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      HE IS FAST asleep in his bed on the night that the demon and the once-men come for his family. They have been watching the compound for
            days, studying its walls and the routine of the guards who ward them. They have waited patiently for their chance, and now
            it has arrived. An advance party is over the walls and past the guards. They have opened the gates from the inside to let
            in the others, and now all are pouring into the compound. In less than five minutes, everything has been lost.

      
      He doesn’t realize this when his father shakes him awake, but he knows something is wrong.

      
      “Logan, get up.” Urgency and fear are apparent in his father’s voice.

      
      Logan blinks against the beam of the flashlight his father holds, one of two they still possess. He sees his brother dressing
            across the way, pulling on his shirt and pants, moving quickly, anxiously. Tyler isn’t griping, isn’t saying anything, doesn’t
            even look over at him.

      
      His father bends close, his strong features all planes and angles at the edges of the flashlight’s beam. His big hand grips
            his son’s shoulder and squeezes. “It’s time for us to leave here, Logan. Put on your clothes and your pack and wait by the trap-door
            with Tyler. Your mother and I will be along with Megan.”

      
      His sister. He looks around, but doesn’t see her. Outside, there is shouting and the sound of gunfire. A battle is being fought.
            He knows now what has happened, even without seeing it. He has heard it talked about all of his life, the day their enemies
            would find a way to break through, the day that the walls and gates and guards and defenses would finally give way. It has
            happened all across the United States. It has happened all over the world. No one is safe anywhere. Maybe no one will ever
            be safe again.

      
      He rises quickly now and dresses. His brother already has his pack strapped across his back and tosses Logan his. The packs
            have been sitting in a corner of his bedroom for as far back as he can remember. Each month, they are unpacked, checked, and
            repacked. His father is a careful man, a planner, a survivor. He has always assumed this day would come, even though he assured
            his family it would not. Logan was not fooled. His father did not speak of it directly, but in the spaces between the words
            of reassurance were silent warnings. Logan did not miss them, did not ignore their implications.

      
      “Hurry, slug,” Tyler hisses at him, going out the door.

      
      He finishes fastening his boots, throws his pack over his shoulder, and hurries after his brother. The shouts are growing
            louder now, more frantic. There are screams, as well. He feels curiously removed from all of it, as if it were happening to
            people with whom he had no connection, even though these are his friends and neighbors. He feels light-headed, and there is
            a buzzing in his ears. Maybe he has gotten up too fast, has rushed himself the way he does sometimes without allowing his
            body to adjust to a sudden change.

      
      Maybe it is just the first of many adjustments he is going to have to make in his life.

      
      He knows what is going to happen now. His father has told them all, taking care to use the word if rather than the word when. They are going to have to escape through the tunnels and flee into the surrounding countryside. They are going to have to
            abandon their home and all their possessions because otherwise they will be caught and killed. The demons and the once-men
            have made it clear from the beginning that those who choose to shut themselves away in the compounds will not be spared once
            their defenses are breached. It is punishment for defiance, but it is a warning, too.

      
      If you want to survive, you have to place yourself in our hands.

      
      No one believes this is true, of course. No one can survive outside the compounds. Not as a free man or woman. Not with the
            plagues and poisons in the air, water, and soil. Not with the slave camps to take you in and swallow you up. Not with the
            Freaks and the monsters running amok in cities and towns and villages everywhere.

      
      Not with the demons and once-men seeking to exterminate the human race.

      
      Not in this brave new world.

      
      Logan knows this even though he is only eight years old. He knows it because he is dreaming it, reliving it twenty years later.
            His understanding of its truths transcends time and place; he embraces the knowledge in the form of memories. He knows it
            the way he already knows how things will end.

      
      He is standing with Tyler in front of the trapdoor when his father reaches them, ushering his mother and sister into place.
            “Stay together,” he tells them, glancing from face to face. “Look out for each other.”

      
      He carries a short-barreled Tyson 33 Flechette, a wicked black metal weapon that when fired can tear a hole through a stone
            wall a foot thick. Logan has seen it fired only once, years ago, when his father was testing it. The sound of its discharge
            was deafening. There was a burning smell in his nose and a ringing in his ears afterward. The memory stays with him to this
            day. He is afraid of the weapon. If his father carries it, things are as bad as they can possibly be.

      
      “Jack.” His mother speaks his father’s name softly, and she turns and takes him in her arms, burying her face in his shoulder.
            The shouts and screams and firing are right outside their door.

      
      His father lets her hold him for a moment, then eases her away, reaches down, and flings back the trapdoor. “Go!” he snaps,
            motioning them in.

      
      Tyler doesn’t hesitate; carrying the second of the two flashlights, he goes down through the opening. Megan follows him, her
            green eyes huge and damp with tears.

      
      “Logan,” his father calls when he sees his youngest hesitate.
      

      
      In the next instant the front door blows apart in a fiery explosion that engulfs both his mother and his father and sends
            him tumbling head-over-heels down the stairway to land in a twisted heap on top of his sister. She screams, and something
            heavy falls on the dirt floor next to him, barely missing his head. In the waver of Tyler’s flashlight he looks down and sees
            the Tyson Flechette. He stares at it until his brother jerks him to his feet and snatches up the weapon himself.

      
      Their eyes meet and they both know. “Run!” Tyler grunts.
      

      
      Together the three children hurry down the long dark corridor, following the beam of the flashlight. In the darkness ahead,
            other flashlight beams and flickering candles appear out of other tunnels that join this one, and the sound of voices grows
            louder. He knows they all come from homes close to his own. The tunnel was the joint project of many families, spearheaded
            by his father and a few other men, a bolt-hole in case of the unspeakable. Quickly the tunnels are packed, and people are
            pushing and shoving. Tyler, fighting to keep Megan in tow with one hand while wielding his flashlight with the other, shouts
            his name and shoves the Tyson Flechette at him.

      
      Logan takes it without thinking. His hands close over the cool, smooth metal of the barrel and work down to the leather-bound
            grip. Curiously, the weapon feels right in his hands; it feels like it belongs there. His fear of it dissipates as he cradles
            it to his chest.

      
      Ahead, there is a convergence of lights, and a wooden stairway leads upward. People are pouring out of the tunnel and up the
            steps into a night filled with flashes and explosions and the sounds of death and dying. He can feel the heat of an intense
            fire as he gains the opening. As he breathes in the night air, he can smell the acrid stench of smoke and charred timbers.

      
      He has just paused to look around, not three steps back from Tyler and Megan, when an explosion rips the earth beneath him,
            flinging him backward into the night. An eerie silence descends over his immediate surroundings. Everything he hears now is
            distant and strangely muffled. He cannot see at first, cannot even move, lying on the ground clutching the flechette as if
            it were a lifeline.

      
      He rises with difficulty, dazed and in shock. He sees bodies strewn everywhere on the ground in front of him, all around the
            tunnel opening, dozens and dozens of crumpled forms. He climbs to his feet and staggers over to where Tyler and Megan lie
            still and bleeding, their eyes wide and staring. He feels his chest tighten and his strength drain away. They are gone. His
            whole family is gone. It happened so fast.

      
      Sudden movement catches his eye as a knot of dark forms converges on him from out of the darkness. Once-men, wildeyed and
            feral, their faces the faces of animals. Without thinking, without even knowing how he remembers what to do, he snaps off
            the safety on the Tyson Flechette, whips up the barrel, and fires into their midst. Dozens of them disappear, blown backward
            into the night. He swings the barrel to the right and fires again. Dozens more fly apart. He is exhilarated, become as maddened
            as they are, as consumed by bloodlust. He hates them for what they have done. He wants to destroy them all.

      
      Then he sees another figure, an old man standing off to one side, tall and stooped and ghost-gray in a cloak that hangs almost
            to the ground. His eyes are fixed on Logan, peering out from beneath a slouch-brimmed hat, and in those eyes is a cold approval
            that terrifies the boy. He does not understand what it is the old man approves of, but he does understand one thing. Without
            ever having come face-to-face with one before, he knows instinctively that this is a demon.

      
      The demon smiles at him and nods.

      
      A hand jerks him about sharply and whips the flechette out of his hands. Eyes as hard and black as obsidian stare out of a
            face streaked with grease and sweat. “Good enough, boy, but it’s time to leave now. Let’s live to fight another day!”

      
      He takes Logan’s arm and begins to run with him into the darkness. Others with faces painted in the same way join with him,
            shepherding the strays they have gathered from the ruins of the compound. A rear guard forms up to protect their retreat,
            weapons firing into the waves of once-men that seek to reach them.

      
      “Run, boy.” The man who holds him shoves him away.
      

      
      Fighting down the pain he feels in his gut, struggling to hold back his tears, he does. He does not look back.

      [image: image]

      
      THE MIDMORNING SUNLIGHT blinded Logan Tom when he opened his eyes, and he blinked hard to clear away the sleep as he peered out through the windshield
         of the Lightning S-150 AV. The Indiana countryside, empty of life, spread away to either side of the little copse of elms
         he had pulled into the night before. The highway he had followed west toward Chicago stretched back the way he had come and
         ahead the way he must go, cracked and weed-grown and littered with debris. His gaze shifted. Fields fallow and dried out from weeks without rain formed a broken brown patchwork
         to the south. North, about half a mile off, a farmhouse and barn sat abandoned and derelict in a small grove of oaks turned
         wintry and leached of life.
      

      
      On the four horizons, nothing moved. Not even feeders, and feeders were everywhere there were humans to consume.

      
      He reached over for the staff, gripped it tightly for a moment, then ran his hands slowly along its polished black length,
         feeling the reassuring presence of the runes carved into its surface.
      

      
      Another day in the world.

      
      He checked the gauges of the AV, a cursory examination of several banks of lights that glimmered a uniform green in the daylight
         brightness. The red lights were dark, reassuring him that nothing had approached the vehicle during the night. He would not
         have slept through their audible warnings in any case, but it didn’t hurt to make sure. The assault vehicle was his favorite
         weapon against the things that hunted him, and he relied on her the way you relied on a best friend. Not that he had ever
         had a best friend. Michael had been his last real friend, but mostly he had been Logan’s teacher. It was Michael, a genius
         with anything mechanical, who had acquired and modified the AV. When he was gone, the Lightning had become Logan’s, a small
         legacy from a man larger than life.
      

      
      He thought momentarily of his dream, of that last night with his family, with his childhood. Twenty years ago now, but it
         seemed an eternity.
      

      
      Don’t dwell on it. Don’t give power of any kind to the past.

      
      Satisfied that nothing threatened, he glanced at the solar battery readings. Full power. He was good to go. Solar had its
         advantages in a world in which the climates had been so drastically altered that the sun shone 350 days a year all the way from the equator to Canada. When you crossed the Mississippi,
         there was nothing but desert until you reached the mountains, then more of the same after that until you got close to the
         coast. The ozone layer had mostly burned away, the polar ice caps all but vanished. Temperatures had risen everywhere, and
         the land that had once been Middle America had turned stunted and dry. Old news; it had happened more than thirty years ago.
         So lots of sunshine was the forecast for today, tomorrow, and the next few centuries.
      

      
      Rainfall? Six to eight inches a year in the wet spots.

      
      Logan Tom wondered if anyone would ever again see anything that even resembled the old world. He thought it possible his descendants
         might, one extrapolated from the raw conditions of the present. But the world his parents and grandparents had known was gone
         forever, as dead as the moral and social fabric that had failed to hold it together. No one had thought it possible. No one
         had believed it could happen.
      

      
      No one except the Knights of the Word, who had dreamed the nightmare and tried unsuccessfully to prevent it. Men and women
         conscripted to the cause, champions of and believers in the need to keep the magic that bound all things in balance.
      

      
      For there was magic in the world, born out of the time before humankind, out of the world of Faerie, out of an older civilization. Magic
         that infused and sustained, that reached beyond what could be seen or even understood to tie together in symbiotic fashion
         all life.
      

      
      Magic over which both the Word and the Void sought to exercise control.

      
      It was an old struggle, one that dated all the way back to the birth of humanity. It was a struggle for supremacy between
         shadings of light and dark, between gradations of good and evil. Logan Tom didn’t pretend to understand all the nuances. It
         was enough that he understood the difference between a desire to preserve and a determination to destroy. The Knights, as
         servants of the Word, sought to keep the balance of the world’s magic in check; the demons, as creatures of the Void, sought
         to upset it. It was a simple enough concept to grasp and one easily embraced if you believed in good and evil—and most humans
         did. They always had. What they didn’t want to believe, what they tried repeatedly to dismiss, was that whatever good and
         evil existed in the world came from within themselves and not from some abstract source. It was easier to attribute both to
         something larger than what they knew, what they could see. A refusal to accept that it came from within was what had ultimately
         undone them.
      

      
      The Knights and the demons understood this truth and sought, respectively, to reveal or exploit it. Both were born of the
         human race, evolved into something more by becoming what they were. Until the beginning of the end, humans hadn’t even known
         of their existence. Many still didn’t. Knights and demons were the stuff of urban legend and radical religions. No one saw
         them at work; no one could pick them out from other humans. Not until they had begun to reveal themselves and their cause.
         Not until the balance was tipped and the steady, purposeful destruction of all humankind a reality.
      

      
      How hard it was for them to see the truth even then, when it was staring them in the face.

      
      Even after the plagues had killed half a billion people, no one had believed. Even after the air was so polluted and the water
         was so badly fouled that it was dangerous either to breathe or drink, no one had believed. They had started to believe after
         the first nuclear weapons were launched and whole cities vanished in the blink of an eye. They had started to believe when the governments of countries collapsed
         or were overthrown, when chemical warfare attacks and counter-attacks decimated entire populations. Enough so that they began
         turning what remained of their cities into walled compounds. Enough so that they retreated into a siege mentality that hadn’t
         abated as a way of life in thirty years.
      

      
      It got worse, of course. When food and water started to dwindle, survival hinged on controlling what supplies remained and
         on acquiring new. But few knew how to forage adequately in a world poisoned and fouled so badly that even the soil could kill.
         Few knew how to develop new sources, and the demons got to those who did. A reticence to share with those less fortunate settled
         in, and the compounds became symbols of tyranny and selfishness. Those within were privileged, less threatened by hunger and
         thirst and sickness. Those without, some already beginning to change as their bodies adjusted to the poisons and the sicknesses
         that infected them, were labeled enemies for no better reason than that they had become different from everyone else.
      

      
      Freaks, the regular humans called them. The street kids had given them other names—Lizards, Croaks, Spiders, Moles. Mutants.
         Abominations. They were called that and much worse. Infected by radiation and chemicals, they were the monsters of his time,
         banished to the ravaged land outside the walls of the compounds and left to their fate.
      

      
      Logan Tom looked out across the Indiana flats, reached for the AV’s ignition, and turned it on. The engine purred softly to
         life, and he felt the thrum of her metal skin vibrate beneath his seat. After a moment, he engaged the clutch and steered
         out from the trees back onto the cracked surface of the road, heading west.
      

      
      The real enemies were the once-men, humans subverted not by radiation and chemicals, but by false promises and lies that went
         something like this: “Do you want to know what it will take to survive? A willingness to do what is needed. The world has
         always belonged to the strongest. The weak have never been meant to inherit anything. You choose which you want to be in this
         life. By your choice, you are either with us or against us. Choose wisely.”
      

      
      Demons had, of course, been telling those lies and making those false promises to humans for centuries. But those to whom
         the demons whispered were more willing to listen now. The world was a simple place in the aftermath of civilization’s destruction:
         either you lived within the compounds or you lived without. Those without believed those within weak and afraid, and they
         understood fear and weakness instinctively. They had been culled from the remnants of broken armies and scattered law enforcement
         bodies, from failed militias and paramilitary organizations, from a culture of weapons and battle, from a mind-set of hate
         and suspicion and ruthless determination. Once they embraced the propaganda of the demons, they fell quickly into the thicket
         of resulting madness. They changed emotionally and psychologically first, then mentally and physically. Layer by layer, they
         shed their human skin; they took on the look and feel of monsters.
      

      
      Outwardly, they still looked mostly human—apart from their blank, dead eyes and their empty expressions. Inwardly, they were
         something else entirely, their humanity erased, their identity remade. Inwardly, they were predatory and animalistic and given
         over to killing everything that moved.
      

      
      They were once-men.

      
      Logan Tom knew these creatures intimately. He had seen good men who had changed to become them, some of them his friends. He had watched it happen over and over. He had never understood it, but he had known what to do about it.
         He had hunted them down and he had killed them with relentless, unshakable determination, and he would keep hunting and killing
         them and the demons that created them until either they were eradicated or he was dead himself.
      

      
      It was the task he had been given in his service to the Word. It was, by now, the definition of his life.

      
      He was not, he understood, so different than they were. He was their mirror image in so many ways that it frightened him.
         He might claim to occupy the moral high ground, that he was only doing what was right. He might rationalize it in any way
         he chose, but the result was the same. He killed them as they killed others. He was simply better at it than they were.
      

      
      He drove west at a steady thirty miles an hour, careful to avoid the deeper cracks and potholes that had eroded the highway,
         steering past what looked to be the burned remains of fence posts used for fires and piles of trash blown in from the now
         empty farms. He hadn’t seen a single soul since he had left Cleveland yesterday. There were several compounds there, larger
         than most and heavily defended. The demons and the once-men were just now beginning to attack these, having wiped out almost
         all of the smaller enclaves. Soon enough they would eliminate the bigger ones, as well. Would have done so by now, perhaps,
         if not for the Knights of the Word.
      

      
      If not for him.

      
      Were there still others like him? He had no way of knowing. The Lady did not tell him in his visions of her, and he had not
         encountered another Knight in two years. He knew that at one time, others had fought as he did to stop the demon advance,
         but they were few and many had died. The last Knight he’d encountered had told him that on the East Coast, where the damage was the worst, they were all dead.
      

      
      Midday came and went. He passed out of Indiana and into Illinois as the sun eased slowly toward the western horizon until
         eventually the skies began to turn a brilliant mix of gold and scarlet. His smile was bitter. One thing about air pollution:
         it provided some incredibly beautiful endings to your days. If you had to live in a poisoned world, you might as well enjoy
         the scenery.
      

      
      He stopped the Lightning in the center of the highway and climbed out to watch the colors expand and deepen, taking the black
         staff with him. He stretched, easing the aching and stiffness he had developed in the confines of the AV’s cab. He had grown
         tall and lean like his father, exuding a rangy kind of strength. Scars crisscrossed his hands and arms, white slashes against
         his darker skin. He had sustained worse damage, but nothing that showed. Most of it was emotional. He was hardened from his
         years of service to the Word, by the pain and suffering he had witnessed and by the sense of aloneness he constantly felt.
         His face, like his father’s, was all edges and planes, a warrior’s face. But his mother’s gentle blue eyes helped to soften
         the harshness. Compassion reflected in those eyes, but compassion was a luxury in which he could not often afford to indulge.
         The demons and their kind did not allow for it.
      

      
      He stared off into the distance past a broken line of crooked fence posts to where the darkness was beginning to creep over
         the landscape. A failing of the light had already turned the eastern horizon hazy. As he retied the bandanna that held back
         his long dark hair, he watched the shadows from the posts lengthen like snakes.
      

      
      Then suddenly the late-afternoon breeze shifted, carrying with it the stench of death.

      
      He followed his nose down the side of the road until carrion birds rose in a black cloud from the drainage ditch that had
         concealed them and he could see the remains of the bodies on which they had been feeding. He peered down at them, trying to
         reconstruct what had happened. Several families traveling on foot, he guessed. Dead several days, at least. Caught out in
         the open, dispatched, then dragged here. Hard to tell what might have gotten them.
      

      
      Something big and quick. Something I don’t want to run into just now.

      
      He returned to the Lightning, climbed back aboard, and drove on, following the fading light. The sky west was clear and still
         bright, so he left the headlights off. After a time, the moon came up, a narrow crescent off to the northeast, low and silvery.
         Once, the light revealed something moving through the blasted landscape, crouched low on all fours. Could have been anything.
         He glanced down at the AV’s readings, but they showed nothing, banks of green eyes shining up at him.
      

      
      It took him less than an hour to reach the town. He was nearly all the way across Illinois, come to a place he had never been
         to before. But the Lady had made it clear that this was where she wanted him to go. She had visited him in his dreams, as
         she often did, providing him with directions and guidance, giving him what brief relief he found from the constant nightmares
         of his past. Once, another Knight had told him, they had dreamed of the future that would come to pass if they failed in their
         efforts to prevent it. Now there was no reason to dream of the future; they were all living it. Instead he dreamed of the
         darker moments of his past, of failures and missed opportunities, of losses too painful to relive anywhere except in dreams,
         and of choices made that had scarred him forever.
      

      
      He hoped that after his business here was finished and it was time to sleep again, the dreams might let him be for at least one night.
      

      
      Houses began to appear in the distance, dark boxes against the flat landscape. There were no lights, no fires or candles,
         no signs of life. But there would be life, he knew. There was life everywhere in towns this size. Just not the sort you wanted
         to encounter.
      

      
      He eased the AV down the debris-littered highway toward the town, past broken signs and buildings with sagging roofs and collapsed
         walls. Out of the corner of his eye, he caught a glimpse of movement. Feeders. Where there were feeders, there were other things, too. He scanned the warning gauges on the Lightning and kept driving.
      

      
      He passed a small green sign off to one side of the road, its lettering faded and worn:

      
      WELCOME TO
Hopewell, Illinois
Population 25,501

      
      Twenty-five thousand, five hundred and one, he repeated silently. He shook his head. Once, maybe. A hundred years ago. Several lifetimes in the past, when the world
         was still in one piece.
      

      
      He drove on toward his destination and tried not to think further of what was lost and forever gone.

      
   
      
      2

      
      HAWK WALKED POINT as the Ghosts emerged from their underground lair beneath what had once been Pioneer Square and set out on foot for midtown
         Seattle. It was an hour before midday, when trade negotiations and exchanges usually took place, but he liked to give himself
         a little extra time to cushion against the possibility of encounters with Freaks. Usually you didn’t see much of them when
         it was daylight, but you never knew. It didn’t pay to take chances. As leader, it was his responsibility to keep the others
         safe.
      

      
      The city was quiet, the debris-littered streets empty and still. Storefronts and apartments stood deserted and hollow, their
         glass windows broken out and doors barred or sagging. The rusted hulks of cars and trucks sat where their owners had abandoned
         them decades ago, a few still in one piece, but most long since cannibalized and reduced to metal shells. He wondered, looking
         at them, what the city had been like when vehicles had tires and ran in a steady, even flow of traffic from one street to
         the next. He wondered, as he always did, what the city must have been like when it was filled with people and life. Nobody lived in the city now outside the walls of the compounds. Not unless you counted the
         Freaks and the street children, and no one did.
      

      
      Hawk stopped the others at the cross streets that marked the northern boundary of Pioneer Square and looked to Candle for
         reassurance. Her clear blue eyes blinked at him, and she nodded. It was safe to continue. She was only ten years old, but
         she could see things no one else could. More than once, her visions had saved their lives. He didn’t know how she did it,
         but he knew the Ghosts were lucky to have her. He had named her well: she was their light against the dark.
      

      
      He glanced momentarily at the others, a ragtag bunch dressed in jeans, sweatshirts, and sneakers. He had named them all. He
         had tossed away their old names and supplied them with new ones. Their names reflected their character and temperament. They
         were starting over in life, he had told them. None of them should have to carry the past into the future. They were the Ghosts,
         haunting the ruins of the civilization their parents had destroyed. One day, when they ceased to be street kids and outcasts
         and could live somewhere else, he would name them something better.
      

      
      Candle smiled as their eyes met, that brilliant, dazzling smile that brightened everything around her. He had a sudden sense
         that she could tell what he was thinking, and he looked quickly away.
      

      
      “Let’s go,” he said.

      
      They set off down First Avenue, working their way past the derelict cars and heaps of trash, heading north toward the center
         of the city. He knew it was First Avenue because there were still signs fastened to a few of the buildings eyelevel with the
         ornate streetlights. The signs still worked, even if the lights didn’t. Hawk had never seen working streetlights; none of
         them had. Panther claimed there were lights in San Francisco, but Hawk was sure he was making it up. The power plants that provided electricity hadn’t operated
         since before he was born, and he was the oldest among them except for Owl. Electricity was a luxury that few could manage
         outside the compounds, where solar-powered generators were plentiful. Mostly, they got by with candles and fires and glow
         sticks.
      

      
      They stayed in the center of the street as they walked, keeping clear of the dark openings of the buildings on either side,
         falling into the Wing-T formation that Hawk favored. Hawk was at point, Panther and Bear on the wings, and the girls, Candle
         and River, in the center carrying the goods in tightly bound sacks. Owl had read about the Wing-T in one of her books and
         told Hawk how it worked. Hawk could read, but not particularly well. None of them could, the little ones in particular. Owl
         was a good reader. She had learned in the compound before she left to join them. She tried to instruct them, but mostly they
         wanted her to read to them instead. Their patience was limited, and their duties as members of the Ghosts took up most of
         their time. Reading wasn’t necessary for staying alive, they would argue.
      

      
      But, of course, it was. Even Hawk knew that much.

      
      Overhead, the sky began to fill with roiling clouds that darkened steadily as the Ghosts moved out of Pioneer Square and up
         toward the Hammering Man. Soon rain was falling in a soft, steady mist, turning the concrete of the streets and buildings
         a glistening slate gray. The rain felt clean and refreshing to Hawk, who lifted his angular face to its cool wash. Sometimes
         he wished he could go swimming again, as he had when he was a little boy living in Oregon. But you couldn’t trust the water
         anymore. You couldn’t be sure what was in it, and if the wrong thing got into your body, you would die. At least they had
         the rain, which was more than most of the world could say.
      

      
      Not that he had seen much of that world. At eighteen, he had lived in exactly two places—in Oregon until he was five and in
         Seattle since then. But the Ghosts had a radio to listen to, and sometimes it told them things. Less so these days, as the
         stations dropped away, one by one. Overrun by the armies of the once-men, he assumed.
      

      
      Once-men. Madmen. 
      

      
      Sometimes they learned things from other street kids. A new kid would show up, wandering in from some other part of the country
         to link up with one of the tribes and provide a fresh piece of news. But wherever they came from, their stories were pretty
         much alike. Everyone was in the same boat, trying to survive. The same dangers threatened everyone, and all you could do was
         decide how you wanted to live: either inside the compounds like a caged animal or out on the streets like prey.
      

      
      Or, in the case of the Ghosts, you lived underground and tried to stay out of the way.

      
      It was Owl who knew the history behind the underground city. She had read about it in a book. A long time ago, the old Seattle
         had burned and the people had buried her and built a new city right on top. The old city had been ignored until parts of it
         were excavated for underground tours. In the wake of the Great Wars and the destruction of the new city, it had all been forgotten
         again.
      

      
      But Hawk had rediscovered it, and now it belonged to the Ghosts. Well, mostly. There were other things down there, too, though
         not other street kids because other street kids respected your territory. Freaks of various sorts. Lizards, Moles, and Spiders
         mostly—not the dangerous kind, though he guessed they could all be considered dangerous. But these kinds of Freaks ignored
         them, stayed away from their part of the underground, and even traded with them now and then. These kinds of Freaks were slow-witted and shy. They could be bad and sometimes scary, but you could live
         with them.
      

      
      The Croaks were the ones you had to be careful of. They were the ones who would hurt you.

      
      Something metal clanged sharply in the distance, and the Ghosts froze as one. Long minutes passed as the echo died into silence.
         Hawk glanced at his wingmen, Panther and Bear, the former sleek and sinewy with skin as black as damp ashes, the latter huge
         and shambling and as pale as snow. They were the strong ones, the ones he relied upon to protect the others, the fighters.
         They carried the prods, the solar-charged staffs that could shock even a Lizard unconscious with just a touch.
      

      
      Panther met Hawk’s gaze, his fine features expressionless. He made a sweeping motion with his arm, taking in the surrounding
         buildings, and shook his head. Nothing from where he stood. Bear had a similar response. Hawk waited a few minutes more, then
         started them forward again.
      

      
      Two blocks short of the Hammering Man, at the intersection of First and Seneca, movement to his left stopped Hawk in his tracks.
         A huge Lizard staggered out from the dark maw of a parking garage, its head thrown back. It moaned as it advanced up the street
         toward them, its approach erratic and unfocused. Blood soaked through dozens of rents in the thick, plated skin. As it drew
         closer, Hawk could see that its eyes had been gouged out.
      

      
      It looked like it had been through a meat grinder.

      
      Lizards, Moles, and Spiders were mutants, humans whose outer appearance had been changed by prolonged or excessive exposure
         to radiation and chemicals. Moles lived deep underground, and the changes wrought were mostly in their bone structures. Spiders
         lived in the buildings, small and quick, with squat bodies and long limbs. Only the Lizards lived out in the open, their skin turned scaly, their features
         blunted or erased entirely. Lizards were very strong and dangerous; Hawk couldn’t think of anything that could do this to
         a Lizard.
      

      
      Panther moved over to stand next to him. “So what are we doing? Waiting for that thing to get close enough to hug us? Let’s
         blow like the wind, Bird-Man.”
      

      
      Hawk hated being called Bird-Man, but Panther wouldn’t let up. Defiance was too deeply ingrained in his nature.

      
      “Leave it!” Panther snapped when he didn’t respond quickly enough. “Let’s go!”

      
      “We can’t leave it like this. It’s in a lot of pain. It’s dying.”

      
      “Ain’t our problem.”

      
      Hawk looked at him.

      
      “It’s a Freak, man!” Panther hissed.

      
      Bear and the others had closed ranks about them. Their faces were damp, and their hair glistened with droplets of water. Their
         breath clouded in the cool, hazy air. Rain fell in a misty shroud that obscured the city and left it shimmering like a dream.
         No one said anything.
      

      
      “Wait here,” he told them finally.

      
      “Shhh, man!” Panther groaned.

      
      Hawk left them grouped together in the center of the street and walked toward the stricken Lizard. It was a big one, well
         over six feet and heavily muscled. Hawk was slender and not very tall, and the Lizard dwarfed him. Normally, a Lizard would
         not intentionally hurt you, but this one was so maddened with pain that it might not realize what it was doing until it was
         too late. He would have to be quick.
      

      
      He reached into his pocket and extracted the viper-prick. Tearing off the packaging, he eased up to where the Lizard lurched and shuffled, head turning blindly from side to side as it groped its way forward. Up close like this, Hawk
         could see the full extent of the damage that had been done to it, and he wondered how it could still even walk.
      

      
      There was no hesitation as he ducked under one huge arm and plunged the viper-needle into its neck. The Lizard reared back
         in shock, stiffened momentarily, then collapsed in a heap, unmoving. Hawk waited, then nudged it with his toe. There was no
         response. He looked down at it a moment more, then turned and walked back to the others.
      

      
      “You just wasted a valuable store on a Freak!” Panther snapped. His tone said it all.

      
      “That isn’t so,” River said quietly. “Every living creature deserves our help when we can give it, especially when it is in
         pain. Hawk did what needed doing, that’s all.”
      

      
      She was a small dark-haired twelve-year-old with big eyes and a bigger heart. She had come to them on a skiff down the Duwamish,
         the sole survivor of a plague that had killed everyone else aboard. Fierce little Sparrow had found her foraging for food
         down by the piers and brought her home to nest. At first, Hawk hadn’t wanted to let her stay. She seemed weak and indecisive,
         easy prey for the more dangerous of the Freaks. But he quickly discovered that what he had taken for weakness and indecisiveness
         was measured consideration and complex thought. River did not act or speak in haste. The pace of her life was slow and careful.
         She’s like a deep river, filled with secrets, Owl had told him, and he had named her accordingly.
      

      
      Panther was not impressed. “Nice words, but they don’t mean spit. We don’t live in the kind of world you keep talking about,
         River. Most of those creatures you want to help just want to see us dead! They’re nothing but frickin’ animals!”
      

      
      Bear leaned in, his blunt, pale face dripping rain. “I don’t think we should stand out here like this.”
      

      
      Hawk nodded and motioned them ahead once more. They spread out in the Wing-T without being told, disciplined enough to know
         what to do. Panther was still muttering to himself, but Hawk paid no attention, his mind on the dead Lizard. If there was
         something in the city that could take on and nearly kill a Lizard that size, then they needed to be extra careful. Up until
         now, there hadn’t been anything that dangerous to contend with, not counting Croaks. He wondered suddenly if maybe a pack
         of them had done this, but quickly dismissed the idea. Croaks didn’t inflict that kind of damage. No, this was something else—
         something that had either crawled up out of the deeper parts of the underground or come into the city from another place.
      

      
      He would ask Owl when they returned. Owl might be able to learn something from one of her books.

      
      They reached the Hammering Man and paused for a quick look, just as they always did. The Hammering Man stood frozen in place,
         a flat black metal giant with one arm raised and the other outstretched in front of it. The raised hand held a hammer; the
         outstretched hand held a small anvil. It was a piece of art, Owl said. The building behind it had once been a museum. None
         of the Ghosts had ever seen a museum except in pictures. This one had long since been looted and trashed, the interior set
         afire and the windows broken out. The Hammering Man was really all that was left.
      

      
      Hawk drew them away and turned them uphill toward the city center. The streets were slick with mud and damp. Climbing the
         sidewalks was slow and treacherous. Candle went down twice, and Bear once. Panther frowned at them and kept going, above such
         failings. He had worn his hiking boots for better traction. Panther always wore what was needed. He was always prepared.
      

      
      In another place and time, he might have been leader of the Ghosts. He was bigger and stronger than Hawk, and only two years
         younger. He was more daring, more willing to take on anything that threatened. But Hawk had the vision, and they all believed
         that without the vision, you were lost. Owl was wise, Candle blessed with infallible instincts, and Bear steady and strong.
         Panther was brave. Chalk was talented, Sparrow fierce, and Fixit inventive. All the Ghosts had something that Hawk didn’t,
         but Hawk had the one thing they all needed, so they followed him.
      

      
      Two streets up, they found the Cats waiting, ten strong, at the appointed meeting place at the intersection of University
         and Third. Their home was in one of the abandoned condo buildings somewhere on the north edge of the city, although Hawk was
         unsure which one. This was neutral territory, uninhabited by any of the other tribes, a gathering place for all wishing to
         do business. Trades were how they all lived, each bringing something to the bargaining that the others needed. The Cats had
         a source for apples and plums. Fresh food of any sort was rare, and the demand for all of it high. Where the Cats found such
         food was a mystery, although Owl said she thought they must have discovered a small rooftop garden with the apple and plum
         trees already in place and had simply taken advantage.
      

      
      Whatever the case, you needed fresh fruit to stay healthy. Owl had studied up on it and told them so. Much of what had once
         been the diet of their civilization was gone—nearly everything that had been grown on the farms. The compounds still grew
         their own food, but they were having only mixed success, given the soil and water they had to work with. Most of what the
         street kids ate was pre-packaged and made edible by adding water and heating. There were certain canned foods you could still eat and bottled liquids you could drink, but these were fast disappearing.
         Stores of all kinds had long since been raided and cleaned out, and only a few useful ones remained, their locations carefully
         guarded secrets. The Ghosts had discovered one a couple of years back, and still carried out and stockpiled what they needed
         from time to time.
      

      
      What they had brought to trade at this meeting was as precious and as hard to come by as fresh food and was the sole reason
         the Cats might be willing to give up a portion of their own stash.
      

      
      “You’re late, Hawk,” called out Tiger, the Cats’ big, muscular leader.

      
      They weren’t, of course, but Hawk didn’t argue. This was just Tiger’s way of marking his territory. “Ready to deal?”

      
      Tiger was wearing his trademark orange-and-black-striped T-shirt beneath his slicker. All of the Cats wore some piece of clothing
         that was meant to suggest the kind of cat from which they had taken their names, although some of them were hard to decipher.
         One kid wore pants with vertical blue and red stripes. What was he supposed to be? Panther liked to make fun of them for working
         so hard at being something they clearly weren’t. Real cats were small and sleek and stealthy. The Cats were a jumble of sizes
         and shapes and might as well be called Elephants or Camels. He was a better cat than they were, he was fond of saying. They
         didn’t even have a “Panther” in their tribe. Besides, they had only started calling themselves Cats and taking cat names after
         they found out about the Ghosts.
      

      
      “Ain’t nothin’ but a bunch of copycats,” he would declare, sneering at the idea.

      
      Hawk met Tiger alone in the center of the intersection while the others on both sides stayed where they were. Trades were rituals, marked by protocol and tradition. The leaders met first, alone, talked through the details of the trade, came
         to an arrangement, and settled on a time and place to make the trade if it wasn’t to be done that day. This time both sides
         had come prepared to trade immediately, having done so often enough before for each to know what the other needed. The Cats
         would bring their apples and plums and the Ghosts would bring a valuable store to offer in exchange.
      

      
      “What have you got for us?” Tiger asked, anxious to get to the point of this meeting.

      
      Hawk didn’t like being rushed. He brushed back his ragged, short-cropped black hair and looked back down toward the water
         and the Hammering Man, thinking again of the dead Lizard. “Depends. How much you got for us?”
      

      
      “Two boxes. One of each. Ripe and ready to eat. Store them in a cool place and they’ll keep. You’ve done it before.” Tiger
         hunched his shoulders. “So?”
      

      
      “Four flashlights and solar cells to power them. The cells have a shelf life of thirty years. These are dated less than twenty
         years back.” He smiled. “Wasn’t easy finding them.”
      

      
      “They still make them twenty years ago?” the other asked suspiciously.

      
      Hawk shrugged. “It says what it says. They work. I tested them myself.”

      
      Tiger looked around, maybe searching, maybe killing time. “I need something else.”

      
      “Something else?” Hawk stiffened. “What are you talking about, man? That’s a fair trade I’m giving you.”

      
      Tiger looked uneasy. “I mean, something more. I need a couple of packs of pleneten.”

      
      Hawk stared. Pleneten was a heavy-duty drug, effective mostly against plague viruses. No one outside the compounds could get
         their hands on it unless they happened to stumble on a hidden store. Even then, it usually wasn’t any good because it had to be kept cold or it would break down and lose its curative powers. Unrefrigerated, its shelf life was
         about ten days. He hadn’t seen any pleneten in all the time he had been a Ghost.
      

      
      Except once, when Candle caught the red spot, and he’d had no choice but to ask Tessa.

      
      “It’s for Persia,” Tiger said quietly, looking down at his feet. “She has the splatters.”

      
      Red spot. Like Candle. Persia was Tiger’s little sister. The only family he had left. He wouldn’t be asking otherwise. Hawk
         could sense the surfacing of the other’s desperation, radiating off him like steam leaking through metal plates, white-hot
         and barely contained.
      

      
      Hawk glanced back at the other Ghosts. All expected an exchange to take place and would be disgruntled if it didn’t. The fruit
         was a treat they had been looking forward to. Some of them would understand, some wouldn’t.
      

      
      “Make the trade,” Hawk told the other. “I’ll see what I can do.”

      
      Tiger shook his head. “No. I want the pleneten first.”

      
      Hawk glared at him. “It will cost you a lot more if you don’t make the trade now. A lot more.”

      
      “I don’t care. I want Persia well again.”

      
      There was no reasoning with him. But Hawk would lose face if he gave in to what was essentially blackmail.

      
      “Make the trade now,” he said, “and you can have the pleneten for nothing.”

      
      Tiger stared at him. “You serious?”

      
      Hawk nodded, wondering at the same time if he had lost his mind.

      
      “You can get it? You give me your word on it?”

      
      “You know you got my word and you know it’s good. Make the trade or you can forget the whole thing. Find someone else to get
         you your pleneten.”
      

      
      Tiger studied him a moment longer, then nodded. “Deal.”
      

      
      They touched fists, and the deal was done. Both signaled to their followers to bring up the stores, the Cats the boxes of
         fruit, smaller than Hawk would have liked, but still sufficient, and Candle and River sacks containing the cells and flashlights.
         The stores were exchanged and their bearers retreated to their respective positions, leaving the leaders alone.
      

      
      Hawk looked up at the sky. The rain had passed and the clouds were breaking up. It would get hot before long. He shoved his
         hands in his pockets and looked at Tiger.
      

      
      “Came across a Lizard down past the Hammering Man on our way here,” he said. “A big one. It was all torn up. Dying. What do
         think could have done it?”
      

      
      Tiger shook his head. “A Lizard? I don’t know. What do you think did it?”

      
      “Something new, something we don’t know about. Something really dangerous. Better watch your back.”

      
      The bigger boy pulled back the edge of his slicker to reveal a short-barreled flechette hanging from his belt. “Found it a
         few weeks back. Let’s see anything get past that.”
      

      
      Hawk nodded. “I’d be careful anyway, if I was you.”

      
      “Just get me that pleneten,” the other growled, dropping the slicker back into place. “Tomorrow, same time, same place.”

      
      “I need three days.”

      
      Tiger glared at him. “Maybe Persia doesn’t have three days.”

      
      “Maybe that’s the best that I can do.”

      
      Tiger stared him down a moment longer, then wheeled away to join the other Cats. They slouched off up the street in a tight
         cluster and didn’t look back.
      

      
      Hawk watched them until they were out of sight, thinking about the bargain he had just made, wondering how he could justify
         asking Tessa to risk herself yet again when he knew the danger of doing so.
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      CHENEY WAS CURLED up in one corner of the big common room between the old leather couch and the game table, his massive form most closely resembling
         a giant fur ball, when Owl rolled her wheelchair through the kitchen door and crossed to the bedroom to check on Squirrel.
         She was aware of one pale gray eye opening as she passed, registering her presence before closing again. Cheney saw everything.
         She had found the wolfish, hulking guard dog unnerving when Hawk first brought him home, but eventually she got used to having
         him around. All of them had by this time, even the little ones, all but Panther, who really didn’t like Cheney. It was something
         in Panther’s past, she believed, but he wasn’t saying what that something was.
      

      
      In any case, Cheney was important enough to their safety that it didn’t matter what Panther thought. Hawk had realized that
         from the beginning. Nothing got close to their underground hideout without Cheney knowing. He could hear or smell anything
         approaching when it was still five minutes away. Even the Freaks had learned to stay clear. Although the Ghosts had come to accept him, they were wary of him, too. Cheney was just too big and scary with all
         that bristling hair and those strange patchwork markings. A junkyard dog made out of thrown-away parts. But a very large junkyard
         dog. Only Hawk was completely unafraid of him, the two of them so close that sometimes she thought they were extensions of
         each other. Hawk had taken Cheney’s name from one of Owl’s history books. The name had belonged to some long-dead politician
         who’d been around when the seeds for the Great Wars had been planted. Owl’s book described him as a bulldog spoiling for a
         fight. Hawk had liked the image.
      

      
      She rolled the wheelchair up the ramp Fixit had built for her and eased herself into the mostly darkened bedroom. Squirrel
         lay tangled in his blankets on his mattress, but he was sleeping. She glanced at Sparrow, who was reading by candlelight in
         the far corner, keeping watch over the little boy. Sparrow looked up from her book, blue eyes peeking out from under a mop
         of straw-colored hair.
      

      
      “I think he’s doing better,” she said quietly.

      
      Owl wheeled over to where she could reach down and feel the boy’s forehead. Warm, but no longer hot. The fever was burning
         itself out. She exhaled softly, relief washing through her. She had been worried about him. Two days ago, the thermometer
         had registered his temperature at 106, dangerous for a ten-year-old. They had so few medicines to treat anything and so little
         knowledge of how to use them. The plagues struck without warning, and any one of them could be fatal if you lacked the necessary
         medicines. There were vaccines to protect against contracting most of the plagues, and Hawk had gotten a few from Tessa, but
         mostly the street kids had to rely on luck and strength of constitution to stay healthy.
      

      
      The danger of sickness or poisoning was the primary reason that people lived in the compounds. In the compounds, you could minimize the risk of infection and exposure. But the
         compounds held their own dangers, as Owl had found out firsthand. In her mind, if not in Tessa’s, the dangers of living inside
         the compounds clearly outweighed the dangers of living outside.
      

      
      Which was why she had decided five years ago to take her chances with the Ghosts.

      
      Before that, she had been living in the Safeco Field compound along with two thousand other people. When the Great Wars had
         escalated to a point where half the cities in the nation had been wiped out and the remainder were under siege from terrorist
         attacks and plagues and chemical poisonings of all sorts, much of the population began to occupy the compounds. Most were
         established within existing structures like Safeco, which had been a baseball park decades ago. Sports complexes offered several
         advantages. First, their walls were thick and strong and provided good protection, once the entrances were properly fortified.
         Second, they could hold thousands of people and provide adequate storage space for supplies and equipment. Third, all contained
         a playing surface, which could be converted to gardens for growing food and raising livestock.
      

      
      At first, the strategy worked well. The measure of protection the compounds offered was undeniable. There was safety in numbers.
         A form of government could be established and order restored within their walls. Food and water could be better foraged for
         and more equitably distributed. A larger number of people meant more diversity of skills. When one compound filled up, those
         turned away established another, usually in a second sports complex. If there was none available, a convention center or even
         an office tower was substituted, although none of these ever worked quite as well.
      

      
      The biggest problem with the compounds began to manifest after the first decade, when the once-men started to appear. No one
         seemed certain of their origin, although there were rumors of “demons” creating them from the soulless shells of misguided
         humans who had been subverted. Urban legends, these stories could never be confirmed. Some claimed to have seen these demons,
         though no one Owl had ever met. But there was no denying the existence of the once-men. Formed up into vast armies, they roamed
         the countryside, attacking and destroying the compounds, laying siege until resistance was either overcome or the compound
         surrendered in the false hope that mercy would be shown. When word spread of the slave pens and the uses to which the once-men
         were putting the captured humans, resistance stiffened. But the compounds were not fortresses in the sense that medieval castles
         had been. Once besieged, they turned into death traps from which the defenders could not escape. The once-men outnumbered
         the humans. They did not require clean water or good food. They did not fear plague or poisoning. Time and patience favored
         the attackers. One by one, the compounds fell.
      

      
      This might have discouraged those hiding in the compounds if there had been anyplace else for them to go. But the mind-set
         of the compound occupants was such that the idea of surviving anywhere else was inconceivable. Outside the walls you risked
         death from a thousand different enemies. There were the Freaks. There were the feral humans living in the rubble of the old
         civilization. There were the armies of the once-men, prowling the countryside. There were things no one could describe, crawled
         up out of Hell and the mire. There was anarchy and wildness. The humans in the compounds could not imagine contending with
         these. Even the risk of an attack and siege by the once-men was preferable to attempting life on the outside where an entire world had gone mad.
      

      
      Owl was one of the people who believed like this. She had been born in the Safeco Field compound, and for the first eight
         years of her life it was all she knew. She never went outside its walls, not even once. In part, it was because she was crippled
         at birth, deprived of the use of her legs for reasons that probably had something to do with the poor quality of the air or
         food or water her mother ingested during pregnancy. After her parents died from a strain of plague that swept the compound
         when she was nine, she was left orphaned and alone. A quiet and reclusive child, in part because of her disability, in part
         because of her nature, she had never had many friends. She began living with a family who needed someone to care for their
         baby. But then the baby died, and she was dismissed and left without a family once more.
      

      
      She began working in the kitchens of the compound and sleeping in a back room on a cot. It was a dreary, unrewarding existence,
         but her choices were limited. In the compounds, everyone over the age of ten worked if they wanted to remain. If you did not
         contribute, you were put out. So she worked. But she was unhappy, and she began to question whether the life she was living
         was the best she could hope for. She began spending time on the walls, looking at the city, wondering what was out there.
      

      
      Which was how, five years ago, she had met Hawk.

      
      A growl sounded from the common room. Cheney, head lowered, ears flat, and hair bristling, faced the iron-plated door that
         opened onto the outer corridors of the underground city. He didn’t look like a fur ball now; he looked like a monster. His
         muzzle was drawn back to expose his huge teeth, and the sleepy eyes of a moment earlier had turned baleful. Owl rotated away
         from Squirrel and moved her chair back down the ramp and into the common room, where lamps powered by solar cells gave off a stronger light. Sparrow was already there, standing next to Cheney, gripping
         one of the prods. Sparrow was small, and the big dog, even crouched, stood shoulder-high to her. Owl maneuvered over to the
         door and waited, listening. Moments later, she heard the rapping sound—one sharp, one soft, two sharp. She waited until it
         was repeated, then reached up and released the locking bars and unlatched the door.
      

      
      Fixit and Chalk pushed through, soaked to the skin and looking like drowned rats. Cheney quit growling and took himself out
         of his crouch. Sparrow lowered the prod.
      

      
      “He fell in the storm sewer,” Chalk announced, gesturing at Fixit.

      
      “Then he fell in trying to help me out,” Fixit finished.

      
      “You were supposed to be on the roof,” Sparrow pointed out, her blue eyes intense. “The roof is up, not down, last I heard.”

      
      “Yeah, yeah.” Fixit brushed the water from his curly red hair and shook himself like a dog. Both Cheney and Sparrow backed
         up. “You can’t do much with solar cells when it’s raining. We switched out the collectors from the catchment system, threw
         in the purification tablets, and were done. Then we decided to forage for stores. Found a big stash of bottled water two blocks
         south. Too much to haul without help.”
      

      
      “It’ll take all of us and the wagon,” Chalk added. “But a good find, right, Owl?”

      
      “Better than good,” Owl agreed.

      
      He grinned, then looked around. “Where are the others, anyway? Aren’t they back yet?”

      
      Owl shook her head. “Soon, I expect. You better get out of those clothes and dry off or you’ll end up like Squirrel.”

      
      “I’d have to be pretty stupid to end up like Squirrel,” Chalk declared, and Fixit laughed.

      
      “It’s not funny,” Sparrow snapped. She crossed to confront them, not as big as they were but a whole lot more unpredictable.
         “You think it’s funny that he’s sick?”
      

      
      “Stop it, Sparrow,” Chalk said, turning away from her. “I didn’t mean anything. I want him to get well as much as you do.
         I was just teasing about how it happened.”
      

      
      “Well, tease about something else,” Owl suggested gently. “What happened to Squirrel was an accident.”

      
      Which was true, so far as it went. It had been an accident that he had cut himself on a piece of sharp metal and that the
         cut had become badly infected. But he had brought it on himself by trying to salvage a box of metal toy soldiers that Hawk
         had told him not to touch.
      

      
      “Besides which, where do you get off calling anyone stupid?” Sparrow demanded.

      
      Chalk was so fair with his pale skin and white-blond hair that he almost wasn’t there. Now he flushed with the rebuke and
         spun angrily back on Sparrow.
      

      
      “Let it alone, Chalk,” Owl said, intervening quickly. “Just go change your clothes. You, too, Fixit. Sparrow, you go back
         into the bedroom and sit with Squirrel. Let me know if he needs anything.”
      

      
      There were a few more pointed looks and some grumbling, but everyone did as asked. Owl was the mother, and you don’t argue
         with your mother. She hadn’t asked for the position, but there was no one else to fill it, and as the oldest female member
         of the tribe she was the logical choice. Most of them could barely remember their real mothers, but they knew what mothers
         were and wanted one. Hawk provided leadership and authority, but Owl gave them stability and reassurance. In a world where
         kids believed that adults had failed them in every important way, other kids were the best they could hope for.
      

      
      Owl wheeled toward the kitchen, beginning to think about dinner. Cheney was back in place between the leather couch and the game table, eyes closed, flanks rising and falling
         slowly beneath the thick mass of his patchwork coat. Owl watched him for a moment, wondering if he was dreaming and if so
         what he dreamed about. Then she angled herself into the makeshift work space that served as the food preparation area and
         began rolling out prepack-aged dough. Tonight she would serve them a special treat. Hawk would be bringing back apples, and
         she would make pie. They lacked electricity, but could generate sufficient heat to bake from the woodstove Fixit had built
         for her.
      

      
      She thought about the boy for a minute. An enigma, he defied easy categorization. He was a
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