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	Introduction

	 

	Dystopian fiction enjoys a seemingly inexhaustible popularity. It can, I suppose, be considered a branch of horror, but with the gloves off. Dr. Frankenstein seeks to create a new man out of pieces salvaged from the dead. At the same time, no matter his stated intentions, Big Brother seeks to create new levels of power out of the pieces he has carved from the living.

	More annoying, whereas Dr. Frankenstein sought to create life, Big Brother seeks to control life, to bend it to his will. In that sense, horror is based on good intentions gone awry. By way of contrast, dystopias are based on camouflaged intentions, or confidence scams, let off the leash.

	A dystopia is what almost invariably results when some ambitious someone tries to force a utopian scheme into a particular place.

	In practice, it’s never as simple as the above sketch would suggest, but sooner or later, often much too late, recognition dawns upon the enthusiasts and the marks, upon those who imagine that the monsters will never eat them. Yes, those people over there will be devoured—and rightly so—but we shall graze out our days in the lush sweet grass.

	The names change, but the underlying patterns do not.

	This book presents a collection of dystopian, science-fiction short stories. Cheerful stuff, eh? Some feature a straight-up action-adventure narrative, some offer a touch of humor, while others provide a darker tone. They all offer a surfeit of courage or wisdom in the face of overwhelming odds.

	These stories are set either a few years from now or a few centuries from now.

	Their heroes are people who find themselves in perilous circumstances and who must, in one way or another, overcome their own limitations or defy the limitations of those around them. That, it could be argued, is the essence of courage, the essence of wisdom. Outright cowardice is never wise, but neither is the sort of strutting, narcissistic bravado that so often passes for bravery.

	If there is one thing that history teaches, it is that such courageous individuals are all that stand between humanity and the dark and enduring chaos that lurks beyond the feeble light of our campfires.

	So, without further ado, I invite you to immerse yourself in these tales of high stakes, iron-willed determination, and unalloyed valor.

	 

	 

	 

	Scatter My Bones

	 

	Humanity's mass migration into space saves the Earth from an ecological disaster, but what of those who emigrated? What of those who traded, involuntarily, the Earth for a habitat in space?

	 

	 

	I sat at my colony-issue metal desk, and I consumed my colony-grown gourmet coffee. I drank it from my colony-made ceramic mug.

	The mug was white and decorated with the colony's great seal. The seal features an image of our toroidal habitat at L5. We were nothing if not a patriotic bunch.

	I was sitting in my colony-issue swivel chair, and I was breathing colony-manufactured air.

	The air had no scent: not of fir trees, not of the ocean, not of newly turned topsoil, nor of freshly mown hay. Rather, the air smelled of compressors, blowers, filters, and distribution ducts.

	The air was perfectly safe to breathe, but it reeked of death.

	Granddad would not have approved of our air.

	It was the morning of 15 January, two hours into my workday, and the weather reports were now saying that it was snowing outside.

	Inside, my office had off-white walls, beige carpeting, and a large window. My desk was crowded with holographic engineering displays, an ancient workstation, and mockups of the colony's next-generation cupboard-door hinges, not yet approved for manufacture and distribution. They had been printed from my designs.

	The news crawl across the bottom of my workstation's screen informed me that it had been snowing for one hour, five minutes, and twelve seconds. It also informed me that the snow was sticking.

	Sticking.

	It had been a long time since the snow had stuck.

	I got up and went over to the window, taking my coffee with me. I opened the blinds.

	The snow was falling steadily, in huge flakes, but I could still see all the way across the inside of the main habitat ring of our beloved space colony, Colony 7 at L5.

	I sipped my coffee. It was gritty and tasted as though it had been strained through a filthy T-shirt. Worst of all, it had gone tepid.

	Granddad had used a percolator to make coffee. He'd made it on a woodstove, a massive black thing with ceramic handles. Everybody had said that he ought to sell it for scrap, but he had steadfastly refused. His coffee had tasted like coffee, a joy to drink.

	Looking across the habitat ring, gazing at a right angle to the direction of rotation, was like looking across the inside of a ten-kilometer-wide, two-kilometer-high tunnel. Both to my left and to my right, the tunnel rose up higher and higher until the interior disappeared beyond the convex sweep.

	My mind could accept our inside world with its reversed horizon, but it felt wrong.

	I watched the snow and I drank my coffee and I tried to understand the enormity of what had happened earlier that day at 0247:18 hours, L5-coordinated time.

	That was the official time of my grandfather's death: 0247:18 hours. No pluses and no minuses. No allowances for the delays in telemetry. No allowances for the natural uncertainties of death.

	0247:18 hours was impossibly precise, which meant that it was a purely arbitrary number.

	But I had let it go. The thing that was important was that he had died, not the exact time at which he had died.

	If reporting it as 0247:18 made them happy, so be it.

	The snow fell like someone's idea of the way in which snow ought to fall. It was lovely, and it was carpeting the roofs, lawns, walkways, and streets—a winter wonderland.

	But it wasn't snow, not real snow. It was crystalized water, an engineered colony product, like the air, like my coffee, like the cupboard door hinges.

	Trivial amusements, designed to—

	The comm on my desk jingle-jangled. It sounded like a cross between an out-of-tune piano and a dry wheel bearing. I picked up the receiver.

	It was the department's receptionist. "Zoey Rosencrantz is here for your eleven o'clock," he said. His voice was thoroughly nasal, thoroughly chipper, and stridently alert.

	I checked my watch: 1107. I'd been staring out of my window for nearly an hour.

	"She's late," I said, sounding more middle-aged than I felt, more like a mechanical engineer than I'd intended to.

	After all, people are not purpose-designed machines, and besides, it was snowing outside.

	"Do you want me to send her away?" the receptionist asked.

	"Did she bring a guy named Guildenstern with her?" I asked.

	"No, she came alone."

	I clenched my teeth in order to stop myself from explaining the joke to him. Colony 7 was just finishing a Shakespeare revival: every play, a different one each week, performed every night, with family-friendly matinees on Sunday. Professional productions. Professional publicity. Contemporary language. You couldn't go anywhere in the public areas without seeing the Bard of Avon's face. Hamlet had been the revival's latest offering.

	The department, I decided, had to hire a new receptionist.

	Or maybe he had gotten the joke and didn't want to encourage me. That could be. I could understand that.

	"Send her on through," I said.

	Zoey Rosencrantz wanted to interview me about my grandfather, Albert Winston Bradford. We'd made the appointment a few days ago, long before he had died.

	His death would change the focus of her article a bit, and his death would color what I told her a bit, but on the whole, I didn't have anything to tell her that wasn't already public record. Alive or dead, the overwhelming fact of his life was that he had stayed behind.

	Hundreds of thousands had, despite the tearful entreaties of their families, the dire warnings of their governments, and the direct pressures brought to bear on them by Project Colonizer.

	Unlike most of those who'd stayed behind, Granddad had turned out to be a natural solitary. He had thrived.

	He had continued living on his farm. He had hunted, and fished, and trapped. He had tended his crops. He had gathered. He had scrounged.

	According to the telemetry, he had never gone hungry, and he had never suffered from malnutrition or exposure.

	My private line buzzed.

	It was Dad.

	"Have you seen the news?" he asked.

	"Weather reports. It's snowing. Why?"

	"To hell with the snow. It's the health-and-welfare people," Dad said. "They've released another batch of information about your grandfather. Called me first, though, as a courtesy. I'll give 'em that." He sounded as though for once in his life he couldn't make up his mind about what to do. "It's telemetry stuff. A couple of recon photos. The press are having a field day."

	"Historic-figure obit," I said philosophically. "It's bound to sell copy."

	"To hell with copy."

	Just then, a petite young woman with short-cropped blond hair entered my office. She was dressed for the cold—bright colors, long pants, a serious out-of-doors jacket, and a blue-and-white stocking cap perched jauntily on the back of her head.

	I pointed at my comm receiver.

	She nodded and clumped back out into the hallway.

	Serious boots, too.

	Dad was saying, ". . . could have made it to a hundred and ten, but, oh, no, the selfish old bastard had to have it his way."

	"How'd he die?" I asked.

	"What difference does that make?" Dad snapped.

	I didn't back down. "All they told me was that he had died. You said they've given you additional information. So? What is it?"

	"When he flat-lined, they sent out a recon drone. He was stone cold dead by the time it got to him."

	"Where was he?" The where might lead me to the how, not that the how mattered, either.

	"Close to the barn," Dad said. "You can remember it, can't you?"

	"Yeah, sure I can."

	And I could, too.

	It was—or had been sixteen years ago—a large, red structure with white trim and a cupola with a bronze rooster weather vane on top. It was the sort of barn that looked as though it ought to have been featured in a magazine on gracious rural living. Granddad's barn was, or had been, the very thing for the gentleman farmer, which he'd been at the time he'd built it. He'd even had six horses and a dozen cows. Gentle souls.

	He'd still had one of the horses and one of the cows when we'd left and he'd stayed behind, marooned on his own planet. Self-marooned. His choice. Government and Project allowed.

	Out of nowhere, I asked, "Can we retrieve his body?"

	"They wouldn't even let us talk to him. What in God's name makes you think they'd let us pick him up?"

	"I—"

	"Besides, by the time we could get down there, the carrion feeders will have gotten to him." The line crackled. "They already have. The minute he couldn't put up a fight anymore, they moved in."

	The line crackled again. I ought to have jumped in, but there wasn't anything I could say.

	Dad said, "Besides, what's happening to him now is what he wanted to have happen to him. We talked about it once, him dying down there alone—what would happen. I didn't like the idea, but he was all for it. 'Let the animals scatter my bones,' he said. It was like his own private mantra. 'Let the animals scatter my bones.'"

	I didn't want to talk about mantras. "Any idea how he died?" I asked, for the second time.

	"He died alone," Dad said, and hung up.

	The broken connection crackled in my ear.

	It wasn't as though we hadn't had ample time to get used to the idea. We'd had sixteen years of absolutely no contact other than uplink medical telemetry. It had been strictly one-way: vital signs only, no voice, no video, no emergency calls. No rescue. The authorities had been clear. Dad had been clear. Back then, Dad had worked for Project Colonizer.

	I felt deep-down cold. I felt apart. And all because of the death of a man I could barely remember.

	My grandfather had been the Earth's last true resident, and now he was dead.

	The link was broken.

	Humanity was adrift.

	Zoey Rosencrantz edged into my office. "Is this a bad time?" she asked. Her voice was low-pitched, the sort of voice that people instinctively trust. It reminded me of the voices of the attendants on that miserable emigration flight up from the Earth, the very last civilian flight to leave the planet.

	"This is as good a time as any," I said.

	A pleasant floral scent, subtle and expensive, emanated from her. It matched her eyes. They were blue and bright and cut-throat. She was a journalist indeed.

	***

	We went for coffee and a nosh at a park-side restaurant. Zoey had eaten a late breakfast, and I wasn't especially hungry, so lunch was out of the question.

	She let me pick the place.

	The joint I decided on occupied one half of the bottom floor of a mid-rise, brick-and-mortar office block, a nearly perfect cube. Like so many of Colony 7's constructions, it was a rigidly utilitarian structure, apart from the brick.

	The restaurant was called the Grazing Goats. Inside, it was all wood booths, wrought-iron tables, hanging stained-glass lamps, and potted ferns.

	But there was also an outside eating area. It took the form of a sidewalk café, set up on a broad, red-tiled patio with an arched colonnade fronting on one of the colony's parks.

	Because Zoey wanted to watch the snow, we sat outside. The building's second floor extended out over the patio, so we were nicely sheltered.

	The restaurant had set out a pair of heat-guide space warmers.

	A faint breeze ghosted in from the park, bringing with it the aromas of wet foliage and rotting, snow-covered leaves. We were also bathed in the snow-amplified sounds of barking dogs, bawling children, and comms that were either chirping, ringing, buzzing, or playing musical tones.

	We sat on white-painted chairs made out of wrought iron, at a small matching table with a circular glass top.

	One of the table's legs was shorter than the others, which caused the table to thunk back and forth.

	I grabbed a wad of paper napkins from a nearby bussing station and stuffed them under the short leg. It solved the problem, but the server glared at me as though I'd committed an unpardonable faux pas.

	Maybe the rocking table was part of the restaurant's ambience, and I'd ruined the whole effect. Maybe I wasn't sophisticated enough to truly appreciate such markers of high culture as rocking tables with greasy tops.

	Too bad. I'd rather be glared at than suffer through forty-five minutes of slopped coffee.

	Zoey ordered mint tea and a bagel. I ordered coffee and a lemon-almond scone.

	We talked about the snow and rehearsed colony gossip until our orders arrived.

	The coffee tasted like yesterday's dishwater. It was, however, sans the usual suspension of grit.

	Zoey set down her tea and smiled at me. Her eyes radiated friendship and a desire to trade confidences. The cut-throat reporter had come out to play.

	"On my way over this morning, I heard about your grandfather," she said. "My condolences."

	"Thank you, but I barely knew him."

	"Why was that?"

	"He lived on a farm up in Oregon, over toward the coast, and we lived in a suburb outside of Los Angeles."

	No blank stares, but she'd had to think about what I'd told her, about the geography of it. Which meant she'd done at least some of her homework.

	I decided to turn the tables on her. "Were you born up here?" I asked.

	"Almost. My folks brought me up when I was five. They were part of the third wave of construction."

	"Doing what?"

	"My father is a photovoltaics engineer, and my mother is a pediatrician."

	"I'm impressed. Mine was a Project Colonizer official."

	Granddad had despised Project Colonizer, that arrogant, authoritarian, international, quasi-government agency that had coordinated and enforced humanity's exodus "to the stars."

	"Now it's my turn to be impressed," she said. "Was he one of the higher-ups?"

	She was playing dumb, and it wasn't helping.

	"No, he was one of the lower-ups," I said. "He's an L5 bureaucrat these days."

	"I understand you were a deputy sheriff before you emigrated."

	"That's right. I got to ride around in a fancy cruiser and everything."

	She nodded, signaling her understanding. She didn't understand shit, but I let it go. If Zoey Rosencrantz had ever had to break down a door and rush into God-only-knew-what with her gun drawn, she would have filled her pretty little panties.

	"When did you decide to become a mechanical engineer?" she asked.

	"A few weeks after we arrived up here," I said. "The colony had lots of cops but a shortage of engineers. I enrolled in a program, and the rest, as they say, is history."

	She smiled. "What do you remember about your grandfather?"

	"I remember that he stayed behind."

	And I remembered that for the final six months of his life he'd been the last human being living on the Earth.

	Disease. Old age. Starvation. Violence. Accidents. Animal predation. Murder. Those were the killers that most people speculated about most of the time. The truth was that the most frequent cause of death for those who'd stayed behind was suicide.

	How Granddad had survived for sixteen years was a mystery to me. The ten-year run-up had been bad enough: withstanding the pressures "to leave the Earth for the sake of the Earth," defying my father, coming to terms with my grandmother's death the year before the rest of us emigrated.

	But the run-up had filled his time: laying in supplies, preparing his farm, learning survival skills.

	What I wondered about was the last sixteen years. How had he filled those days, those hours?

	"Why do you think so few people stayed behind?" Zoey asked.

	Undoubtedly, this was where I was supposed to prattle on about sociopathic malcontents. Instead, quite stupidly, I said, "Because Project Colonizer wouldn't let them. If you were seventy or under, they transported you, like it or not."

	Her eyes went wide in apparent shock. "They did no such thing," she said. "The people came of their own free will."

	"Sorry, but I was there. The only reason they let him stay was because he was over seventy."

	"Did you actually see them force anyone?"

	I thought about the people I'd seen in the spaceport; and I thought about the armed guards working the concourses and the liners; and I thought about the middle-aged man who'd panicked and tried to escape, only to be clubbed back into line; and I thought about the nature of the woman interviewing me; and I thought about the consequences of being labeled Earth-struck or disaffected.

	None of it added up to anything good. The clubs and the guns had not been left behind.

	"No," I said. "Can't say that I did."

	"Then how do you know they did?"

	I shrugged. "I guess I don't. My mistake."

	"What else do you remember about your grandfather, about the way he lived? Why do you think he stayed behind?"

	There wasn't anything wrong with her questions, but like our concave horizon, they didn't feel right. Where was the human-interest stuff about chopping wood, fetching water, and grinding wheat?

	She was a reporter, yes, but what else was she?

	"He stayed behind because he was an old man who refused to embrace humanity's post-Earth future," I said.

	"Why do you think that was?"

	I'd agreed to be interviewed, so I figured I might as well give her the genuine article, regardless of what she turned out to be.

	And so for the next hour, I told her about my grandfather's farm and about his life on it, and in the process we fell into what I took to be a genuine conversation. We talked about horses, and farming, and hunting, and fishing.

	Beyond the colonnade, the snow continued to fall, blanketing the park. The portable heaters couldn't keep up, and the server wouldn't stop glaring at me because our table didn't wobble.

	We talked about the blue of the summer sky and about the blue of the Pacific Ocean. We talked about the storms that marched in from the Gulf of Alaska and about the way they slammed into the coast of the Pacific Northwest.

	I told her about the winds, and the flooding, and the danger, and the exhilaration.

	There was a display screen mounted on the inside wall across from our table. The crawl announced that the weather gods were treating us to a once-in-a-millennium weather event. We were encouraged to enjoy the new experience but to exercise due caution, especially the elderly and those unfamiliar with snow.

	We talked about the feel of real topsoil when you squeeze it in your hand, and we talked about topsoil's countless forms, its colors and its textures and its smells, and about the creatures that lived in it.

	We talked about plants shooting up in the springtime and about the Earth coming out of its winter dormancy.

	And she understood not one word of any of it.

	I paid the bill.

	The screen behind the front counter reassured us that the weather was under control. A smiling, attractive, mid-thirties female newsreader told us in matter-of-fact tones that the climate-control supercomputers—the weather gods—were in perfect working order.

	All hail the weather gods.

	Three cheers.

	Zoey and I left the restaurant.

	I'd let myself get carried away, painting too rosy a picture of life on Granddad's farm, and now I was going to have to figure out a way to perform damage control.

	We walked out into the park. Our shoes crunched on the snow.

	We skirted the barking dogs, the bawling children, the jabbering parents, and the bundled-up geriatrics making snow angels.

	Zoey said, "You sound like a man in love."

	This struck me as being a decidedly leading thing to say.

	"In love?"

	As if adding his own commentary to our discussion, a few meters away, a dog—one of the jittery breeds of retriever—squatted and dumped a load.

	We were downwind and the odor enveloped us.

	The retriever's owner was saying, "Good dog. What a good dog." He was dressed in a white cable-knit sweater, olive-green trousers, and a matching olive-green jacket. Early forties.

	He pulled out a black plastic bag and started to pick up the dog's contribution to the colony's ecology.

	"Yes, exactly," Zoey said. "You sound like a man in love."

	Reporter my ass.

	Fine, but how had I attracted her attention?

	Easy. I was my grandfather's grandson, and my father was his son. Granddad had refused to leave, and therefore, we were suspect. Tainted. Not entirely to be trusted.

	No wonder Dad had ended up a minor functionary.

	No wonder I had ended up working to improve the design of colony-standard cupboard hinges.

	No wonder Zoey Rosencrantz had asked for an interview—

	And that's when the true chronology of my grandfather's death fell into place.

	Granddad had died, but the health-and-welfare people had kept that information from us. They had, instead, assigned one of their operatives, perky little Zoey Rosencrantz, to do some snooping and update their dossiers on the Bradford family.

	Zoey had called. She was, or so she had told me, writing a human-interest story about those who'd stayed behind. Would it be possible for her to interview me about my grandfather?

	I had agreed, blissfully ignorant of the fact that my grandfather was already coyote food.

	Then, on the morning before the interview, the health-and-welfare people had told us about Granddad's death, making it appear as though it had just happened.

	This delay helped to explain their impossible precision about the exact time of his death. A made-up time is always going to be more precise than a genuinely observed time.

	Then, with the news still fresh and unsettling, Zoey had arrived, all shock and condolences. What a tragic coincidence. Shall we continue? Do you feel up to it?

	And, of course, I had.

	I should have known better.

	I should have sent her packing.

	I should have fed her the approved pabulum. The Earth: love it and leave it.

	"Am I in love?" I said. "Yes, I am. I'm in love with my wife."

	"I'm not talking about your wife," Zoey said. A law-enforcement edge had flashed in her voice, breaking cover.

	"What are you getting at?" I asked.

	"You sound as though you miss living on the Earth."

	The snow, rather than easing up, was falling harder than ever, and the cold was intensifying.

	Her nose and cheeks had turned pink.

	"Miss the Earth? No. The Earth was my grandfather's passion, not mine."

	"I understand, but would you live there if you could, if it were permitted, I mean?"

	Entrapment via a hypothetical? Of course, it was.

	The retriever's owner tossed the bag into a trash receptacle.

	Meanwhile, the dog was circling, whining, begging. His paws kicked up little sprays of snow.

	The dog's owner beamed at his pet and gave it a treat.

	Was that guy Guildenstern to Zoey's Rosencrantz?

	It was a good bet. The dog could easily be for show.

	"No, I wouldn't live down there," I said. "My home is in space now, here on Colony 7. Yes, I suffer from nostalgia once in a while, but I like it up here. Wouldn't live anywhere else."

	She looked off across the park, then back at me. "Well, thank you for your time, Mr. Bradford, and for the tea and the bagel."

	"My pleasure."

	"It was fun."

	"Yes, it was."

	She smiled and then she walked away.

	I'd given her enough for her story—if there were ever going to be a story. I doubted it. However, I'd certainly given her enough for the health-and-welfare people, and, on balance, I'd done it without ginning up a lot of trouble for myself.

	The snow had numbed my feet, but nevertheless, I could feel the steel plating beneath the thin layer of topsoil, beneath the grass, beneath the covering of manufactured snow.

	We lived in a habitat of potted plants and potted people.

	She was walking away, and I was home free.

	The interview was over, the acute suspicions averted.

	But . . .

	"I'll tell you something for free," I said.

	She turned back and rejoined me, passing through the falling snow as though she were coming toward me through a beaded curtain, a sparkling gift from the weather gods.

	"Tell me what?" she asked.

	Her breath made thin puffs in the chill air.

	"One of these days, one of your grandchildren will sit down to her breakfast and somewhere between the orange juice and the oatmeal, the news feed will report that the last, the very last, Earth-born human being has died. In response, your grandchild will say something like, 'I didn't know there were any of those left.' And then, with that brilliant observation out of the way, she'll begin shoveling in the food.

	 

	 

	 

	Bertie's Choice

	 

	In the midst of a “good war,” discerning courage from slavish obedience to authority can be a near-run thing.

	 

	Technically speaking, this story is military fantasy. You can either roll with the fantasy elements or skip to the next story in line.

	 

	 

	On Bertie Thomson's fifteenth birthday, his sister Sally came home from the mage war in a pine box. Bertie thought the box had a restful dark color, a blend of brown and bronze. It wasn't too somber, but it was somber enough. Sally, he decided, would have liked it. The box had been varnished, and had elegant brass-plated handles. It smelled of wood polish and embalming fluid.

	It was a regular, full-sized coffin, too, but the people who had delivered Sally to the funeral home told Bertie's mom and dad that an open-casket funeral wouldn't be appropriate. The funeral director agreed: there would be no viewing.

	From what Bertie could piece together, Sally had been one of the lucky ones. There was enough left of her to bury.

	Her funeral was a graveside affair, out in the open, very mage military, complete with a twenty-one gun salute. The volleys echoed from a stand of fir trees farther up the slope.

	At the close of the ceremony, the colonel representing the Mage Army marched over to where Bertie's mom and dad were sitting on metal folding chairs. A lieutenant came with him. The lieutenant had a black patch over her left eye, and the skin on that side of her face was a blaze of pink scars.

	The two officer's movements were stiff, precise, rehearsed, their corners exactly squared. Their uniforms were crisp and smelled as though they'd recently had them dry cleaned. Their decorations shone in the sun.

	The colonel handed Bertie's mom the flag they had draped over Sally's coffin. The lieutenant handed the colonel a blue leather-bound box about ten centimeters square and three centimeters thick. After accepting it from the lieutenant, the colonel handed it to Bertie's dad. The box had Sally's name embossed on it in gold lettering.

	It was her death penny.

	"Your daughter's sacrifice will not be in vain," the colonel said to Bertie's mom and dad. His hair was gray and his left arm was missing below the elbow. The rehab people had replaced it with an artificial forearm. For a hand, he had a pair of electro-mechanical hooks he could operate by flexing the muscles in his upper arm. "You have every right to be proud of her service."

	"We are," Sally's father said. "Thank you."

	"I'm the one who ought to be thanking you, Mr. Thomson. The Mage Republic of North America needs every one of her sons and daughters in this desperate hour."

	"I understand," Bertie's dad said.

	Bertie's mom didn't say anything. She sat looking down at the flag. They had folded it into a triangle.

	Then the colonel shook hands with the surviving Thomson children. He started with Ruben, the eldest surviving, and moved on to Bertie, the second eldest.

	It was early spring and cold. The grass was wet, and the chill moisture had soaked through the leather soles of Bertie's dress shoes.

	The colonel turned his attention to Georgie, and finally, it was Lydia's turn. The colonel had firm handshakes and broad smiles for each of them.

	Meanwhile, the lieutenant stood off to one side. Her good eye ranged greedily back and forth across the four of them.

	With that part of the ritual completed, the two officers levitated into the air. They hovered a few meters above the cemetery. After several seconds, they sped off, quickly disappearing from Bertie's view.

	"I want to fly," Georgie said eagerly.

	"You don't know what you want," Ruben said.

	"I do so," Georgie said. "When I'm eighteen I'm gonna enlist and pick flying as my superpower."

	"By the time you're eighteen, the war will be over," Ruben said.

	"No it won't," Georgie said. "It'll go on for ages."

	"Yeah, right," Ruben said sarcastically. "Just so you can learn to fly like a bird. Tweet, tweet."

	"That's enough," their father said, and herded them toward the car. Their mother leaned on his arm and walked as though she had forgotten how to walk and was forcing herself to remember.

	Bertie looked back at the grave.

	The cemetery attendants were off in the distance, waiting for everyone to leave before they lowered Sally into the ground, filled in the hole, and replaced the grass.

	The air was crisp and smelled like a city park.

	The cemetery attendants were smoking cigarettes and laughing quietly at something they must have thought was funny.

	Bertie wondered what the joke was.

	***

	Later that day, the Thomsons gathered in front of the fireplace in their home, and Bertie's father placed Sally's death penny next to the death penny the Mage Army had given them at the close of Duncan's funeral. Duncan had been the eldest, the first born of the six Thomson children, and he'd been the first to enlist. It was, he said, better than waiting to be drafted.

	Sally had been the second.

	The bronze disks, each eight centimeters in diameter, engraved with only their names, looked proper on the mantel piece. Bertie couldn't come up with any other way to describe them. They looked proper, as though they belonged there.

	Bertie shivered.

	They also looked as though they were lonely, as though they were waiting for the rest of the Thomson brothers and sisters to join them.

	***

	The August before Bertie started his senior year, Ruben came home from the mage war in a pine box. This time the box was the size of a small couch cushion, only it was shaped like a cube.

	Unlike Duncan and Sally, Ruben hadn't had a chance to enlist. The day after he'd graduated from high school, his draft notice had arrived in the mail.

	Years ago when Duncan had enlisted, he had chosen the ability to blend into his background like a chameleon as his superpower. The recruiters assured him that he would be appropriately assigned, but when the time came, after his basic training, he learned that the personnel people had assigned him to trackers school.

	When he complained, those in charge of handling such matters told him that in the first place, there wasn't anything they could do about it, and that in the second place, out in the civilian world, after his enlistment, he'd have it made. Police departments needed trackers, fire departments needed trackers, and search and rescue outfits needed trackers. Why, he'd be able to write his own ticket at any resort in the world. Any of them. He'd be able to take his pick. He'd never have to worry about finding a job, and the money would come in by the truckload.

	So off Duncan went, off to trackers school. Rather than giving him chameleon superpowers, the mages infused him with bloodhound superpowers . . . and they ran him through the training to go along with them.

	Duncan had wanted to be a scout, to be out ahead of the combat units, and in a sense that's where he ended up, but only in a sense. They'd posted him to a mage police unit. Instead of spending his time tracking down the enemy, he spent it patrolling perimeters: the perimeters of airfields, the perimeters of naval bases, the perimeters of logistics dumps, the perimeters of training facilities, the perimeters of forward deployment areas.

	A sniper had sent Duncan home with the top half of his head missing.

	That was when Bertie learned about luck, who was lucky and who wasn't. Duncan had been lucky.

	Sally had chosen the ability to hurl lightning bolts as her superpower. It didn't quite fit with her stuffed-animal-collecting personality, but neither had volunteering for the Mage Army, rather than waiting for her draft notice to arrive. She needn't have worried about that mismatch, assuming she ever had.

	The recruiters promised her lightning bolts, but the Mage Army itself gave her fire instead. Granted she'd be throwing stuff, but fire was something of a letdown after they'd promised her lightning.

	When she complained, they didn't try to tell her how she'd have it made in civilian life. They told her how the army needed people to be human flamethrowers, to go in close and burn out the enemy. "You'll smoke 'em out, you will! Think about it. You'll be saving countless lives by doing it, too, your buddies' lives."

	So off Sally went, off to fire-throwers school.

	And fire throwing worked out pretty well for her . . . in training.

	She liked throwing fire, the physicality of it, and it was exciting in an overwhelming sort of way. But it was hard for her not to worry about how she'd react in combat.

	In training, they torched dummies by the hundreds, day after day, but deep down, she found the whole thing stomach wrenching, especially when she thought about what she was training to do. She got through it, though, day after day, by reminding herself that those burning things were only dummies, that they had never been alive, that they weren't people, that when push came to shove, she'd get through it just fine.

	Then came graduation and deployment.

	She was assigned as a replacement to a forward unit up in the Rocky Mountains.

	Eventually, they sent her unit out on a search-and-destroy patrol.

	Their lieutenant, an enterprising young woman from Miami, an Academy graduate, had them set up an ambush.

	It took three days to pay off, but the enemy walked right into it.

	They hurled wave after wave of sticky fire at them, and they took no return to speak of. The surprise had been complete. The enemy patrol hadn't
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