

[image: Image]






Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.





Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.







CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP







Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.








[image: Images]





for my father





IN THE FIRST PLACE



Everything is heavy here: his weapon, the metal and synthetic particles in the air, the way the light falls through them. But the two women in his crosshairs—sisters, he thinks—are just leaves. Papery, circling, drifting. They can’t find their way out from the place where they’ve fallen. As much pity as he can feel for them, he has already felt. Now he is nothing but the trigger. This change in him has taken several moments.


And now he moves, and because he’s the trigger, when he moves, usually someone gets hurt. Dies.


Usually. But it’s hard to know. Since he’s been over here he’s trained in five or six of the new weapons classifications, like the other fire squads in his battalion. None of them really understand how the triggers work, or what’s being fired exactly, or even, in some cases, what is really happening after the trigger is pulled. He thinks he’s done some terrible things. He thinks he probably does them every day. But again, because it’s hard to be sure, all he’s left with is this idea that people—all of them everywhere but especially here, where everything is heavy and dried-out and hot—are like these leaves, these already-dead things that he’s just blowing around, triggering into flame.


Now a disaster is pursuing the women, the sisters, bending the air around them, pluming in every direction. He can see the two of them better now, lit up, no longer holding hands, running hard for the H2.0 storage capsules that stretch across the rail tracks, a five-mile metal caravan of engineered water. The caravan was behind a temporary fence a few days ago, but that got breached and now it’s out in the open, the world’s worst-kept secret, guarded by Charlie company, all guys from the New Cities like him. Like him, a lot of them haven’t slept. Like him, a lot of them have been here a few years longer than they thought they’d be.


The two women are cloaked head to knee, like ghosts, wearing the homespun, mummy-wrap-like foot coverings that most people wear here, because they can be bound high up the leg and are good in the dust. Through his scope, he can see that one woman is smaller than the other, maybe a teenager. The smaller one looks over her shoulder, and he can see a flash of fire reflected in the lens of whatever she’s wearing to protect her eyes. Then she runs harder, reaching for the taller woman, whose longer strides are pulling her ahead.


Each of the H2.0 storage capsules is the length of four train cars, longer by half than the old shipping containers that were in use when the Wars started, back when his father was fighting. They are a dull platinum color, reflecting no light, absorbing no heat. They look like a colony of well-fed worms laid end to end, moisture trapped inside their shells. These worms never dry out in the sun. He has pressed his gloved hand to the sides of these capsules, many times. There’s a faint pulsing inside, like the water is a little bit alive, like it has just a worm’s heartbeat. The capsules are cool, the only coolness for hundreds of miles: engineered water is always 10 degrees Celsius, 50 degrees Fahrenheit, unless you have to boil it using the heating element it’s sold with. In the last three weeks there have been seventeen attempts on the H2.0 caravans, a new one almost every night. Even though the people attacking them need this water to live. There’s no other water left in this place. Nothing about it makes sense to him anymore, and he doesn’t care.


Behind the woman and the girl, plumes of fire are racing, unfurling toward the tracks. The fires are programmed to self-extinguish if they come into contact with the storage capsules. The H2.0 is too precious to incinerate. It’s too precious to exist at all, probably.


The women, who could be water scavengers, or who could be raiders targeting the caravan, seem to know this.


He knows that at this distance they could make it all the way to the train cars to detonate one of the homegrown devices that proliferate over here. Or they could get past the H2.0 caravan back to the perimeter, blow up another section of the fence. Or just fire on someone on patrol, an ordinary night’s work. And then, however they got in, they might get away. They might actually make it.


He’s not supposed to let that happen.


Not quite thinking but not quite not thinking, either, he reaches for the egg-like pod in his belt, flicks the safety, and lets it fly, which it gratifyingly does, like a football lasered downfield by a rocket launcher.


Now he’s moving again, humping in his heavy dustbowl gear for the base tower. His suit and his weapon together add something like sixty pounds to his weight and he’s already so tired that he’s living with a constant ache in his gut, ferocious and unrelenting. His post is about a half klick from the tower and part of him is already saying, You will never make it. Never. Just sit down. Sit down for a second; you know that’s all you want to do. All he can hear inside his helmet, amplified by the communicator, is his own ragged breath—he’s Vadering, as the men call it, filling the helmets of everybody else on the hookup with the sound of his own panting. He sucks in a charred breath and swallows it as he runs and has time to think Why is everybody else on the hook so quiet? before the boom he’s launched knocks the earth out from under him and he falls.


The next thing he is aware of is a ringing in his ears. And the taste of blood in his mouth. And a gorgeous smell, unlike anything he’s ever experienced in his life. The air is heavy but not with plastic particles and metallic dust—with moisture. One of the capsules must have blown up. Or something’s gone wrong. He rolls onto his back and tries to care. That taste, my God. Something sweet and floral on his lips. He wants to lie here and taste it forever. The scent, so lovely.


Then the taste of blood in his mouth overtakes the taste of the H2.0 and he forces himself to his knees to spit into the dust. Then to his feet. His whole body aches, just like when you’ve got a fever, when you’re so sick your hair hurts, your leg hair hurts. He’s never been on the ground when a boom went off before, and he supposes this is just one of the shitty side effects he’ll have to deal with now. His ears are still ringing—he can imagine his head whanging the inside walls of his helmet like the clapper in a bell.


As he stands, and as the blood rushes to his head, the ringing in his ears turns to static—terrible, excruciating. He rips off his helmet and holds his hands to his ears and tries to calm his breathing. His nose is bleeding, but he won’t know it until later. He won’t know anything about what’s just happened to him, what he’s just unbuckled in himself, until later.


Even through the static, he can hear the screaming. He moves in the direction of the sound.


She’s screaming for help, but not from him. Tough shit, lady. I’m all the help you get today. She’s using the language they use over here. It sometimes sounds like his language, enough that he can pick out words if he tries, but he knows it’s also code, or meant to be code. A lot of the words sound the same but they mean something different. His head is still spinning as he approaches her. He can’t tell whether she’s the tall one or the small one because she’s on her knees. She has something in her lap. It’s the other woman, curled up, shaking. A dark pool surrounds them where the metallic dust has turned to black glass, like an oil slick. He walks carefully, so as not to slip.


“Ma’am. You’re not supposed to be here. You know we’re supposed to fire on intruders. You’re lucky I’m trained in the nonlethal—” he begins.


She shouts something at him. Her face is concealed by her hood and goggles, their scratched lenses glowing in the light from the dying flames around them in the dust.


“Ma’am, I don’t—”


She shouts it again, again. Her gloved hands move to tear the goggles and the hood violently from her face, so that he can see her, so that she can say this to him, and as she moves, the other woman rolls off her lap into the black glass dust and he can see that she’s no longer shaking.


Later he won’t remember much about her face, what she looked like. He will remember this: She is bleeding from her eyes and ears and nose and mouth, and as he watches, blood begins to run from her scalp over her forehead in dark waves.


It’s clear enough what she’s saying.


You did this. You did this.
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November 18, 11:13 a.m.


CQ,


I know you’re working on it, but try to get home as soon as you can. Don’t dick around. Don’t wait. When you get to the other side, call me. And right before and after you call me, you better run. Seriously.


Also I have good news. I’m getting married. Pretty soon. The marriage application was approved as soon as I got to seven months. I’ll tell you more when we talk. When you call me. From the base. Immediately. After running to a connected portal.


Maybe I’ll find Gard by then. We’ll see. I’m on the case. Don’t worry. Just get here.


Fred




Nov 27 12:33 PM


Hi. My name is Carter Quinn


You knew my sister, Gardner?


You may know this but she’s been


missing for a while.


Can I talk with you about when you last saw her?


Nov 28 10:42 AM


Hi. It’s Carter again.


I’m sorry but I’m just following up


I’m trying to find my sister


Can we possibly meet


to talk about when you last saw her?


Nov 30 3:17 PM


I’m sorry to bother you


Gard is still missing


No one in our family has heard


from her since October


She mentioned you a lot


in her messages to me


Can we meet?


Dec 1 10:22 PM


Hi. It’s Carter Quinn.


Gardner really did mention you a lot


Please


I have to keep trying.





ONE



My sister Gardner, a former Nurse Completionist, is missing, gone completely. She’s been gone for at least two and a half months, and right now that’s about all I know.


She didn’t disappear all of a sudden. It was more like she evaporated, over the course of a year, while I was at the Wars. I got messages from her over there, and then the messages got slower and weirder, and then I didn’t hear from her again. A few months ago my oldest sister, Fred—don’t call her Fredericka—wrote me that Gard had gotten into some trouble, but she was going to handle it. I got only a few messages from my pop the whole time I was over there, and our mother has been gone since we were kids, and Gard, who was working two jobs, was often too busy or tired to write, so Fred has been my best source of news from home. Finally, even Fred’s messages stopped making sense.


My third tour just ended, so I came home, to look for my sister. I’ve been gone for two years and five months, back three weeks.


Fred and I seem to be the only people looking for her, and before I even got back, Fred dumped the responsibility squarely in my lap, in a message that I’ve probably read and reread fifty times:


Nov 18 3:47 PM


Find her. You need to keep looking,


no matter what.


We’ve DEF got to find her


in time for this damn wedding.


And this baby.


I can’t do this without her.


And I’m afraid


of what might’ve happened to her.


You be afraid too.


It hasn’t been easy. I don’t have many leads. Gard’s a grown woman, not wanted for anything, and Security has already closed her file. Our father won’t even talk about Gard, much less help me speculate about what might have happened to her, or where she might have gone. The one thing I have managed to figure out, and it didn’t take long, was that Gard dropped—or lost—all her friends from nursing school, a while back. Probably when she started doing Completion work for low-income women, outside the Standard of Care. That’s not a prestigious line of work, or so I’ve gathered. I wouldn’t really know. My point is I don’t have many sources of information, other than reading and rereading my sisters’ messages to me, and doing some basic sniffing around of my own. My point is I do not know very much. Of course, I’m used to that, I’m a Marine. That’s meant to be a joke. Sort of.


I’m less comfortable with being an ignoramus than I used to be, though.


So that’s why I’m here, at New Grant Park on a Wednesday afternoon, like it’s not a complete shit show, with the twelve-foot perimeter fence and the Security checkpoints. No one in their right mind comes here anymore, but all the same, it’s always crowded. I remember when I was a kid there were these evil-looking blue lights that they used to run across the surfaces of the old fountains, nasty little water mirages, but they don’t do that anymore. They also don’t paint the ground cover green anymore because no one’s bothering to pretend that chewed-up, garbage-strewn, rubberized stuff is grass. I’ve seen the pictures. I know how it used to look. I don’t care. It’s still a park. Even fake leaves make shade.


There’ll be bugs and ears and screens and transmitters in every third bush and bird butt. But it’ll be crowded, and there’ll be noise, plus the constant helicopter traffic overhead, and the plan is to talk quietly and walk loudly. I’m wearing dress shoes, new for Fred’s wedding—not a style I would have picked. But thick, expensive, imported, and crazy-ass-loud on pavement, which for my purposes today is a plus. Fred’s wedding is this coming weekend, just a couple of days off, and the shoes seem like a pretty good indicator of what’s about to go down in our family. We are all—me and Fred and even Pop—going to be A. J. Squared Away, even if our feet are killing us. Fred’s done good, I guess. I haven’t met the guy.


I move directly toward the park gate, and I don’t look around. In front of me as I’m waiting to scan in are a couple of women carrying their lunches in sacks, standing close together, not talking much, not checking their wearables, and there’s some quick-spreading unease behind them in the entrance line when Security actually blocks both of the women at the gate.


“What’s the problem, Officer?”


“You’re ineligible.”


One of the women repeats it, sort of blankly. “Ineligible.”


“Ineligible for park access. You’re not making Care Standard. You owe”—Security checks it with a flick of the eye—“a lot. And this one.” He nods toward the woman’s lunch companion. “You’re both, what, halfway through the Completion period? And you already owe this much? No, I’m sorry.” It’s clear he’s not sorry. “Why don’t you go home and take care of your children? That’s where you really should be, isn’t it?”


I have to wait while the points are deducted and both women are turned away with their wearables singing; one woman tearful, both of them looking furious and humiliated. Mothers. It’s hard to watch, harder not to stare.


I keep my eyes down, on my new shoes.


Then it’s my turn to move through the checkpoint, and I can’t help but look up as the Security guard scans my wearable—once, then twice. I don’t have any reason to be nervous about being bounced. I’m a veteran; they’ll keep their hands off me. But since coming home I’ve been given more than a few opportunities to understand, in case I didn’t already know, just how deep the average person’s dislike of veterans like me runs.


“Go ahead.”


“Thank you for your service,” the other Security guy pipes up, and as usual I have no idea how to respond to that.


Inside the park I move in the direction of the Buckingham, following the general drift of the lunchers and the lonelies. It’s a hot day, and shade under the stressed-looking fake trees is thin. The smell is baked rubber. The noise in here is almost overwhelming—there’s piped-in Christmas music, plus the chirping of the not-birds in the not-trees, and below that the usual environmental soundtrack of fountain waters chuckling and soft breezes shushing, broadcast just low enough for people like me to hear, people who are paying too much attention to everything. Most people aren’t even trying to talk over it all. And of course the helicopter traffic overhead, constant, chopping the air into rags.


At the fork of the path that bends toward the gravel circle around the Buckingham, I stop and lean against a lamppost and rub my ankle. Partly because the shoes really are starting to bother me.


I hear crunching footsteps approaching, light and purposeful on the gravel walk, but I keep my head low for an extra beat or two, just to make sure.


“You,” she says.


That’s my cue to straighten up and look. She’s pretty. I think most women are pretty, actually—after two and a half years in the service my standards are not what you’d call high. But this one, this Natalie B., she’s really pretty. Nice hair: an off-center halo of dark curls. Nice skin: makes me think of bittersweet engineered coffee, shining in a cup. Her eyes are big and dark, with long lashes. It surprises me a bit to see that she has a fairly large, detailed tattoo on her left forearm. I try not to look like I’m looking too closely at it, or at any part of Natalie B. in particular. Her mouth is set in a funny expression. Exasperation. I recognize it from having two sisters.


“Thanks for meeting me.”


“Let’s walk. I don’t like this,” she says curtly.


“Okay. You’re the boss.” We head down the paved path that leads toward the loudest, most crowded part of the park. “You been waiting long?”


“No.”


“Then why are you so pissed off?” I give her a smile; she gives me a look. I’ve been demoted from exasperating to moronic. Also easy to recognize from having two sisters. “Well, thank you anyway.” I’m trying now. This meeting has taken a lot of effort to arrange. “I realize it’s not easy for you to get away. I appreciate it.”


“You’re welcome.” We’re coming up on a particularly loud not-bird, set on a branch at the height of a grown man’s shoulder. Someone has knocked the top of its head off so that the little plastic voice box, broadcasting its chirps and tweets, is visible and totally unmuted. This is where I start to slow my pace. “I really don’t have much time,” Natalie B. says. Then she notices the bird. “You do that?”


I don’t answer. “I know you’re in a rush. I just need to know when and where you saw Gardner last.”


Natalie shakes her head. “You already know I can’t tell you that.”


It’s hard to control my temper even when I’m not standing in hard-ass dress shoes right next to a piercingly loud robot bird with a chopper circling overhead that’s been ripping up my eardrums for a good half hour. “You agreed to meet me.”


She snorts. “Like I had a choice.”


I hadn’t given her a choice, she means. I’ve spent the last couple of weeks messaging her nonstop, asking her—begging her, really—to meet with me, somewhere, anywhere she wants. Because if anyone knows anything about what happened to my sister, it’s got to be Natalie B.


I try another charm offensive. I hold out my hands, big ones, imploring. “Look. I’m begging you here. She’s my sister. You know why I have to ask.”


This Natalie B., standing by the loud not-bird, puts her hand on her hip and looks up at me, and I can tell she’s trying to actually see me—she’s doing her best to understand what I might look like if she didn’t have to squint at me through a veil of irritation and anxiety. I’m white and she’s not, and that’s part of it. I’m a combat veteran and she’s a civilian. That’s part of it, too. But she’s a veteran of a sort herself—between Pop and my sister Gard, I’ve known enough medical people to understand that they form their own kind of armed force, a professional tribe who have seen unimaginable, disgusting, beautiful things most people won’t have to—and in that world I’m half a civilian, because I’ve seen those things, too, but not because I was trying to fix them.


Also, I make her irritated and anxious. I have that effect on people, just in general—more often than I like.


Finally Natalie says, “I don’t know why. You could have a million reasons for wanting to find your sister.”


That surprises me. I can feel my heartbeat starting to galumph, and a strong, familiar smell of flowers is crawling down my throat. These are not good signs. Suddenly I’m talking fast. “The hell does that mean? She’s my sister. I haven’t heard from her in months. I’m worried about her. She could be dead.” Now in my ears there’s a ringing. So I have to stop.


After a beat, Natalie says quietly, “Gardner’s not dead.”


At this point I’m just trying to catch my breath. “What—what did you say? How do you know?”


Natalie shakes her head. “I can’t tell you any more.”


“You know? You know she’s not dead? You know where she is?” I need to calm down. Need to. Calm down so you can hear what she’s saying. Breathing. Breathing here and now. In and out.


“Not here. I can’t tell you any more here.” She touches her forehead, and the exasperation is back. “Look, if you really want to know—”


“Wait. Wait, wait, wait—” I hold up a hand, the other hand is shielding my eyes. I gulp in a few wheezy breaths. After two-plus years out west it’s hard for me to catch my breath even under the best of circumstances, but I have to get myself under control or the ringing in my ears will start again and I won’t hear a word she’s saying, and I might never get another chance. “I just need a second, wait.”


I’ve either frightened or surprised her, so she stops talking. After a couple of moments I take my hand away from my face, but I keep my eyes low, on the ground. Her shoes are the on-my-feet-all-damn-day type of rubber-soled clogs. One thing we share anyway—our feet hurt.


“Okay. Okay.” As usual when this happens, I hate myself more than I’ve ever hated anything.


“Are you all right?”


“Yeah. Fine. Just—please. Continue. If I want to know where Gardner is I should come to your clinic. That’s what you were going to say.”


She steps closer to me, close enough that I could smell the scent of her, if the flowers weren’t choking her out. “Why did you think I was going to say that?” Her voice is low and not pleasant.


“I didn’t know everything about her life, but I knew some things.”


“And you wonder why she disappeared.”


“I do. I do wonder why.”


“I always heard they drafted the dumb ones for the Wars.”


I roll my eyes and smile for her. “You think that’s supposed to hurt my feelings? I grew up with two sisters, Doc.”


“You think this is a good time for a joke.” Natalie B. is spitting daggers. No amount of charm is going to work on this one. Time for a change of maneuver. My head is still ringing, I can barely breathe, and I’m tired of charming.


“Honestly? I don’t know. I don’t know what’s appropriate here. I’m not a detective; I’m not Security. I’m not anything. I’m just home because my sister’s missing and no one but me seems to care about finding her. And you, you acting the way you are, you’re giving me this feeling, Natalie, that as worried about Gard as I already am, I’m not worried enough.” I rub my eyes, still trying to clear them. “Is that right?”


Natalie B. is no dummy. Her expression is carefully composed. “She’s not dead. I’m pretty sure. But other than that, I couldn’t say.” Then her eyes narrow, and she actually sneers at me. “Even if I wanted to scare you, I can’t imagine what would frighten someone who’s been to the Wars. I imagine it would take a lot.”


People hate us. I know that. I learned it while I was over there, and I keep relearning it every day now that I’m home. The Wars have been dragging on for so long—too long, most people say, now that life in the New Cities is tolerable again. Long enough for the conflict to seem less like a necessity or a reality and more like a cruelty, an unending sucker punch. One side just getting kicked and kicked and kicked, and nobody can sort out why, not the kicker, certainly not the kicked. And meanwhile the way we’re fighting over there has escalated out of all proportion to what’s on the receiving end of the firepower. It’s just an obliteration party.


So all I can do is agree with Natalie: “It would take a lot.”


This time, she doesn’t swing out at me with a follow-up punch. Maybe I’m not just an annoyance to be swatted at after all. She folds her arms, stares into the tweeting larynx of the decapitated not-bird like it’s trying to explain how it got like this. She’s not walking away. Yet. I still have a chance.


“Natalie, I know I don’t know much. About anything. I admit it. But Gard told me she trusted you. She told me once that she owed you her life. I know you worked together, I know she . . . I know she was having a hard time. Before she disappeared.” Natalie’s eyes soften at this; it’s noticeable, even though she still won’t look at me. “She told me some things. Not much. But enough that I guess, I mean, I’m glad to have met you, just to say thank you for looking out for her.” Now Natalie glances up at me, with some surprise. I lean closer to her, partly because I want to and partly because I don’t seem to be able to help it. “She liked you. She trusted you. So I trust you, too.”


Natalie clears her throat a bit and murmurs something like okay. It’s hard to catch, it’s mostly delivered toward the baked and cracked ground we’re standing on.


“So. If you wouldn’t mind telling me where I can find my sister.”


The moment breaks. Natalie throws her hands up. “How many times do I have to say it? I can’t tell you. If you really want to know you’d have to— Oh, for God’s sake, forget it. You know what, I’m leaving.”


She sidesteps into a crowd of people moving past us and is carried off in their current, just like that. I’m alone in the crowded park with the not-bird. I scare people, more often than I’d like.


•  •  •


I’ve searched through Gard’s place and looked at her portal. I’ve tried to talk to Gard’s friends, the few I could track down other than Natalie B. I’ve asked Pop, Fred, the few other people who I thought might know anything, the same pointless questions. Where did you see her last? Where do you think she went? I’m no detective, just like I told Natalie B., but if she’s the only one saying Gard’s still alive, somewhere, then I have to believe she might also know where somewhere is.


So. My first meeting with Natalie may have been a bust. But I can still keep sending her messages. Which, from the first bar I can find near New Grant Park, I do. While sitting over a nice, cold, golden, engineered beer.


The truth is, the mysterious Natalie B. is the only lead I have left.


Dec 18 2:27 PM


Sorry to bother you again, Natalie.


I just wanted to let you know


I appreciated your meeting with me today,


and I heard you loud and clear.


I’ll meet you at your clinic tomorrow.


I take a long drink.


Dec 18 2:30 PM


You don’t have to reply.


I know where it is.


A nice long drink.


Like most human beings, certainly like most veterans I know, I’m a better person—funnier, calmer, more decent—with about five inches of beer in me. But I’m not a drunk. I know better than that. I’ve known a lot of guys who come back and start drinking like it’s their new job, which, to be fair, in a lot of cases it is.


I also do not have a job, obviously. Which I’m sure is why Fred holds me fully responsible for our mission to track down Gard. And also why I’m in a bar drinking at two thirty in the afternoon on a weekday.


This bar is the kind of place I might have ended up at every day if I were a different kind of person—a guy like Fred’s fiancé, maybe. It’s empty now, but by a few minutes past the start of happy hour it’ll be full of men, traveling in packs with other men from their offices. Department guys. There’s a suitable engineered bourbon collection, and the bottles gleam in the colored afternoon light coming through the stained glass windows at the front of the bar. I’m not a bourbon drinker, but if I were, the sight of those bottles would be something religious. It’s as cool and dark and sleek in here as it is hot and glaring and wild out there. The guy behind the bar is wearing a collared shirt, watching the portal screen overhead while absently polishing the glasses. No one’s paying any attention to me. No one has been, in fact, since I came back. Honestly, I can’t decide whether that’s such a great thing. The military puts you in the habit of being watched, and on watch, at all times. Partly because you and your buddies are obligated to keep one another alive, if you can, but also because they’re convinced that you’re always about to fuck something up colossally. They’re right, of course.


I have sent Natalie B., who I’d never met in person before today, about a hundred messages, by my estimate. Scrolling through the most recent forty or so, I would say that I’ve been polite but persistent. Not stalking or harassing, not exactly, but not unintrusive, either. My sister Gard had a name for this kind of thing: she called it “gentle pressure, relentlessly applied.” Sort of a catchphrase of hers. Gentle Pressure, Relentlessly Applied would not have been a bad operation name for most of what I ended up doing in the Wars, in fact.


As I’m rereading the thread between me and Natalie B., a message from Fred slides in over the top layer.


Dec 18 2:48 PM


What are you doing at a bar?


Why aren’t you out looking for Gard?


Of course Fred would know where I am. Her wearable, like mine, like everybody’s, shows her not just her own Care Hours balance and her heart rate and her messages and her account balances and her med status and her reminders but also her geo status, and the geo statuses of her immediate family, because that is supposed to keep families safer, because this whole system of Care Hours and Care Standards and everyone knowing everything is supposed to be all about keeping families safe; it is precisely what’s supposed to prevent people from getting lost or disappearing.


Dec 18 2:50 PM


I don’t like this, Carter.


Why are you at a bar?


I don’t particularly like that I’m here, either, come to it. I allow that some part of me might be here just to piss her off. But I know better than to respond with that.


Dec 18 2:52 PM


Just resting my paws. Long day on the hunt.


Dec 18 2:52 PM


Anything new? Please say yes.


Did you talk to that NC she knows?


Dec 18 2:53 PM


I did.


I have to pause, think about how to put things. There is little gentleness about Fred but plenty of relentless application, probably the one thing you can’t help but understand about her if you’ve spent so much as five seconds in her company.


Dec 18 2:55 PM


I can’t quite get a read on her.


Dec 18 2:55 PM


Do you think she knows anything?


Dec 18 2:57 PM


I hope she does.


Dec 18 2:57 PM


We’re almost out of time, CQ. This fucking


wedding is this weekend. It’s this


Friday night. I can’t do this without Gard.


Dec 18 2:58 PM


Wedding? What wedding?


Dec 18 2:58 PM


FUCK YOU NOT FUNNY


Dec 18 2:58 PM


You just want to find Gard in time


for her to talk you out of it.


Dec 18 3:00 PM


FUCK YOU ALSO NOT FUNNY


Fred has always talked a foul streak. As her kid brother I was only too happy to follow her example when it came to gratuitous cussing. Gard, though, usually managed not to swear. If Natalie B. is right and she’s still alive somewhere, Gard is the only person in our family who doesn’t curse like it’s her job, her passion, her one true love.


Dec 18 3:07 PM


Don’t worry, Fredlet. I’m on the case


Dec 18 3:07 PM


You better be. I’m serious.


This is fucking serious.


Dec 18 3:07 PM


I know.


Dec 18 3:08 PM


It’s not about the wedding.


Dec 18 3:10 PM


I know.


Suddenly another window layers in over Fred’s thread. There’s a new message from Natalie. A response.


Dec 18 3:10 PM


I don’t know you.


I don’t owe you anything.


It’s not a no.


I’m still thinking about how to reply when one last Fred message layers in.


Dec 18 3:15 PM


And don’t forget the wedding rehearsal


and the party at my in-laws’ tonight.


Don’t you dare be late dammit.




F. QUINN


RISE 8, UNIT 7 LAKE


NEW CHICAGO 06060601


NEW STATES


PFC C. P. QUINN 2276766


MCC 167 1ST MAW


FPO NEW CHICAGO 06040309


November 12, 3:29 p.m.


CQ:


Got your note about coming home. Good news. Hurry it up.


Baby’s kicking now. Hard to believe this is happening. Am completely, completely, off my rocker insane with hormones or something, so, just wanted to say sorry about my last message. If Gardner was around she’d help calm me down, but she’s not.


Am worried about a lot of things and not feeling very hungry and have had some points deducted for not meeting Care Standard, but can’t do anything about it. This woman in my Care Circle made a joke that PNG stood for “Pregnant? Not Good,” instead of Pre Natal Guidelines, and of course all those stupid cows acted all shocked like she’d personally aborted all their babies and now no one talks to her but me.


I am also a fucking cow. You should see me, CQ. Jesus. Like a lot of people, I sort of forgot what pregnant women looked like, since there are so few of us around anymore, and now I’m with this group of them every day, and I gotta say, Fuck me. We’re like a herd of cows. We look exactly like a herd of fucking cows in a picture book. And I have to sit around and moo just like the rest.


But I also should say that being pregnant sort of feels like being Santa Claus. When I’m not completely enraged or insane, I feel all fat and round and jolly, and everybody’s so happy to see me, I’m honestly grateful. When I’m not feeling like I want to barf all over the place.


Again, if Gardner was here. You know.


Okay. Sorry again about my last message. See you soon. Please let me see you soon. Stay alive and don’t get killed right before you get on the transport home. You dumb-ass.


Fred





TWO



Fred’s fiancé’s family’s place is not the kind of place where the wealth is discreetly hidden away in collections or cars or nice furniture, because there’s so much wealth it just keeps spilling out all over everything, like a volcano that can’t help itself. They are unbelievably rich, the kind of rich that hurts your feelings. From their apartment you can still see water, if that gives you an idea. It’s high up in the Lake Rises, and I always thought that the Lake Rises, as a name, was a joke, or some New City planners’ wishful flourish, but now, as I can see from this terrace apartment in Lake Rise 8, it’s an actual description of what you can see if you live this far up, the lake, the goddamn lake—glowing red, about ten or so miles out past the old shoreline, in the winter sunset—and I’m staring at it like it’s a girl I used to love who got sick and died.


Because I missed the rehearsal entirely, and also did not arrive what you’d call early to the party, I missed a few things Fred had arranged: a receiving line with the family, a toast. I suppose in reality the party planner arranged them, but Fred’s still angry, whereas the party planner has been paid to treat me like I’m some kind of minor prince. The party planner’s name is Sophie, hired by the Walkers, the family Fred’s marrying into. She has bright red hair. She is weaving through the crowd, toward me, with a smile tipping the corner of her mouth. So I’m watching her mouth, to keep myself from watching the drinks she’s carrying, one of which is for me.


“Here you are, Private.” She slides the glass into my hand. Ice—real ice. Music, conversation, a cool breeze through the window, red hair, a black dress. I’m not even sure how I got here.


“Thank you, Sophie.”


She leads me by the elbow toward a potted plant the size of a couch stood on end. There’s a low plush bench next to it, and my gratefulness index is now skyrocketing—my feet are killing me. The shoes. They’re high-cut, and with every step the sturdy, expensive, handcrafted-in-hell imported leather is now slicing into the undersides of my anklebones. The toe box is cramped, too, and the inside corner of the nail on my right small toe has cut a bloody slit in the side of the toe next to it. My combat boots and I have been through worse together, but these fancy, unyielding new wedding shoes are something else. I can barely walk.


“Do they really call it debriefing?”


“Excuse me?”


She’s winking at me. She’s paid to—motivated to—treat me a certain way, as Fred’s brother, but a semiprivate drink with me under the plant seems to be her idea. “In the army. Do they call it debriefing when you bring a soldier up to speed on a mission? Or am I not using that term right?”


“I was in the Marines. You’re using it right.”


“Well, Marine. Let me debrief you.” Now the act she’s putting on is so obvious that we both have to laugh. So nothing’s on between me and Sophie the Party Planner after all. It’s too bad. She is a beauty, pale skin in a black dress with that red hair, some fun in her eyes, a drink in her hand. We’re sitting next to each other on the bench now, and she’s crossed one leg over the other, in my direction. She’s wearing heels, and with her legs crossed like this, her shoe hangs a bit loose from her foot so that her instep is visible. I could reach down and cup her instep, or better, her ankle, and from there, slip up the black-stockinged calf to her knee, to her skirt hem, to the inner line of her leg, to her waist, up, up. Left breast. Collarbone. Behind the ear. Now I’m rethinking the same trajectory, only this time with my mouth. Gentle pressure, relentlessly applied.


Sophie takes the merest sip of her drink and her eyes are amused. I’m embarrassed. I might even have been panting. Half my drink is gone already.


“I do know how to behave myself,” I tell her humbly. “At a thing like this. I apologize for being late. I must have put you in a tight spot with Fred.”


“Oh, Fredericka has been wonderful. I’m so grateful to Mrs. Walker for introducing us. I really hope she’ll remember me for the birth parties and the rest of her Care Circle events,” Sophie says warmly. She might even mean it. Fred can be charming when she wants to be. “So let me tell you what you missed, Private. By the way, were you supposed to be in your dress uniform? You and your father both?”


“Hm.”


“Hm. Funny, that was what Captain Quinn said, too. I think Fredericka hoped to show off her two handsome men a bit.” More likely, Fred was concerned that Pop and I wouldn’t have nice enough suits to wear. And we don’t, as I can see by looking around at the men here. But the shoes are right, at least.


“My dress blues are at the cleaner’s.” As a point of fact, as a grunt-level general discharge, I’m not allowed to wear dress blues to anything less than a full-color parade in my honor, and there isn’t one currently scheduled anywhere on the planet. But I don’t see the point in explaining regulation to a pretty girl who’s just trying to do her job.


“Not a problem. But I know she’d like you to wear them to the ceremony. Where was I? About forty-five minutes into the evening, there was a brief toast by Mr. and Mrs. Walker, welcoming guests and inviting them to join a receiving line to say hello to the bride- and groom-to-be and meet the families—”


“I’m truly sorry I was late.”


“You’ll make it up to me, I’m sure. But you did miss the first half of the cocktail reception as well as the entire receiving line, which means I have a short list of people I’m going to bring you around to, so that they can meet you before the ceremony. All right?”


“And here I’ve been hoping we could just sit all night under this magnificent . . . palm tree, is it?”


“Dieffenbachia,” Sophie says briskly, glancing up at it. It’s fake, of course. Not even the Walkers are that rich. “I’m afraid not. But I’ll try to make it quick.”


“You haven’t finished your drink,” I point out. My own is gone, but I’m holding the glass close, for the ice alone. I’m not sure when I’ve ever had the pleasure of slurping a piece of whiskey-soaked ice into my mouth. Something I’ve seen in old movies but never done.


“That’s where I’ll need your help.” She hands her drink to me. “I’ve only taken a few sips. But I don’t have cooties, promise.”


It’s all I can do not to lean over and kiss her. “Thanks.”


As I wet my lips with her drink Sophie gives me an appraising look. Still amused—that seems to be her baseline—but it’s easy to detect something like triumph, too. Clearly Fred has told Sophie the Party Planner exactly how to handle me, and while she might not have been sure how far her charm and two drinks with real ice (real, actual, frozen H2.0—they might as well be serving drinks with straws made out of peacock feathers) would travel with a hardened veteran of the Wars, I’m making this all too easy for her. Sophie’s report to my enraged pregnant older sister tomorrow should be mollifying: He was an absolute teddy bear.


“You must be so happy,” Sophie says to me, smiling.


“I must,” I agree, even though I’m not sure what she’s talking about. Because you brought me a drink? Then she continues.


“It’s a miracle. A real miracle. And how often do you get to see a miracle, in these days?”


“Almost never.” It’s the best I can do.


“It’s incredible. You know,” she goes on, “I read that there have only been about thirty-five thousand unassisted pregnancies in the entire country this year—it’s down even from the year before, although—” Here Sophie stops herself. She’s about my sister’s age, I realize. From her perspective—from anyone’s—Fred must seem staggeringly blessed. Here she is, marrying into a family that’s one of maybe a hundred in all of New Chicago that could easily afford Insemina for her, if Fred and her guy were in love and wanted to try for a baby so they could get married and raise a family together. But Fred doesn’t even need Insemina, because somehow, against every kind of odds, she’s having a baby anyway, the old-fashioned way, so she and this guy, the father, can apply for marriage. The new-fashioned way.


But even with Sophie’s appreciation of bona fide miracles, I don’t see much to feel good about in Fred’s situation. Maybe it shows. Sophie’s expression has gone peculiar with the effort of forcing herself to shift gears. “I’m sorry. I don’t mean to talk about that. It seems like bad luck somehow.” She flashes another smile, apologetic now, and stands. “Shall we? You can bring your drink.”


“Liquid courage,” I say, pouring the ice from the first drink into the second. I slurp at the edge of the glass to keep the overflow from sloshing out, then stand slowly and tip my drink in Sophie’s direction, to which she responds with a sweet half curtsy.


I am, I will allow, a little drunk. I sat at the bar this afternoon until way too late, then got a taxi uptown, to my father’s apartment on Paulina Street, where I’ve been staying since I got back. Traffic. Horrible heat. The driver shouting and stinking, with me in the back, watching the time, powerless to do anything about the merciless way it kept moving forward, unlike the taxi. My father had already left for the Walkers’ by the time I arrived, so I sani-ed, shaved, dressed, and got another taxi (driverless this time, and quiet as a ghost) to the Lake Rises, but there’d been no time for dinner, and I like to have a beer while I’m getting ready to go out, so by this point I’ve entirely lost track of how much I’ve had to drink so far today, and the number can’t be good.


Across the room, as I stand, I glimpse my sister, our Fredlet. Her long hair is black and glossy-slick in the light from the glass lamps overhead. She is wearing a royal-blue dress, long enough to sweep the floor, with short sleeves and a high collar. It’s a severe-looking dress, a little futuristic even, like something an alien princess might wear to the opera, so it suits her. Her face is flushed—hot in here—and her dark eyes are bright. She’s listening to an older man, some friend of Mr. Walker’s probably, and the older man’s wife is standing too close to her, which Fred is absolutely furious about—I know her, I can see it in her set expression, although anyone else looking at her would think she was just listening closely, her eyes intent on the person speaking, her mouth a bright straight line across her face. Fred has a sharp face, and she’s tall and lean like me and our pop. Gard took more after our mother: smaller, rounder, curly-headed. Our family, all circles and lines. Fred’s height and her straightness make her pregnancy a bit startling to look at. Even if it weren’t as rare as it is, the effect is weirdly like a dewdrop caught on a long stem. Again, something I’ve seen mostly in movies.


The older woman who is standing too close to Fred is just staring at Fred’s belly, the perfect round ball of it, the way Fred’s expensive blue dress displays the fact of it, the miraculous fact of it. It is incredible. There’s something incredible in the room, something we can hardly even believe that we’re seeing, and the woman just wants to be near it for a minute, just stand close and let it remind her of something she used to know.


Fred is so angry. It’s taking everything she has not to swat at this woman and her longing. I really can’t help but laugh. Even though she won’t so much as look at me. It’s all right. I’ve fucked up. I can’t blame her for being angry. I could blame Fred for a lot of things, maybe, but not for that.


Pop is nowhere to be seen.


Gard, where are you?


My feet hurt, my heart hurts, my head hurts, and I’ve had a bit too much.


Sophie understands. She takes my elbow, the elbow of the arm not holding the drink. “We’ll take it nice and slow.”


•  •  •


“It’s better, the way things are done now. I know I shouldn’t be saying this. Young people have all these ideas about how it used to be. Marriage. Before the . . . all the . . . you know, the Protection Laws.”


Here the guy acknowledges me with a tip of his bottle, so I nod somberly. I’m one of the young people, I guess.


“Young people think they should just be able to get married! Because they’re in love! Without having to prove they’ve got a bun in the oven first!” His face is huge, made huger still by a leer I’d just as soon not have directed my way: Real men, we would never fall into a pussy trap. “But think about it this way, Soldier: Really, now, we’ve just gone back to basics. This is how men and women have gotten together from the dawn of time! Isn’t it now? You have to admit it, right? Don’t put the cart before the horse, don’t buy the cow without the milk, don’t count your chickens—isn’t that right?”


I have no idea how long this man, some family friend of the Walkers’, has been talking to me. I have no idea who he is, or where Sophie has gone off to, or where Fred or my father are. But clearly this guy and I have been in conversation for long enough that he has decided I might not mind hearing my sister’s marriage discussed in barnyard terms. I’m controlling myself by pretending he’s my CO, even though this guy wouldn’t have lasted a week in the service. It’s a game I play sometimes to remind myself how to act, even when I want to punch someone in the face.


My problem is that I can’t walk away from him, because my feet are now throbbing and my ankle is red agony. The goddamn shoes. Like bear traps. It’s all Fred’s fault. I have to be careful not to shift my weight as I’m standing, so that the shoes don’t rub against the raw skin. As much as I would like to get away—find my plush bench under a potted tree—right now there’s a drink in my hand, an engineered beer (no more ice, I heard), and I take a long swallow.


“This way, at least, both sides know what they’re in for. And they don’t waste any time. In my parents’ day, people would get married and not get around to having children for five, ten years. We don’t have time like that to waste anymore.” He’s getting maudlin. “Jesus Christ, if we’d only known.”


I don’t have anything to say to this.


“And you know,” he adds abruptly, swaying a bit, “back in my parents’ day, they had the party, the reception, after the wedding, not before. Weddings meant there were alllll these wild parties. People cutting loose. Before they tied the knot. Different now! For sure! All the ladies getting married now—they can’t drink! Ha! How’re you feeling, Soldier? Another drink?”


“Yes, please.”


He signals a passing server. A cool bottle is pressed into my hand, the old one taken away. “Least I can do for a veteran.” He nods gravely, and I can see what he’s winding up for. “How long were you out there?”


Surely I’ve put in my time at this event, surely I’ve earned out by now. Where is Sophie? Where is Fred?


“You can talk to me about it, son. I come from a military family myself. My brother. In the First Wars.”


That was my pop’s war, too. I shake my head, take a drink. “What branch of the service was he in?” I don’t really expect him to know.


And now the guy’s eyes are glazing over. Maybe he’s imagining it, the Second Wars, the heat, the blankness, the raiders, the experimental weapons and their experimental effects (their special effects, as we used to call them, when we were front row at the big show), the unendingness, all of it. Or maybe his own fresh beer is just hitting him hard, suddenly; he’s hit the wall. He’s not fat, exactly, but he’s a big guy, and he’s pale and sweaty now in a way that makes me cautious of standing upwind of him. If I’ve been drinking hard tonight, he’s surely right on my tail. “Wait a sec. I’m sorry.” He sways in my direction. “What were we talking about, son?”
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