



Jeff followed Aramis and swept the room with his eyes. This door led to a
large, open area that housed a handful of tables, a couple of  partially put
together pieces of equipment and a living area in one corner, complete with
cloth dividers for privacy. Through a doorway near the beds, Jeff  saw a sink
and a stove.

A bustle of activity centered around a table near the small kitchen. The
smell of meat and onions filled the air. Jeff's mouth began to water. Eight
people were there. Four of them left when the man from the door jogged over
and asked them to help unload. A woman, tall and slender with long red hair
and wearing jeans and a leather jacket turned toward them. She spotted Marci
and walked in their direction.

“She's hot,” Dillon said.
Marci shot Dillon a glare over her shoulder.
“What?”
Jeff shook his head. Aramis laughed.
“What did you bring me?” the approaching woman asked, her eyes darting

from Marci to Jeff and Dillon and then back.
“We got the parts for the lathe and the mill, plus, thanks to these two, we

have a working shield generator.”
The woman stopped. “Are you serious?”
“They spotted it and asked for our help in breaking through it.” Marci

pointed. “This is Dillon and Jeff. They're brothers. Guys, this is Nara.”
Nara stepped in and offered Dillon her hand. He grinned and shook it.
“Looks like we owe you guys,” Nara said.
“Our payment is those two hover bikes outside,” Dillon said.
“I see.” Nara let go of Dillon’s hand and turned her striking blue gaze to

Jeff. He endured her inspection with a stare of his own. When their eyes met,
she smiled. “It looks like you've been through a lot.”

“No more than anyone else who’s still alive,” Jeff said.
“How old are you?”
“Sixteen.”
“He's a smart kid,” Aramis said. “He figured out how to take the shield

down.”
Jeff shrugged. “Ramming the shield with a tractor wasn't a brilliant plan.”
“It worked,” Aramis said.
“True.”



“Are you thinking of joining us?” Nara asked.
Silence settled. Jeff kept his face impassive. Aramis and Marci exchanged a

quick glance.
Dillon cleared his throat. “We're thinking about it.”
A smile spread across Nara's lips. She kept her attention on Jeff. “Good.

Why don't you go get some lunch? We'll unload for you and you can tell me all
about your adventure.”

“I'm starving,” Aramis said, rubbing his hands together and moving toward
the table. “Come on, kid,” he said to Jeff.

The others followed. A stack of plates sat at one end of the table. Aramis
handed one to Jeff before piling his own with beef, potatoes and onions.

“You have clean food?” Jeff asked.
“We've worked hard to make sure of it,” Aramis said.
Jeff hadn't seen this much food in a year. They even had forks. He took

small portions, both nervous about the Starvation and wondering how much
he could eat in one sitting after surviving on meal bars for so long.

Aramis sat, indicating for Jeff to join him. The big man told their tale to the
four other guys at the table, who listened with guarded but amused
expressions. Aramis embellished quite a bit, but Jeff let it be. Who was he to
interrupt the fun?

The others were concerned about the Skinnies in the city, but Marci assured
them that they were all dead.

“Another group could move in, but it will take a while to gather that many,”
Aramis said.

“We hope,” one man muttered.
They finished eating, and Jeff washed his dish in an actual sink with

running water.
“It's hooked up to a pump outside. Nothing fancy,” Aramis said. “Not as

good as we have it in the city, but not bad.”
No, not bad indeed.
A clean window sat above the sink. Jeff looked out onto a fenced-in area.

He leaned forward, and then jumped back.
“What?” Aramis asked.
Jeff mentally ran through where all his weapons were. Where Dillon was.

How far it was to the door and how many men he would likely face after he
unloaded his pistol.



Aramis watched and narrowed his eyes. “What is it?”
Jeff did his best to keep his voice even. “Why do you have Skinnies out

there?”
Aramis leaned forward and squinted through the glass. “Oh, them.”
“Them?”
“Whoa, kid. Relax. We're not keeping them as pets or anything. We trap

them and keep them here for safety.”
“For whom?”
Aramis laughed. “We usually take two or three of them with us when we go

out Scavenging. If we run into any problems, we use them as a distraction.”
“Are you serious?”
“Sure. Yeah. We had some before we met you, but a group of  people

ambushed us. We let them loose so we could get away.”
Jeff found his hands curled into fists.
“You have a problem with that?” Aramis asked, leaning one shoulder

against the wall and folding his arms over his barrel chest.
It took a moment for Jeff to answer. “Our parents always taught us not to

leave Skinnies behind us. Ever. Too much of a chance they could come back to
kill you later.”

“They're not wrong,” Aramis said. “But we find the more docile ones and
use them. The others, we kill.”

“Docile?”
“They still have some reason, but not much. We feed them; they're happy.

Mostly.”
“Feed them what?”
“Anything we can find.” Aramis studied Jeff. “Look, kid, it's a grizzly

business out here. You know that. You've lived it. This is how we keep each
other safe.”

“And that's important?”
A voice from behind him answered. “Yes.”
Jeff turned to find Nara standing in the doorway.
“We’re all tired of losing people. We do everything in our power to keep

each other alive. Much like you and Dillon probably do. If we have to deal with
a handful of Skinnies to make that happen, then we do it.”

Jeff let that sink in.



“If you have a problem with it, we can talk about it. Will you join Dillon
and me?” Nara asked. “I'd like to ask you two some questions.”



Chapter 9

“Busted,” Aramis said with a grin.
Nara gave him a wry look, the same kind Jeff's mom used to give to their

dad.
“Uh, sure,” Jeff said. Nara motioned for him to follow her. He did so,

moving back into the main room, through to the other side and into an office.
The remains of a couch sat along one wall, but the rest of  the space was

filled with three rows of wooden chairs. New wooden chairs. They were
simple, but they could fold. Jeff studied them as he sat next to Dillon on the
front row.

Nara took a chair, flipped it around and sat in front of  them. She noticed
Jeff's attention on the furniture.

“We manufacture them in our city. They're sturdy and easy enough to haul.”
“Why do you have them here?” Jeff asked.
“A lot of us spend a great deal of time out here, and we often have several

groups of scavengers out at once. This is where we meet.” She pointed at the
wall behind her.

Jeff hadn't noticed the map. It showed roads and cities. Some were
highlighted in red, others green, and others yellow.

“We keep track of where we've been, what we've found and what we left
there. Each team reports when they get back and is briefed before they go out.
That way they know where things are, and we can help others in their
searches.”

“Really?” Jeff asked.
“Yes.” Nara began to wave her hands as she talked. “It’s true that the world

is broken, but the scavengers have been trying to build relationships for years.
We never ask where they're from or where they're going—it's sort of an
unwritten code—but we help each other. If we meet a group that needs solar
batteries, we send them here.” Nara pointed at the map before she went on.
“We note when they're gone and go to the next large stockpile.”

Dillon tilted his head to one side. “That's pretty organized. How many
people are in your city?”

Nara smiled. “Thousands.”
Dillon whistled.
“What's the catch?” Jeff asked.



“What do you mean?”
Jeff held her gaze. “Everyone has an angle. What's the catch to live in your

city?”
Nara's face remained soft. “I can see that you've been through quite a bit.

Suspicion is good. Healthy even.” She sat back and crossed one leg over the
other. “There is a catch, of course, but it's not like you're thinking. We don't
demand a blood sacrifice or fighting to the death or eating other people. No,
we all believe in survival.”

“What the hell does that mean?” Dillon asked.
“Well, there are people out there that shouldn't still be alive. People that

others have coddled and protected. If left on their own, they would die within
a week.”

Jeff furrowed his brow.
Dillon sat forward. “Explain.”
“I’m sure you know the type. When your compound fell, there were

probably some among the survivors.”
Jeff thought back. Nara was right. Some had been injured, others simply

unaware of what it took to live outside. They had suffered for their ignorance.
“Sure,” Dillon said.
“And what happened to them?”
Dillon's eyes bore into Nara. “We're the only two left. So, if you need us to

believe in surviving, we've got that covered.”
“Good,” Nara said. “Then you're among the people we're looking for.” She

stood and began to pace. “Our leader is a good man, and he's begun to divvy
out the responsibility of running the city to others. Some of us have been
together for a long time, others only a few months. But we're family.”

“But you only take strong people?” Jeff asked.
“We gather survivors,” Nara said.
“Do you turn people away?” Jeff asked.
“No, of course not.”
Dillon scratched his cheek. “Then how do you know if they're survivors.”
“If they end up at the city, they're survivors.”
A sinking feeling hit Jeff's stomach. “Have you put up obstacles along the

way?”
“Oh no. We bring people in. Very few people actually get to the city

without us knowing about it.”



“And if they do?” Dillon asked.
“Then we invite them in and watch them.” She walked to the other end of

the small room. “There is someone out there gathering Skinnies and sending
them at compounds in large masses.” Nara folded her arms across her chest.
“We are looking to build a better world, but we're not fools. Trust has to be
earned.”

“And how would we earn this trust?” Jeff asked.
She circled the chair and sat again. “Well, you would stay out here for a few

months, helping the scavengers. It looks like your injuries are mostly minor
and healing well, so we would send you out with a crew as soon as you were
ready. After you get to know the people here, and we get to know you, one of
us would take you to the city to meet our leader.”

“Does this guy have a name?” Dillon asked.
“Not until you meet him.”
Dillon let out a humph.
“Then what?” Jeff asked. “What's in this city?”
“People and resources. We're rebuilding new sections all the time, and we're

gathering as many survivors as we can. You would basically have your pick of
jobs—everyone has a job—which could include coming back out here.” She
smiled. “Some of us aren't very good at being cooped up, no matter how big
the city is.”

“What kind of jobs?” Jeff asked.
“Oh, everything from teachers to the guard force to laborers to weavers to

demolition experts to builders...the list is almost endless.” She looked back and
forth between the two brothers. “We're specifically looking for people like you.
Smart, strong and able to think fast. Marci told me about what you boys did
for them, and how you almost fought your way free of thirty Skinnies. We
could use you.”

Dillon turned to look at Jeff and raised his eyebrows.
Jeff looked at his brother. An almost-smile pulled up the corners of Dillon’s

lips. Jeff hadn't seen that look on his brother’s face in a long time. Jeff gave
Dillon a small nod.

“Well,” Dillon said turning back to Nara, “It looks like we're in. For now.”
He held up a finger. “But, if we want out, how does that work?”

Nara shrugged. “You walk away. No hard feelings.”
“Before or after we go to this city?” Dillon asked.



“Before. Once you see the place you won't want out.”
Dillon laughed, “We'll see.”
“Why don’t the two of you get cleaned up? Find some new clothes. Yours

are looking a little ragged.”
“What, this?” Dillon said as he stood. “It took me months to get it looking

like this.”
Nara chuckled as she walked out of the room.
Dillon's bravado slid from his face as he turned to Jeff. “Are you really okay

with this?”
Jeff spotted Marci lurking outside, watching Dillon. “Yeah, Dillon, I'm

okay. For now.”
“You're not just saying that?”
Jeff gave Dillon a flat stare. “When was the last time I said something to

make you feel good?”
“Point.”
“Besides,” Jeff said, “we said we would join a group if we found one that

was sane. So far these guys fit the bill.”
“So far.”
Jeff stood and shoved Dillon toward the door. “Come on, let's go.”
Aramis stood behind Marci. “Showers are this way.”
“You really have showers?” Jeff asked.
“Yup. Same system that runs the sink. It's barely warm, but better than

nothing. The clothes are separated by size. Pick what you need.”
“Thanks,” Jeff said. There had been times over the last year when he was

fairly certain that he would never see another working toilet again, let alone
take a shower.

The water was, as Aramis said, only luke warm, but it was enough. Jeff
washed away weeks of grime and blood. All his injures were closed and
healing. He left his dirty pants and shredded shirt in a pile with what was left
of Dillon's, and donned fresh clothes including a pair of blue jeans, a black
shirt and a blue hoodie. There were even new socks, which he gladly pulled on
before he shoved his feet into his boots.

“Better?” Dillon asked Jeff as he came to sit at the eating table.
“Better,” Jeff said.
 



The first few days turned into a blur of eating and sleeping. Jeff hadn’t
realized just how tired he was until he had the time to rest. Dillon was worse,
and could only be coerced out of bed for meals for a full three days.

Four people made up the base team; Nara took charge of that group. Jeff
learned that they stayed out here most of the time to help the scavengers and
rarely went back into the city.

Finn spent most of his time in a garage out back, tinkering with the
equipment they’d brought in. Marci stayed close to Nara, that is, until Dillon
got back on his feet, and then the two of them were inseparable.

Aramis took Jeff under his wing and showed him the ropes of  cooking,
standing watch and using the Skinnies. Jeff  still wasn’t convinced that it was a
good idea, but everyone at the outpost swore by it. They said they’d saved at
least twenty of their own people by having Skinnies with them.

A week passed, then another. Jeff started to feel comfortable. Nara put him
on the watch list, which gave him plenty of time to think while searching the
plains from the top of the roof.

What would his mom have them do? These people seemed okay. There
were a few that Jeff had no doubt would murder him in his sleep if they
decided he looked at them funny, but they weren’t the majority, and they
always deferred to Nara and then to Marci or Aramis. All three of whom had
proven to be as sane as anyone could be out here.

Jeff took the time to ask the others about their experiences. Most mirrored
his and Dillon’s. Most were looking for a place to call home. Every time Jeff
asked about survivors, Nara’s people would shrug and say something akin to,
“We don’t have time or resources to coddle people.” And yet they all said that
they never turned anyone away.

The weather remained good for more than two weeks after they got there.
Then, late one afternoon, Jeff watched as black clouds rolled in from the west,
thick and churning. He stood on the roof and surveyed the scene below. His
eyes followed the road up toward the nearest hill. For the first time, he saw
something. Two men coming toward the building. He stepped on the pedal
that rang the warning bell inside. Nara appeared a few seconds later, breathing
hard.

“What is it?” she asked.
“Two guys, headed this way. I don’t recognize them,” Jeff  said as he handed

Nara his binoculars.



She took them and studied the approaching men. Her lips pressed into a
hard line. “They’re ours. They had a team of five when they left. Stay alert. I’ll
go meet them.”

Jeff accepted his binoculars back and kept his eyes roaming the horizon for
more people. Nothing appeared. Nara and Aramis ran to meet the men on the
road. Aramis slung one of the guy’s arms across his shoulders and practically
dragged him in.

It felt strange to be stuck on the roof without knowing what was going on
below. After half an hour, someone came to relieve him. “Nara wants to see
you.”

Jeff relinquished his position and headed below.
The two men who had come in were laying on bunks, being tended to by

the guy everyone called the Med.
Nara and Marci stood nearby with their heads together. Jeff  found Dillon

and Aramis nearby, watching. He approached them.
“What’s going on?” Jeff asked.
“There’s been another Skinny attack on a compound,” Aramis said. “Forty

miles or so south of here. They found what was left of a group of  survivors.
They got the story before the last of them died.”

Jeff ’s stomach dropped. A Skinny attack? He met Dillon’s gaze, and found
his brother’s eyes as hard as his own.

Nara and Marci broke apart. Marci headed for the supplies, and Nara came
straight for them. Her expression remained serious. “Are you boys feeling up
to a mission?”

“Meaning?” Dillon asked.
“There are still lots of survivors out there. We’re going to send out

everyone we can spare as soon as this storm passes. Are you up for a rescue
mission?”

Dillon shrugged.
“Sure,” Jeff said, excited to be of help.
“Good.” Nara stood. “We leave in a couple of hours. You'll be with Marci's

group again. She'll get you whatever you need.”



Chapter 10

The storm rolled in an hour later with gusting winds that quickly turned to
thunder and lightning. The guy from the roof came down and hunkered with
the rest of them until the rain-turned-hail ebbed and then trickled to a drizzle.

Aramis stuck his head out the door. Jeff followed. Inky black clouds hung
low in the sky, swollen with more rain.

“No reason to leave now. That storm is going to linger all night. Better to
ride it out here rather than on the road.”

Jeff agreed. He took a few steps outside and into the shower. The cool
water hit his face as he looked up.

He and Dillon had weathered some serious storms before, both literal and
metaphorical. Could these people be the end to that? Could they provide the
stability that he and Dillon had been searching for? That they both needed?

“Mom,” Jeff whispered. “Are you still watching us?”
Of course, she didn't answer. It had been their dad who had been the real

believer in life after death, bur their mom had played along, and, in the end,
Jeff thought she had believed.

“You gonna stand out there all night?” Aramis asked.
Jeff closed his eyes and let the water form streams down his face. He stood

there for another moment before he shook his head and followed Aramis back
into the building.

 
The scent of breakfast wafted in from the kitchen, waking Jeff as it had

every morning since their arrival. Jeff quickly dressed and found most of the
others already gathered around two tables. Dillon and Marci sat close,
shoulders touching. Jeff hid a smirk as Aramis waved him over.

Conversation was lively, especially while sitting by Aramis. He seemed
driven to make everyone laugh. He retold the story of pushing the tractor, as
well as the look on Jeff's face when he'd seen Marci dangling from the ceiling
in the warehouse. Jeff was pretty sure there was no way Aramis could have
seen that, but he didn't spoil the moment. Everyone was laughing. That felt as
foreign as eating hot food for breakfast.

Nara approached from the door. “Okay, everyone, be ready in ten minutes.
The storm has passed us. We should be good to go.”

“Grab your stuff,” Aramis said to Jeff.



Jeff wolfed down the rest of his eggs, washed his plate, grabbed his newly
filled pack and followed Finn out the door.

“So, where are we headed?” Aramis asked.
“South,” Marci said. She held up a hand-drawn map and pointed to it.

“East of these hills. The compound was around here, and I would imagine that
most people would funnel this way.”

Jeff followed both Marci's finger and her logic. Unless they had a drastic
escape plan, that's the way he would go. If it was near the hills, then there
would be trees for cover and water for drinking.

Marci went on. “It should take us three days to get there. Tomorrow
afternoon, we'll slow down and search around us. If they were quick, they
could be that close.”

“Sounds good,” Finn said.
“You're familiar with this area, right?” Marci asked Finn.
“Yeah.”
“Any thoughts?”
Finn frowned. “The sooner we get there the better.”
“Roger that.” Marci folded the map and led them back onto the plains.
 
The pace Marci set kept anyone from chatting. If something needed to be

communicated, it came between heaving breaths. The two weeks of good
meals and uninterrupted sleep had done wonders for Jeff, and he easily kept
up.

Dillon was full of energy. He kept urging Marci to go faster because he
thought it was funny.

Jeff caught them sneaking kisses whenever they didn't think people were
looking. Aramis shook his head and Finn shrugged. They weren't fooling
anyone.

The next day, the plains segued into wooded hills. They slowed their pace
and expanded their search area. Jeff and Dillon moved better than the others
through the dense underbrush, so they each took a side of the road, checking
for signs of travelers, dead or alive.

It was almost sunset when Jeff spotted the first body. He gave a whistle and
crept closer. Pieces of a woman and a child lay on the ground. Fresh blood
stained the dirt. It looked as if a pack of wolves had pulled them apart, but Jeff
knew better.



“Skinnies did this,” Finn said when he arrived.
“Today,” Jeff said.
Marci pressed her lips together before she spoke. “Spread out, see if there

are more. If you find the Skinnies, do not engage. Meet back here in ten
minutes.”

Jeff went farther south, but didn't find anything. He had turned around and
started back when he heard the unmistakable clang of metal on metal.

Jeff surged forward, heading back toward the rendezvous point, but
swerved to his right when he heard more sounds of fighting.

The sun hung just over the hills, ready to drop, making it difficult to see.
Jeff heard something coming through the trees toward him, so he stopped and
crouched down. A moment later Finn burst past him.

“Finn!” Jeff said softly.
The other man turned, his knife ready.
Jeff held his hands out. “Just me.”
“Let's go,” Finn said. He jerked his head and resumed his course. Jeff

pulled his club and followed.
A minute later they burst onto the scene.
Marci and Dillon stood facing a dozen Skinnies. Unlike the pack in the city,

these didn't have a plan. They simply charged.
Their greater numbers should have meant a huge advantage for the

Skinnies, but Dillon stepped forward and his sword became an impenetrable
wall. Marci threw one knife, hitting a Skinny in the throat, then engaged with
another knife.

Aramis came out of the trees on the other side, causing three Skinnies to
turn his way. Jeff and Finn joined the fray, and in a matter of seconds, dead
Skinnies littered the ground.

Marci moved through them to a small pen made of branches. She squatted
down and peered in. With the waning light, Jeff couldn't see inside.

Marci stood and shook her head. “Two kids. They're dead.”
Jeff ground his teeth.
“Looks like we're on the right track,” Aramis said.
“We're late,” Jeff said.
“Relax, kid, we'll get the next ones. These guys weren't survivors.”
“They were kids,” Jeff said with venom in his voice.
Aramis met Jeff's eyes. “We'll get the next ones. That's why we're out here.”



Jeff took a breath and walked out of the clearing.
“Just give him a minute,” Dillon said.
“I didn't think he'd be that sensitive,” Aramis said as Jeff  moved away.
“We met some pretty grizzly guys a few months back. They armed kids and

adults alike, tossed them in a pit with Skinnies and made them all fight to the
death. Jeff ended up in the pit. He still hates himself for not saving everyone
there.”

Jeff moved out of earshot. He still had nightmares about those kids. Wide
eyes. Filthy faces. Fear. Some of them already transformed into killing
machines.

It was a wonder that Jeff's parents had found any good to instill into him
and Dillon.

A few minutes later, Dillon came tromping through the woods, making as
much noise as he could.

“Hey, Jeff, we're going to keep going for a bit. Find a place to camp that
isn’t filled with dead Skinnies.”

“And kids,” Jeff said, turning to look at Dillon.
“Yeah, and kids.” Dillon approached. “Are you okay?”
“Fine,” Jeff said. “I just...I'm fine.”
“You're lying.”
“And there's nothing you can do about it.”
“Fair enough. You coming?”
“Yeah.”
Jeff followed the rest of the group and took first watch as they bedded

down. He kept his club with him and worked on the techniques his mom had
taught him until he could barely lift his arms. By the time Finn came to relieve
him, he was tired enough to fall asleep quickly.

 
The next morning dawned early and bright. They had a quick breakfast of

dried fruit and meat before heading out again.
Jeff took point on one side of the road and moved fast, keeping his eyes

and ears open.
The first few hours were quiet, but then Jeff started finding more bodies.

Both Skinnies and people. He was about to whistle everyone to him, but Finn
beat him to it.



Jeff hurried in that direction, keeping his eyes open for anything out of the
ordinary. He arrived and found the others gathered behind a boulder. Dillon
waved him in and pointed.

Jeff eased around the rock and his eyes followed Dillon's gesture.
A small cliff fell ten feet into a gully below. In the gully, a group of five

men, six women and three children were struggling to get away from a pack of
eight Skinnies.

The people looked ragged. Blood, dirt and burns covered them. A little girl
no more than four years old clung to a woman's hand and looked as if she
couldn't take another step. But she did. Two men were limping. The others
motioned for the women and children to pass. One woman stopped and stood
with the men, a crowbar in her hand. They formed a line and waited for the
Skinnies to reach them.

Jeff glanced around for a way down. He found it thirty feet away. He stood
and started for it, but Aramis reached out and grabbed his wrist.

“They need help,” Jeff said.
Aramis shook his head.
Jeff looked back at Marci and Finn. They both nodded.
“What is this?” Jeff asked. He yanked his hand away from Aramis.
Marci waved Jeff over. He ground his teeth and complied. Maybe they were

going to shoot the Skinnies.
“We don't help them,” Marci said.
“What?”Jeff asked.
“They're in a good position. If they can defeat the Skinnies, then we'll know

that they’re survivors.”
The sounds of a fight started. A muffled yell, the clang of  metal on metal

and a child's scream. “They need our help,” Jeff said. He turned on Dillon.
Dillon shook his head.
“That's not how we do things,” Marci said.
“Well, that's how I do things,” Jeff said, shoving his thumb at his chest. He

glared at the group. “I'm going.”
“Jeff,” Dillon said.
Jeff stopped.
“We're with them now.”
Jeff turned on his brother and stepped close. “Not if  they're going to leave

innocents to be slaughtered.”



“Nara told you we take in survivors.” Marci said. “If they live through this,
then they'll have proven themselves. We'll take them back to the outpost and
then to the city.”

“And if they don't?”
Marci shrugged. “Then we find the next group.”
Jeff's hands shook. He barely got his next words out. “Screw you. I'm going

to help them.”
“No, you're not,” Aramis said. Before Jeff could twist to see Aramis,

something hit him from behind. Jeff stumbled forward. Dillon caught him and
lowered him to the ground. Darkness gathered and pounced before Jeff  could
ask Dillon why.



Chapter 11

The world came back to Jeff one sense at a time. First, sound. Slurred
mumbles resolved into words he couldn't quite make out. Then, smell. Rain.
Then light through his eyelids. Then pain radiating from the back of his skull.
Jeff moaned.

“He's coming around,” someone said.
“Better let me talk to him.” That was Dillon.
“You sure?”
“Positive.”
Jeff forced his eyes open. They fluttered twice before complying. He lay on

his back under a canopy of branches. Dillon sat next to him, cross legged with
the hood on his jacket pulled up to protect his head from the light rain.

Anger fueled Jeff, and he struggled to a sitting position. The world swam,
but he stayed upright. He turned his gaze to Dillon.

“You let them knock me out.”
Dillon kept his face neutral. “I told them to knock you out.”
That was not the answer Jeff had been expecting. He took a moment to

wrestle down the urge to strangle his brother. “Why?”
“Because, we're with them now.”
“Yeah, you said that before.” Jeff rubbed the back of his head and found a

sizable lump. “You mind explaining yourself ?”
Dillon winced under the use of their dad's favorite phrase when they were

in trouble. He ran a hand through his hair.
“Look, Jeff, I get what they're doing.”
“Letting people die?”
“Yes. But no.”
“Well, which is it?”
Dillon sighed. “Will you hear me out?”
“Right up until I decide to stop.” Jeff looked around. He could see the

others twenty feet away, waiting under another thick grove of  trees.
“Marci explained it to me. It's not that they lack compassion, which is what

it looks like. No, they're actually showing these people mercy.”
“Mercy? You've got to be joking.”
“No. Look, these people are going to die out here. The sooner that

happens, the less they will have to suffer.”



“Suffer?” Jeff snorted. “Sounds like you bought Marci hook, line and
sinker. Did you decide to agree with her on this before or after you got into
her pants?”

The muscles in Dillon's cheeks flexed as he ground his teeth. “Careful.”
“Or what? You're going to have someone else knock me out?”
“I told them that you would listen to reason.”
“Or what?” Jeff asked again. He pointed at Marci. “They would kill me?”
“Of course not.” Dillon said it with conviction, but Jeff  wasn't sure about

that.
“Then what? If this is what they do to people, then I'm out.”
Dillon sighed. “I knew we should have told you before we left.”
“Wait.” Jeff held up a hand. “You knew about this before we left?”
Dillon met Jeff's eyes, then dropped his gaze.
Jeff ’s words were barely a whisper. “You knew and you didn't tell me?”
“Marci said that it was easier for some people to experience it. To see it.”
“To watch people die? Didn't you say just a few weeks ago that we'd seen

enough people die?” Jeff's voice gained volume with each question.
“That's different.”
“Oh, you're right, we weren't the reason any of those people died. But that

group in the gully? That's all on us.” Jeff pointed at himself, and then shook
his head. “No, that's all on you.” He glared into Dillon's eyes.

Dillon met the hate head on. “Fine, put it on me. But I agree with these
guys. You want to leave? Fine. Leave.”

Jeff's eyes flickered to Marci. “But you're staying.”
A moment passed before Dillon said the words. “I'm staying.”
Jeff's anger drew energy from his tired body, and he rose to his feet.

“You're a piece of crap.”
Dillon rose as well. “What did you say?”
“You heard me. You're a piece of crap. Everything Mom and Dad ever

taught us has just up and left your mind?”
“Parents aren't right about everything,” Dillon said.
“But they're right about this.”
Dillon stepped in until their noses were only inches apart. “Mom is dead

because of people who weren’t survivors.”
“Mom is dead because she got the Starvation.”



“She and the rest got the Starvation because of those who weren’t
prepared. They got the good food and mom got death.”

Jeff slashed his hand through the air. “Mom would never leave people to
die. Not like that.”

“And that’s exactly why she and almost twenty others are dead.”
The words hit Jeff like a blow. His lungs constricted, and his hands balled

into fists.
“We might not be alone if not for those people,” Dillon said.
“Those people saved our lives on more than one occasion.”
“And took our mother.”
Jeff glared into Dillon’s stormy eyes and spoke softly. “No, I took our

mother’s life, because you weren’t man enough to do it yourself.”
The calm facade Dillon had been hiding behind since meeting Marci

cracked. Jeff saw Dillon’s fist coming, and didn’t bother to move out of  the
way as it struck him in the jaw. Jeff had to step to the side, but otherwise
stayed upright.

“Too much truth for you in one day?” Jeff asked.
“Shut the hell up,” Dillon said through gritted teeth. He came hard and

fast.
Jeff let his anger fuel his movements. He stepped back and dodged Dillon’s

first barrage. Dillon had always been faster, but Jeff was smarter. He moved
again to avoid a haymaker to the side of his head, then grabbed Dillon’s next
punch and pulled him forward into a tree.

Dillon twisted just in time and came at Jeff again.
The man Jeff had called his brother was gone, replaced by a love-sick,

broken shell of the person he could be. Rage consumed Dillon as he battered
Jeff. Punches started to get through. Jeff took one in the face and another in
the gut. He doubled over and tried to get away as Dillon rained blows down
on the back of his head.

At some point, Dillon had started to scream.
Jeff waited until Dillon stepped back to deliver a kick, then straightened and

charged. Dillon wasn’t ready for it, and took two to the face before getting his
hands up.

Before they could continue, Aramis and Finn were there, pulling them
apart. Jeff let Finn hold him. Dillon fought against Aramis.



“Back off!” Marci yelled at Dillon. She’d placed herself  between the
brothers.

“What the hell is the matter with you?” Aramis asked.
“You’re the piece of crap!” Dillon screamed at Jeff. “I’ve done everything

for us, and this is the thanks I get? We find a safe place with good people and
you can’t accept a few quirks?”

“Quirks?” Jeff shook Finn off, who let go. He wiped blood from his nose.
“Playing god isn’t a quirk; its insanity.” He met Aramis’ eyes. “I won’t be a part
of it.”

Jeff had expected Aramis’ expression to go hard, but the big man simply
nodded.

“Our way isn’t for everyone,” Finn said.
Marci turned to look at Jeff. “If you want to go, go. We won’t stop you.

Take your pack, take some extra food and get out of here.”
“Are you serious?” Jeff asked.
“Why wouldn’t I be?” Marci asked.
“What if I come back?”
“Come back if you want to join us. If you want to hurt us, think long and

hard about how much you want to die.”
Jeff walked to where his pack lay on the ground. He reached down and

grabbed it.
“Don’t you dare walk away,” Dillon said.
Jeff turned to look at his brother. What used to be familiar was now

foreign. What used to be family was now foe. He shouldered his pack and met
Dillon’s furious gaze.

“Go to hell.”



Chapter 12

Jeff ’s body remained taut as he wove through the trees, away from Dillon,
Marci and the others. He expected to hear the crack of a twig as they closed in
or the click of a hammer as they prepared to shoot him. There was no way
they would let him go, not after he’d seen the outpost and knew so much
about them.

Part of him wanted a fight. He was so angry. He needed to blow off some
steam, but he might not live through a four-on-one confrontation when Dillon
was one of the players. And his head was spinning from the beating Dillon had
given him.

The blood pumping through his ears eased the farther he went. He kept his
pace quick, heading back toward where he hoped the road lay.

The ground sloped downward, and Jeff spotted the road a few seconds
later. He followed it until he found where they had turned off and made his
way quickly to the gully.

He’d expected to have to track the group of survivors, but instead he found
a much different picture.

Bodies lay strewn from the point where the survivors had made their stand
to a hundred feet beyond. Men, women and children lay the ground, dead. Jeff
quickly counted five Skinnies. So there was one Skinny and three survivors left
somewhere.

Jeff kept his club in one hand and followed the trail of  bodies to the end of
the gully and into the woods. A breeze whispered through the trees, causing
the shadows to shift. Jeff shook his head to keep his ears from spinning. Ten
feet into the canopy, he found the last Skinny lying in a puddle of his own
blood, a tree branch through his eye socket.

The snap of a twig caused Jeff to turn. He held his club ready and scanned
the area, trying to see the shadows within shadows.

“Hello?” Jeff asked. It had to be a survivor. Skinnies were rarely that quiet.
“I’m not here to hurt you.”

A sniffle came from the bushes.
Jeff crept forward. “Hey, I’m here to help.”
A light swish sounded from behind, and Jeff turned just in time to stop a

woman from clocking him in the head with a branch as thick and as long as



her arm. He darted out of the way, almost stumbling, and held his free hand
up.

“Hold on!”
Blood covered the woman’s shirt and arms and ran from a cut on her

forehead. Her brown hair had come free from her braid and writhed like a
living thing. Jeff knew the wild look in her eye all too well.

She swung again.
Jeff stepped in and grabbed her arm as it started forward. He pressed the

sharpened end of his club against her neck. “Stop,” he said.
She froze, her eyes somehow going wider.
“I’m not here to hurt you,” Jeff said. “How many are there left?”
“Why should I tell you?” Her hand was shaking.
“I told you, I’m here to help.”
“Like the last people?”
Jeff tightened his grip on his club. “No. Not like them.”
“Mom?” a small voice said from behind Jeff.
“Stay back!” the woman said.
Jeff heard more swishing of leaves and the crunch of a branch. “How

many?” he asked her again.
Tears brimmed in the woman’s eyes. “Just kill us.”
Jeff sighed. He lowered his club and let the woman go. She jerked away and

stumbled back, keeping her branch between them.
Jeff glanced over and saw the kid. He was maybe eight years old, covered in

blood and cowering like a frightened puppy.
“Did the Skinnies kill the rest?” Jeff asked.
The woman continued to glare. So, Jeff turned to the kid. “Is there

someone else? We need to get out of here.”
The little boy’s eyes darted between Jeff and the woman. She didn’t move.
Jeff sighed. “Look, there are Skinnies everywhere, and people who may or

may not hurt you if they find you. Is there someone else?”
The woman relented and pointed beyond the boy. “There.”
Jeff moved past the kid and saw a man lying on the ground. Jeff had seen

plenty of wounds in his time, but he’d never seen someone still alive when
their guts were pouring out of them. The man’s eyes zeroed in on Jeff, and he
somehow aimed a gun with shaking hands.



Jeff stopped. “I’m not going to hurt you. Or them. I need to get them out
of here.”

The man studied Jeff, trying to discern his intentions. Jeff  held his gaze and
hoped that the guy wouldn’t shoot out of frustration. After a moment, the
man nodded. The strength in his arm gave way and the gun hit the ground
with a thump.

Behind Jeff, the little boy shuffled closer. “Is he going to die?”
“Yes,” Jeff said. “Even a doctor couldn’t save him now.”
“He was the doctor,” the woman said.
The man nodded, then put his head back and closed his eyes. His chest

kept rising and falling, but his breaths were shallow, and what color had
remained in his face paled.

“We need to go,” Jeff said again. He looked at the woman.
“Do you have a safe place?” she asked.
“Not really, but this area is crawling with Skinnies. We can at least get to

high ground. I have some food and there are plenty of streams around.”
“What about the others from our compound?”
“There are a few here and there. We’ll do our best to find some of them.”

Jeff looked at the kid. “Can you help me do that? Tell me who is from your
compound?”

The kid nodded.
“Good.” Jeff took a knife from his belt and handed it to the kid. “I’m Jeff,

what’s your name?”
“Sam. That’s my mom.”
“Meredith,” the woman said.
“Good to meet you both. Now follow me and be as quiet as you can.”
Sam stayed within inches of Jeff ’s side. Meredith snatched the gun off the

ground and followed as they made their way away from the gully.
“Your compound was west from here, right?” Jeff asked.
“Yes,” Meredith said.
“Then we go east and north.”
Jeff kept the pace slow. Other than being exhausted and bloody, the two

survivors didn’t look as if they had been lacking for food or water before the
raid. He let them sip from his canteen.

“What if the bad people come?” Sam asked.
“The bad people?”



“The ones with the Skinnies.”
“Don’t worry; I’m a pretty good fighter.”
Sam looked Jeff up and down and pursed his lips.
The three of them got to the road and crossed it without incident. Jeff ’s

charges kept up and didn’t complain. He wondered if any of the dead men in
the gully had been Meredith's husband, or Sam’s dad. Or both. A weight
settled in Jeff ’s chest. Marci and the others had let this happen. And now, if
they found Sam and his mom, they would gladly take the two in, because they
were survivors. Maybe because of skill, maybe because of luck and maybe
because of determination. Maybe a little of everything.

Jeff shook his head. It made him sick.
The wind continued to push through the trees, leaving a fluttering of

ambient noise it its wake. By the time Jeff heard the growl, it was almost too
late.

A Skinny charged through the underbrush, leaving a scar of  broken
branches and snapped twigs. The man’s clothes hung off him, exposing his
emaciated chest, arms and neck. Blood covered his face and hands; none of it
was his.

Sam gasped and backed away, tripping in the process.
Jeff pushed Meredith to the side and met the Skinny head on. He grabbed

the Skinny’s spindly arm and twisted. It broke with a crack, but the Skinny
kept coming. Jeff swung his club, and the Skinny’s skull caved under the blow.
He crumpled to the ground.

Sam let out a surprised squeal. Jeff turned to see two more Skinnies
approaching. These moved faster, and each held a long wooden club.

“Get behind me,” Jeff said, grabbing Sam’s arm. “Be ready to run,” he told
Meredith.

Anger fueled Jeff ’s charge. He erased the distance between him and the
Skinnies in an instant, swinging before the first one could get his club up.
Another skull cracked.

The remaining Skinny growled and attacked.
Jeff ducked the first swing and rolled to his right. He came up on his feet

and blocked the next attack. A perfect tone reverberated from Jeff ’s club as
the two weapons met. Jeff stepped in and, before the Skinny could defend,
punched the guy in the throat.



It didn’t matter how hungry or crazy you were, not being able to breathe
was a problem.

A gurgling sound came from the Skinny as he stumbled back, clutching at
his neck. Jeff followed, and ran his club through the Skinny’s stomach. Shock
and anger flashed in the Skinny’s eyes before they rolled back and the body fell
to the ground.

A shuffle caused Jeff to yank his club free and spin around. He had
expected another Skinny, but it was just Sam, watching Jeff with wide eyes.

“You are a good fighter,” Sam said.
“Told you,” Jeff said with a wink. He cleaned his club off  on the Skinny’s

pant leg. “Come on, we need to keep moving.”
Sam and Meredith fell in line behind Jeff again. They paralleled the road for

a few hundred yards before Sam spoke.
“Those guys aren’t from our compound.”
Jeff stopped and squinted through the trees. Three men stood sixty feet

away. How had Sam even seen that?
“We should avoid them,” Jeff said quietly. “Come on, away from the road.”
Before he could take a step, he saw that the three men weren’t alone. Each

held a chain leading to a metal collar that encircled a Skinny’s neck. The
Skinnies tugged against the chains, but reluctantly followed the men. Raw scars
covered the Skinnies torsos in a geometric pattern.

“They have Skinnies,” Sam whispered.
“I can see that.”
Jeff needed to know what was going on. He licked his lips and turned to

Meredith. “Will you and Sam get up to those rocks and hide? Wait for an hour.
If I don’t come back, keep going in this direction.”

“What are you going to do?”
“I’m going to see where they’re headed.”
“We’ll come,” Sam said.
“No, it’s too dangerous.”
“And leaving us out here on our own isn’t?” Meredith asked.
Jeff grunted. “I can move faster by myself. And I’m sure I’d be leading you

into more danger.”
Meredith raised her eyebrows.
“Really,” Jeff said. “There are more of your people around here. Find them.

If anyone with a Skinny finds you first, say you beat six Skinnies. They’ll take



you in.”
“Do we want to go with them?” Meredith asked.
“You’ll be safe,” he said. “Remember, wait for an hour. Then go.”
Meredith reluctantly nodded.
Jeff watched his charges slip into the woods. Then he caught up to the men

with the Skinnies and shadowed them for a quarter of a mile before they
turned down a spindly dirt path. Jeff continued to follow at a safe distance.
The men went around a bend, and Jeff angled up a small rise. He crawled to
the top on his belly.

The sound reached Jeff before he could see over the hill. Skinnies. Lots of
them. Grunting. Moaning. Growling.

He made his way through the underbrush to a thin spot and peered
through.

Below lay a small valley, maybe a hundred feet across and twice as long. A
group of Skinnies at least one hundred and fifty strong mulled at one end,
corralled in an area surrounded by a formidable chain link fence. A handful of
people with guns guarded the hoard.

A camp sprawled beyond that, consisting of more than a dozen tents, a
common area with a fire pit and a make-shift kitchen and at least thirty people.

The men he had been following joined those guarding the Skinnies. They
tied their chained charges to a post and went to talk to a tall figure with red
hair that turned as they approached.

Jeff ’s breath caught in his throat.
It was Nara.



Chapter 13

Jeff ’s eyes darted between Nara and the pen. With that many Skinnies at
their disposal, no one from Sam’s compound would get away. As he watched,
Nara give instructions to the two men Jeff had followed here. They listened,
nodded and went to the pack of Skinnies. They pulled eight of them out of the
pen. The others gravitated toward the opening, but didn’t rush it.

Two women approached with blood-soaked, cloth bags. They gave the bags
to the men, who pulled out large chunks of meat and tossed them on the
ground. The Skinnies fell to their knees and devoured the food.

The pack on the other side of the fence pressed hungrily against the chain
link. The guards struck their guns against the fence, and those inside
reluctantly took a step back. One man barked an order, and the Skinnies
outside rose and followed him back down the road. Nara followed.

These people would keep harassing the few left from Sam’s compound
until they were all dead or deemed survivors. Jeff had to do something about
it. Letting the Skinnies out would certainly distract Nara and her followers, but
then they would roam the woods and kill everyone they found.

On the other hand, if he let them out, Nara would have to deal with them,
forcing her to destroy a resource. Jeff liked that. He shifted his weight and
watched as the women with the bags made their way to the other side of the
camp. Fresh meat. He had an idea.

Twilight settled as Jeff crept down the hill. Between the trees and the
receding light, it would be difficult for anyone to track him. But just in case,
Jeff kept close to the woods and moved slowly, making as little noise as
possible. He circled to the other end of camp and to the tent that the women
had entered. They emerged a few minutes later with more meat and headed
toward the common area. No one else approached. Conversation rose as those
near the fire pit began cooking. Smoke from the fire drifted past Jeff. Smart—
they’d put the food tent downwind from the Skinnies.

Another five minutes went by before Jeff made his way to the tent,
crouched down at the entrance and slowly lifted the flap.

The waning light outside didn’t give him much help, but it was enough to
see a deer hanging from its feet, bound to two poles that were as tall as Jeff.
Strips of flesh had been cut out of the carcass.



Jeff moved inside and pulled his knife. Using the techniques his mom had
taught him, Jeff carved a large chunk off the animal then sliced it into smaller
pieces. He found another bag and stuffed the slices into it, but just before he
got to the flap, voices sounded.

“Who are we missing?” Nara asked.
“Just Marci and her crew,” another woman answered.
The crunch of rocks under boots got closer.
Jeff moved to the corner and crouched down. His heartbeat sped up.
“They’re always the last in. I wouldn’t worry about them yet. How many

survivors do we have at the other camp?”
“Fifty-two.”
“Not as many as we were hoping.”
“No.”
Jeff strained to listen, but the reply got eaten up by the distance as the

women moved away. He stayed in the corner for another minute before
peering out the flap.

No one was around, but Jeff could hear people gathering in the middle of
the camp for dinner.

Perfect timing.
Jeff wove between tents, dropping meat as he went. He made sure to put

plenty where the Skinnies would be the most trouble to contain as well as at
the crossroads of the camp. He got to the row of tents closest to the Skinnies
and stopped.

Two guards stood watch at the pen. Jeff had to either get rid of them or
distract them.

“Jeff ?” a voice asked from the dark.
Jeff ’s heart jumped into his throat, and his fingers twitched for his gun. It

took all his control to calmly turn around and keep the small bag of meat
behind his back. He found one of Nara’s guys, Dale, coming toward him.

Dale frowned. “I didn’t know you were here.”
“Yeah,” Jeff said, putting as much confidence in the words as he could.

“Nara asked us to come help with clean up.”
“I thought Marci was still out.” Dale looked around.
“She is. They sent me in to tell Nara about a big group of  people from the

compound. Marci and the others are tracking them.” Jeff hoped his story
would be close enough to the truth.



“Ah.” Dale sniffed. He almost sounded like a Skinny. “You smell terrible.”
“I got into it with a couple of Skinnies earlier,” Jeff  said. “I was looking for

somewhere to clean up.”
“We’re not supposed to kill them, you know,” Dale said.
Jeff shrugged. “I kill what tries to kill me.”
Dale chuckled. “There’s the truth. Dinner is almost ready. Go wash up

before you drive those Skinnies crazy. Then you can join us.” He pointed to a
shallow trough near the edge of the tents.

“Thanks,” Jeff said.
Dale walked away. Jeff moved toward the trough until there were enough

tents between them that Jeff couldn’t see Dale anymore. He swerved toward
the pen.

The guard were still there, eyeing the Skinnies, who had begun to snarl. The
two that had been tied to the post were gone. Jeff  hoped they were inside.

“What’s got them all worked up?” one of the guards asked.
The other banged the metal poles of the fence. “Shut up!” he yelled.
The Skinnies got louder.
Jeff squatted down and bit his lip. He had to get that lock open.
Laughter broke out from the center of camp. A gong sounded.
“Go ahead,” one of the guards told the other. “I’ll stay here.”
“Thanks,” the other said as he walked off.
Jeff crept to the far edge of the fence. The Skinnies quieted a little, but not

enough for the remaining guard to hear Jeff as he approached. The man
turned just in time to see Jeff ’s club hit him in the side of the head. He went
down. Jeff moved to the gate.

A simple latch was all that stood between the Skinnies and their freedom. It
was far enough away from the fence that they couldn’t reach it from inside.
Thin, ghostly fingers grasped for Jeff. The growling began in earnest.

“Hungry?” Jeff asked.
Moans answered.
“Good.” He flung the bag with its remaining contents toward the common

area. “There’s meat all over camp. Go get it.”
With that, Jeff lifted the latch and jammed it. Then he took off along the

edge of the fence.
The Skinnies poured out with a roar of triumph. A few shots rang through

the night.



Jeff ran, determined to get to the top of the rise and back down the other
side before anyone realized what he’d done. His feet pounded on the packed
dirt of the camp until he breeched the perimeter and moved into the grass.

Behind him, someone yelled. Someone else screamed. The roar of the
Skinnies had turned into something too close to a purr for comfort.

Just as Jeff was about to enter the trees, he heard the click of a gun. He
ducked and turned.

“Stop.” Dillon stood twenty feet away, his silhouette barely distinguishable
in the starlight. He had a pistol pointed at Jeff.

“Why?”
“You did this,” Dillon said.
“Did what?” Jeff straightened and continued to back toward the trees.
“Let the Skinnies loose.”
“Oh, that. Yeah, I did that. I thought you were talking about betraying

everything we ever believed. Because that was you.”
“I said stop,” Dillon said.
Jeff took another step. “Are you going to make me?” Dillon had made up

his mind; Jeff could hear it in his brother’s voice.
The noise from camp rose as more gunfire joined the fray.
“Yes.”
“Fine,” Jeff said as his arm brushed a branch. “Then kill me.”
Before Dillon fired, Jeff ducked behind the tree.
At the same moment, a shot rang out from Jeff ’s right. He dove for the

ground, and felt the hot graze of a bullet across his shoulder. The bark of the
tree exploded. Jeff rolled away.

Another shot came, but Jeff wasn’t where they thought he would be. The
muzzle flash from the other gun gave away his opponent’s position, and
without thinking, Jeff drew his gun, thumbed off the safety, aimed and fired.

A man went down with a startled yell.
“Aramis!” Finn screamed.
Jeff ’s stomach tightened. He’d liked Aramis. He’d thought he might have

found a friend, but no. It was just like everywhere else they’d ever stopped;
these people were crazy.

“You’re dead, Jeff!” Finn bellowed.
The growling of the Skinnies got louder. Some of them had found their

way to the outskirts of the camp.



Jeff shot once in Dillon’s general direction, then scrambled to his feet and
ran into the woods.

Rustling leaves and breaking branches paralleled his position. It had to be
Dillon. Jeff angled away from his brother. More people entered the trees. Jeff
could barely hear anything above his own ragged breathing.

Full dark had descended, and Jeff only had the dim moonlight to see by. He
neither saw nor heard the attacker until it was too late.

A piece of metal came out of nowhere. If it had been aimed a few inches
higher, it would have taken Jeff ’s head off. As it was, the crowbar struck Jeff ’s
shoulder. He yowled and stumbled away.

The attacker was on him faster than he expected, raining down blows on
his legs and torso. Jeff moved in, making their reach ineffective. He had
expected to find Finn, but it was a woman.

Marci.
She kicked at his groin, and Jeff blocked with his knee, which wailed in

protest as it connected with Marci’s shin. Marci got her foot behind Jeff ’s and
pushed. He fell on his butt, losing his pistol in the process.

“Over here!” Marci yelled.
A gun cocked from Finn's direction.
More Skinnies growled. It sounded like they were surrounded.
Jeff scrambled back, searching the ground for his weapon.
Another shot rang out. Jeff felt the bullet whiz by his head.
His hands patted the grass until they brushed the metal of  his gun.
Marci was coming with her crowbar. He rolled away as she swung, grabbing

his gun and getting to his knees. In one fluid action, Jeff raised the gun, aimed
and fired.

Marci, who was poised to rain death down on him, stopped in her tracks.
She coughed once, and stumbled back.

“No!” Dillon yelled.
Jeff scrambled to his feet as Dillon approached. Dillon passed him and

caught Marci before she hit the ground.
The first Skinny appeared behind Dillon.
Without thinking, Jeff rushed past his brother and clocked the Skinny in

the side of the head with his gun. The woman fell to the ground.
Jeff realized his mistake too late. He turned, but didn’t get his gun up

before he found himself staring down the cold barrel of Dillon's pistol.



“You killed her,” Dillon said, his voice raw.
“She tried to kill me,” Jeff said through gritted teeth.
“I’m going to kill you,” Dillon said. He cocked his gun.
Years of being with Dillon flashed through Jeff ’s mind. The moment

Dillon had rescued him from the arena. The moment Dillon held him after
their dad had died. The moment Jeff had decided to save Dillon by killing their
mom. All the times they’d saved one another’s lives. All the times they’d
wanted to kill each other, but never had, because they were brothers.

It all played out in an instant. And in that same instant, Jeff knew he
couldn’t kill Dillon. So, before his brother could fire, Jeff  lowered his aim and
pulled the trigger.

The muzzle flash lit up Dillon’s face. Rage had twisted his brother’s features
into an unrecognizable mask of anger. The expression melted into pain as
Jeff ’s shot hit the outside of Dillon’s leg. Shock caused Dillon to drop his gun
and stumble back. He howled.

Another Skinny ran at Jeff. He shot the Skinny. Then another. Then
another, until he’d carved a path to freedom.

“Jeff, I swear if I ever see you again, I’m going to kill you!” Dillon sounded
more like a wounded animal than a man.

Jeff turned to see Dillon pulling himself toward his gun.
“I loved her!” Dillon roared.
Jeff couldn’t see Dillon’s eyes, but he could imagine the expression on his

face. He’d seen it enough times. Jeff ’s voice caught in his throat. “You were my
brother before you were her lover.”

“You’re a dead man walking,” Dillon said.
“Aren’t we all?”
More branches cracked. Voices crew closer. In addition to the Skinnies,

more of Nara’s men were coming. Jeff reloaded but shoved his pistol into his
belt. He pulled out his club and hit the first Skinny that approached him hard
enough to practically split her skull in two.

Dillon’s voice floated through the trees. “Jeff, I will hunt you down and kill
you if it’s the last think I ever do!”

A second Skinny met the same fate as the first. Then a third. Jeff beat a
path to freedom, destroying all who got in his way.

By the time he made it to the top of the hill, three tents were on fire, and
the camp below was in chaos. The scene blurred, and Jeff realized he was



crying. He looked at the sky. The stars usually brought him comfort, but now
they gazed at him with indifference.

A lump rose in his throat. Jeff swallowed it. “I’m sorry,” he whispered.
Jeff ran down the other side of the slope. Away from his brother and best

friend. Away from the only family he had left.
On his way back to where he’d told Sam and Meredith to wait, Jeff ’s foot

hit something both solid and squishy. He stopped and looked down.
Sam’s mangled body lay next to his mother’s. A piece of  Jeff ’s heart ripped

away, the pain joining his despair. He set his jaw and kept moving. It seemed
the only person he could save was himself. At the moment, that didn’t feel like
very much.
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