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      The first thing Vasha did in the morning was wind her watch. The smooth roll of the knob, the infinitesimal clicks of the gears, the subtle tension of the spring as it pulled tighter and tighter—she awoke with the watch, her consciousness emerging from sleep as the flow of time was put to rights. It was a ritual, and rituals were important in this disordered age. You needed a regularity to your habits. This morning activity helped set the rest of the day on its rightful track, each tick of the watch’s hands counting away the seconds and minutes, keeping some semblance of peace and order in the world.

      Vasha figured out long ago that a full wind of the watch lasted thirty-six hours. More than enough, or it should have been, to merit just one winding a day. Yet she always made sure to spin the tiny knob a few times before she drifted off to sleep. Sometimes during the day, she would reach into her pocket and wrap her fingers around the reassuring weight of the silvery disc, skimming her thumb across the knob with the absent fondness with which one might greet a faithful old pet. Gentle, dear, the love between you long-established—but she’d had the watch far longer than she’d ever had any animal.

      It came to her from her father, who had remembered a time when he’d thought it a foolish curiosity. Once, he’d told her, it had been covered in gold, and he wore it on a chain clipped to a silk vest the color of pine trees. It was jewelry—adornment—a mere accessory. He’d barely even used it to tell the time. He’d had something else for that, something he’d called a phone, and the stories he’d told her of that were nothing short of magic. But then, none of the magic of the old world saved the phones or the people who carried them. That time was gone. The gold had flaked off. No use dwelling on children’s stories.

      The spring held tight. She gave the watch one last fond squeeze and dropped it into an inside pocket. The temperature had dropped overnight, and her breath clouded in the air. They would need to draw the blankets over the windows and check all the walls for drafts soon. The cold was coming on, and she was determined that this time, finally, they would be fully prepared. The year had been a good one so far. Crops thrived and ripened in the fields. What animals they kept grew fat and content—a couple of the goats had even kidded more than once, guaranteeing a supply of meat and dairy that had once been uncertain. For the first time she could remember, the prospect of the coming winter did not make her throat tighten with anxiety.

      Vasha took a deep breath, steeling herself, and hauled her body upright. She dropped her feet to the floor and stretched, feeling the reluctance of each bone in her spine and each sinew of muscle, and then hauled herself out of bed. She felt a moment of disorientation, a quick dizziness—perhaps not enough iron in her diet. She’d have to check on the spinach harvest, maybe see if anyone had brought in a deer or rabbit in the past few days.

      She had felt the oncoming cold in her bones last night and had not bothered to shed any of her layers of clothing before sleep. They hung on her scant frame, adding weight and bulk that almost canceled out the advantage of warmth. Almost, but not quite.

      Vasha ran her hands through short-cropped hair, working out the night tangles. More silver than black in the thin strands, but some color held on stubbornly through all the years. The cane she took up, however, was no concession to age. She had been born with a clubfoot and had required assistance to walk for as long as she could remember.

      Once she was sure of her footing, she shuffled to the door and pushed it open. Just on the other side lay the Shelter— her life’s work, her own small domain—the beating heart of the village of Osto.

      Most of the residents woke with the sun and were already going about their day, leaving the maze of family allotments empty. A few clusters of villagers gathered, talking and planning before starting the work of the day. Old Ben tended the community kitchens by the largest windows in the public square, churning out a steady supply of (she sniffed) wheat flatbread and potato paste, filling but uninteresting. A group of teenage artisans sat by the open main doors of the village, gossiping as they tended to their spinning. The huge steel door panels were flung wide, allowing the frigid air and pale morning sunlight in with the laborers as they hurried to finish the late fall harvest. In the crisp brilliance of the new day, Vasha felt her heart lift. Everything was ticking along perfectly. Her people knew their jobs, knew the roles they filled to keep the village prospering. In this chaotic and uncertain world, they all worked to make Osto an oasis of peace.

      “Morning, Vasha!” Old Ben called. He held out a thick slice of bread and tater paste as she approached. Ben had presided over the square of mismatched counters and cabinets known as the kitchens for as long as anyone could remember, and for all that time, he and his assistants supplied breakfasts and dinners to everyone, every day. The food varied with the season and the weather and the harvest, but it was always there, always fairly portioned to all. He ruled his domain with a firm authority that even the young ones respected—no one wanted to be banned from the kitchens. And with brick ovens built into the walls and the near-constant stewfire, it was usually the warmest part of the village, making it one of Vasha’s favorite places.

      “Morning, Ben,” she answered, accepting the bread, then taking a huge bite and chewing fast enough that she didn’t have to taste the bland staple. “How’s it going?”

      He shook his head. “We still have most of the north fields to clear, but the weatherfolks say we’re getting a bad storm in soon. Maybe tonight. Might lose the last of the wheat.”

      That would be a damn shame. It had been a good year, warm early and late and no sudden freezes. They wouldn’t feel the pinch if they lost that wheat, but Vasha had been pleased to head into the cold months with such a surplus.

      “We’ll halve the patrols and double up the field teams today, then. What else?”

      Old Ben grinned. He was a better newsman than cook, and he knew it. “A couple sheep wandered off overnight. Devra thinks we got wolves or coyotes. She’s organizing some hunters to go looking for them.”

      Vasha nodded thoughtfully. The flock had been twitchy for a few days now, worrying at the shepherds. With the cold weather coming in, whatever was out there would only be getting more aggressive. “Let’s hope they find what they’re looking for.”

      Ben offered her another slice, and she shook her head. Something in the deep lines of his face told her that what came next would be bad.

      “Two kids ran off overnight,” he said. “The young Newsome girl and Umair Bly.”

      “You’re kidding.  A Bly and an outlier?”

      “No shit.”

      The larger and older families of Osto had expanded out from the Shelter into some of the surrounding ruins over the years. They sought space and privacy but sacrificed the easy security of the fortified village center. The outlying families were still a part of the work and life of the village, but they had deliberately set themselves apart. Some of them took that a little too far.

      “What do the parents say?”

      “Jonathan Newsome is here.” Ben nodded his head at a knot of men who had stationed themselves along a side wall. “He says the Blys are trying to steal his workers. And less friendly things. Haven’t heard from Amaya or Cedric yet.”

      In the dim light of dawn beyond the cookfire’s light and away from any of the narrow windows, Jon Newsome and two of his older sons were gathered in conversation. All three were tall, hulking men with low brows perpetually sunburned. The younger Newsomes (she thought these two were Adam and Jacob) were sandy-haired and hale men in their twenties, handsome but for their dour expressions. Jon had been built as powerfully as his sons once, but time and age and a life of hard labor had taken their tolls, bending his back and thinning his hair. On him, the dourness had settled into the lines of his face long ago, less a fleeting expression and more a regular feature.

      In the lurking gloom, they looked like trouble-in-waiting.

      Vasha closed her eyes, suppressing a heavy sigh. The Newsomes were important members of the community, she reminded herself. Hard and reliable workers. Even if their feud with the Blys had nearly destroyed the village once already, not so long ago.

      “I’ll look into it,” she said.

      Just as she was about to ask for any last tidbit he might have to offer, the head-splitting clangor of the village alarm, a recent construction of scavenged metal and stones perched on the roof, tore through the morning’s peace. Half a second later, a breathless patrolman nearly fell through the open door, clinging to the wall to stay upright.

      “Riders!” He managed. “Raiders! Coming from the east!”

      His words fell loud and clear in the sudden silence after the alarm. Vasha bolted upright. Coming in from the east, where the sun rose, hiding them as they made their approach. These would be smart ones, then.

      “How many? How far?”

      The patrolman—barely more than a boy, really—gasped as he struggled to catch his breath. “At least a hundred. Still far . . . maybe three klicks? But on horseback.”

      “Weapons?”

      He nodded. “Bows and blades. And armor, mostly leather.”

      To keep that many riders together for any length of time meant a strong leader, and it also meant hungry mouths and other needs to fill. These men were no ordinary wolfpack—they were organized. Prepared. They’d be coming for the harvest, possibly the women, possibly the Shelter itself. Vasha swore to herself as she calculated.

      “Jack, Rali! Go to the northern fields and tell everyone to grab what they can and get in here. Newsomes, you go round up the outliers, quick as you can, and bring them in. And see you get all of them, mind.”

      The two chosen boys ran off as soon as they had their assignments. The Newsome men grimaced but nodded and turned to go. Whatever their other issues might be, they could wait until danger passed.

      She turned to the remaining villagers, all watching her in rapt silence. With field hands, patrols, and hunters already at work, the common area mainly held the old, the young, and the handicrafters.

      A weaver boy nearly dropped a spindle from prone fingers as she caught his eyes. She pointed at him, then gestured to include the other young artisans gathered near him. “You lot, round up the animals and get them all in the stables. Don’t forget to secure the back doors. Get!”

      She turned to the next group, older and more familiar with Osto’s siege procedure. “You all, get the windows fortified and bring out the candles. Candles, not oil lamps.” It was too close to winter to be wasting their scant oil supplies on a raid like this.

      “Where’s—ah, clever boy.” She tried not to play favorites, but Ahmed made it very difficult sometimes. “Looks like we might get to test your water storage sooner than we thought. Is it ready?”

      The dark-skinned boy nodded, his black hair falling into his eyes. “We’ve been collecting rainwater for the last month,” he said. “The cistern’s nearly full, and I’ve been testing the drainage. Three people should be able to empty the whole thing in a few minutes, and the filters on the indoor tanks are ready.”

      Vasha pointed at two of the dwindling crowd. “See to it,” she said, and the three of them left to secure the water supply.

      That left her with Old Ben, who hurried to douse the kitchen fires and close the ovens, and a young couple, Danica and Lani. The taller woman held a baby in her arms, born just last week. Both parents looked pale and scared. Vasha’s expression softened as she looked at them. They were new arrivals to Osto, survivors from some previous village destroyed by raiders. They had been grateful beyond measure when she’d said they could stay. Perhaps they were only just now realizing what it meant to have a child in a world like this, where there was no such thing as a true haven.

      “Don’t you worry,” she said, her voice gruff as she tried to speak quietly. “Osto has seen a lot worse than this and come through just fine.”

      Which maybe wasn’t quite true, but they were for sure better prepared for it this time than they’d ever been before. Vasha’s hand found its way to her pocket and the watch tucked within. The knob refused to turn against her thumb; it hadn’t even been long enough for the spring to loosen. It hummed quietly in her palm. Hurry, hurry, the pulse seemed to say.

      The Shelter of Osto was a single gigantic concrete structure, a squat ugly block of a place. Her father had told her it had once been an immense storehouse, filled with food and furniture and any kind of creature comfort one could barter for. In those days, he’d said, people came with plans to go in and get out as quickly as possible, never wanting to stay any longer than they had to.

      Now, almost two hundred people called the Shelter home. The cavernous central hall, murky and echoing, was sectioned off into dozens of small, semi-private family allotments which crowded against the public square at the front of the building. A few built-in rooms around the perimeter of the main hall served mostly for storage and animal housing. Only Vasha, long-time leader of the village, had a fully private space consisting of a door and solid concrete walls. And even there most of her so-called furniture was filled with stored grain, potatoes, and water, their most precious resources.

      Osto was an oasis, united by the understanding that together, all had a better chance of survival in a broken world. Few such places existed anymore, and even fewer could claim the long history of unquestioning welcome and inclusion that had seen them through so many hard years. Osto stood for safety. For peace.

      And now their peace was threatened, but they were prepared to defend it. Vasha’s orders were familiar from years of drills and previous raids. Each villager had their role to play, their function to fulfill. It was almost satisfying to watch as villagers secured large sheets of metal across each of the narrow windows, as children lit candles, as field workers and outliers streamed in to huddle in the shelter they had built together, ready to wait out this latest incursion.

      On her third count, Vasha finally nodded. Not all the villagers were safe within her walls—the patrols still walked their routes, but they would be wise enough to keep to the woods once they spotted the horses. Devra’s hunters, at least, had been within earshot of the alarms. As for the missing teens . . . Vasha shook her head. There was nothing to be done for them now. Hopefully they would also be smart enough to avoid the raiders and clever enough to survive on their own for however long it took.

      At her order, four heavily-muscled laborers dragged two solid steel sheets over the main doors and locked them in place. Darkness descended, lit only by the small flames of candles and cook fires.

      Darkness, but not quiet. Soft, muffled conversations filled the room. Small noises of industry, busywork to
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