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Jason had spent the week off-duty in the port-houses, floating tethered by massive cables to the ground of the planet, upon which the elevators would run up into the low-atmosphere. Those places were neither here nor there, and no one looked twice at anything. He spent the week gambling away exactly thirty percent of his monthly credits; he kept the rest locked to send directly to savings. He wasn’t going to end up washed up like old Tomo, who spent the time shuttling between his job sorting the recyclables and the casinos where he spent all his money before he could use any of it. But even old Tomo was good enough to hang out with; if you could get him to leave the hooks for two seconds. Jason had his ways; yanking them off worked. The disorientation of leaving the VR made Tomo mad enough and dizzy enough to be dragged off without a fuss to go eat and take care of himself and perhaps be bribed into a story before he drifted back into the dripmachines.

“Why d’you wanna hear about it?” Tomo said, with a singular frown. His icy blue eyes were still intimidating, his big, calloused hands threaded through with stick-tags and rings.

“I told you,” Jason said, like always. “You’re the only one who ever escaped.”

“So listen to the netvocs. It’s all there; I gave enough reports.”

“I wanna hear it from you,” Jason said, no change of expression. Finally old Tomo grunted in defeat and picked up his drink. They were in the huge cafeteria at the center of the mall, and under the echoing starsteel timbers and around the shrieks of happy tourist children and the carousing brawls that would break out next to the back-alley-doors where the space sailors stayed, the constant flashing of lights from the spinning carousel of ads, there was no chance anyone would be overheard, even though they had to almost shout to hear each other over the scant three feet of space across the old battered table, with its shaking one-shorter leg that sent it clanging back and forth at every shift of old Tomo’s hands.

“So our ship went down,” Tomo said at last, chewing through a burger like high-speed machinery churning out identical bubblegum-pink T-shirts. Crunch. “There we were, the three of us. The rest of the crew died in the explosion or in the blasters. We saw the Others coming and scrambled for our guns. Grey got it first and shot himself in the chest. Then they were there, and grabbed us. Me and Yuni. Of course we couldn’t understand a word of what they were babbling to us but I thought it was funny, for looking like a bunch of knives they sounded like sweet music, the kind you think is too good to be true. Well, they had some hypnotic power or something because we forgot to struggle and really only got our minds back when we were already in the hold. That was full of, oh...” he shrugged. “Maybe half a planet’s worth of survivors, to start. Of course most of them died before we even got to the power device. Somehow Yuni and I made it, cracking jokes to each other about the bastards and what we were gonna do to ’em when we got free. Then we saw their device, like a bunch of train tracks circling the blasted sun. Each cart could hold maybe thirty people. Yuni and I were separated and I suppose he died pretty soon. You’d sit on this bench staring straight ahead, tied into a machine and ... well, I suppose you’d know how it is, it was based on the tech usually used for abductions, to keep everyone docile.”

Jason didn’t flinch, only inclined his head, slowly, hardly moving a muscle, in agreement.

“And we were hooked up so our energy would power their machine. And stare ahead without being able to do a damn thing while we watched everyone slowly skeletonize and rot away alive.”

Tomo had to take a break then; he’d made it through one of the burgers and chucked back the rest of his soft drink with suddenly shaking hands. A bit of it spilled past the lip onto the metal table, bright pink and bubbly and fizzled there like acid for a moment, before subsiding.

No one had rightly figured out what drove the Others, besides the obvious—some kind of enduring hatred for what was different from themselves. They had been cutting through the further galaxies for as long as the Rime could place their name in history—and wherever they went, complete destruction was sure to follow—sometimes slow, other times quick, depending on the possibilities they could squeeze from each civilization and their tech. An “alliance” with the Others was always a short-lived affair—some civilizations had eked out ten, twenty years, while individuals took their chances to flee in droves.

When the Others were done—or saw nothing to be gained in the first place—the machines came out, and they would crush, vaporize, obliterate anything sentient with ruthless indiscriminateness, leaving behind them nothing alive—only grey wastelands. 

“So there was something wrong with my coil. It wasn’t taking from me. And after they figured everyone was dead they emptied the whole thing onto their cargo ship and I lay on top and took the boat to the garbagelands, and found a passing trawler to beg a ride from. That’s it.”

“Thank you,” Jason said.

Tomo shrugged. “Like I said, that’s it. An’ you’ve heard it thirty-five times already, I’d gather.”

It was thirty-five times exactly. For a washed up old space soldier, he still had a mind like a trap.
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Argument. 


How a Ship having passed the Line was driven by storms to the cold Country towards the South Pole; and how from thence she made her course to the tropical Latitude of the Great Pacific Ocean; and of the strange things that befell; and in what manner the Ancyent Marinere came back to his own Country.



“Why’s it called an argument?” Jason asked. In the old attic room, wavering through the glass came the heat-wave, and he and Paul and Cynthia sat on the worn boards that were covered in thinned rugs of myriad patterned paisley. He held an ice cube to his face, feeling the soft slide of cold as he drew it across his chin and neck; it was slippery in his hands. Paul was doing the same, but Cynthia was holding her phone and squinting at the screen as she read out loud. The blue light from the device melted into the bright shard of heat from the half-moon window. 

“It’s called an argument ’cause they’re arguing,” Paul said. “The old guy and the party guy.”

“Oh,” Jason said. He pressed the ice cube to his lip and felt droplets of water pool into his mouth. 

“I think it means more like an argument in an essay,” Cynthia said. She pushed a piece of hair, stringy with sweat, behind her ear and then set down the phone to grab an ice cube from the tray. It had been requisitioned from the freezer, and a small puddle of condensation had formed under the tray. She turned it again, and the ice cracked like a retort. Inside the small trapezoid was a perfect piece of ice, a fissure through it, and bubbles of air making the whole thing cloudy. It dripped onto her fingers, and she lay on her back and placed it against her throat while she picked up her phone again, holding it above her with her arms.
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Jason looked around to satisfy himself that he was alone. The sky was the parchment brown it always took on in the summer, and the air was still and hot. He was on the edge of the forest, on the narrow strip of grass between an enormous lot and a tall grey building, with tinted black windows, impossible to see through, that stretched up into the sky. He walked up to the building, which sat on the edgelands between the thorny plains and the most inhospitable forest in the world; through the doors that slid out of his way silently for him to enter, and silently closed behind him.

Soon, he came to the room on the top floor. He waited while the door identified him and presented the information to the person in the room: the doors opened. He was expected.

He walked through the door. Then he paused.

“Damn it Jan, what’s he doing here?”

“Hello Jaesin.” Dee had been standing at attention but turned to watch him, somehow managing to look insolent and cocky.

“Dee. I thought you were in the Outer Reaches.”

“I was. Mission ended six days ago. Needless to say, I survived.”

“More’s the pity.”

Jan, watching with a tolerant smile, held up her hand. She didn’t need to say a word to stop the sniping; both turned to her, realizing that she was done listening to them argue. But not before sending each other one last, resentful glance.

—
[image: ]


They had been on their first space mission together. Crowded into the tiny cabin with all the other rookies. The joking name for those poor schmucks was “cannon-fodder,” and perhaps with reason. Seventy percent of rookies never made it back from their first space mission.

But that wasn’t bad odds, at this point in the war.

The battlefield was brutal. Refugees streamed in from outer worlds at the first shadow of the Otherships above; because once they landed there would be no chance. They’d be taken to the middle of the place to power their giant harmonica, or some other equally useless device.

From within the craft, you could feel every shudder and groan of the hits they got blasted with. Red flashes streaked across the windows and the screens showed static, most of the time. They slept in rotations, and woke to find themselves still alive, without reason, only to go on.

They’d been sent down to piece through the ruins of the city once. It had been a nice place, famous in the Bazaar. 

A tourist attraction. Covered in bright banners and filled with people, and Jason remembered seeing it on the news when he hadn’t yet known what anything meant and was just looking at the colors and the brightness. Watching the plays, or the trading going on in the game shows. Now there was just rubble as grey as the eye could see, and the crumbled remains of buildings and things.

“Dee, come on, what are you doing,” Jason said. “We have to get out of here.”

Dee was going through the junk, picking out small items that looked valuable and sticking them in his pockets. “Hey, no one else is ever going to come here. I’m recovering valuables.”

“You’re looting,” Jason said. “We’re on a time limit here, and I don’t need you blowing it for both of us.”

Dee shrugged. “You take things too seriously, Je.”

He tossed Jason a microshell which Jason caught and glared at.

“Come on, it’s free,” Dee said. “Or are you really that rich that you don’t even need to save up?”

Jason stuck it in his pocket resentfully. “We’re running out of time.”

“So check out the perimeter yourself,” Dee said. “I’ll give you a third of the loot if you do.”

“That’s crazy,” Jason said. “Are you trying to get me killed or what?”

“Listen,” Dee said, shrugging with both palms up. “You think they didn’t throw us both out here thinking we might die? There’s a reason only rookies ever check out the blast sites. ’Cause if any Others are still around it won’t matter if we’re both checking the perimeter or looting, we’re screwed either way.”

“Yeah, sure,” Jason said. Unfortunately Dee was right. So he walked over to the perimeter with his blaster in his hand like it would actually make a difference, and stared into the ashen sky, looking for something, anything. But there was only the wind, shrieking around unburied buildings like crumbled half-monuments, and the endless expanse with, far off, the unblinking red light on the ship above like an eye, staring down. There should have been a comfort in that, but in the ominous scene it looked like a warning. Jason pressed the record button on his wristcam, and faced it outward at the perimeter.

It was important to show what happened when the Others got there, so they wouldn’t forget. So the Empire could keep convincing those undecided worlds to join them, instead of taking their chances.

The Bazaar had taken its chances. And now this.
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After the storm, water stood in the street, up against the car windows with branches and twisted things, fallen street signs and debris. Everything ran muddy with silt, and Jason sat on the steps and dipped his toes into the marsh that had been made of the kitchen, feeling soggy carpet under his feet. The balustrade felt much like the figurehead on a boat, and like the Mariner, he was lost in a sea, water, water everywhere. In the half-drowned ruins, mom was puttering around, her shirt sliding through the water like a thin sheen of magnolia-patterned oil. She was grabbing cutting boards and knives and cans of food, piling them all onto the counter while Jason watched, pretending he was on a ship.

She looked hard at a can of peaches and then back at him, and sighed.

“Are you okay?” he said.

“Of course I am, honey. Here,” she said, and wandered floating through the wreckage, her body making ripples as she got closer to the foot of the stairs. She handed the can over to him. “Bring that up to your brother and sister, would you? You three can have a treat.”

“Are you sure you don’t want any?”

“I’m sure, thank you.”

Jason grabbed the can and went dashing up the stairs, dramatic reenactments left behind in favor of mundane pleasures. The attic had become the siblings’ new fortress, and it had blankets and pillows piled up on the sides, among old steamer trunks, to be pulled into the center of things when they slept; but for now it was just Paul and Cynthia, playing another game of Monopoly, as they’d been doing ever since her phone died. It lay now on top of a box, lovingly cradled in old clothes that smelled of mothballs and sun-warmed wood.

Jason sat the can of peaches triumphantly beside them and Cynthia went digging around for the can opener, while Paul used her momentary distraction to steal one of her hotels.

His sister pressed the handles together and turned the knob until the top was open enough to bend back, and the smell of syrup wafted into the close air. Jason dipped his fingers into the sugar and pulled out a slippery peach, sticking it between his teeth. Paul did the same, and then Cynthia, warning them to be careful of the sharp edge.

“We know, mom,” Paul said, and Cynthia flicked sugar-syrup toward him. Paul stuck out his tongue. 

Jason put his fingers into the syrup again and pulled out another slice of peach, letting the wobbly thing rest in his mouth for a moment to make it last, although he wanted to eat it as quickly as he could.

Downstairs, the door opened, and there were low sounds of conversation, before dad tromped over to the stairs. “Kids, are you packed?”

“Yeah,” Cynthia said. “Except for Monopoly.”

They each had a backpack’s worth of stuff that mom had packed for them. The siblings had done what they could to stick in everything else they might want; Cynthia turned her gaze around the room and her eyes landed on her phone. Crawling over, she took the device and tucked it into one of the pockets in her backpack. Paul and Jason continued eating the last of the peaches while Cynthia moved through the rest of the things. Then she frowned at the game, still in progress. The box was far too big to fit into any of their backpacks.

“Dad!” Paul shouted. “Can me and Cynthia finish Monopoly first?”

“No, Paul,” Dad shouted back through the open trapdoor. “We were supposed to leave an hour ago, and I just got your mom out the door. Give me your backpacks and let’s go.”

Paul sighed, and Cynthia bent down to replace her missing hotel.

“I didn’t think you noticed that,” Paul said.

“You think I don’t know my own real estate?” Cynthia teased him, and put all the money together in even piles in the bank, as though tidying up. But she left the board open and the pieces in play. 

Paul dragged his backpack over to the trapdoor and dropped it down into dad’s arms, and did the same with the other two backpacks. Then they all climbed down from the attic, and down the stairs into the water, which was so deep it almost reached Jason’s shoulders. When dad saw that, he huffed, and picked Jason up onto his back. Jason wrapped his arms around dad’s neck as loosely as he could, and Cynthia held one of dad’s hands while Paul held the other, and they walked out of the house into the river of the street.

—
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Jason rode the train with his backpack in his hands while beside him, Cynthia, her phone now charged and headphones in her ears, blasted aside the world with soft rock and metal. The tapping of her feet against the sticky, pitching floor could tell him where she was. The center aisles were full of people talking, a buzz of voices, raised in fear or tears, or sullenly murmuring; with his brother and a shoelace they practiced cat’s cradle and Jason tried not to think about the can of tuna he’d seen in the corner of mom’s zip bag last night, instead making loops to quiet the tight twist of hunger. Right now they were fish in a dish. Cynthia gasped, and the tapping of her feet stopped as she leaned forward. The string slipped, Paul cursed but the noise was hidden under the crowd before mom could take offense. 

“What?” Jason said.

She showed her phone screen to him, pixellated shining surface barely readable under the glare of the noonday sun that stretched into the train from the windows behind their backs.

“You won’t believe this,” she said. “Scientists just discovered the universe is expanding more than it should be.”

Jason felt the shoelace under his fingers twisted back up into its shape, like the soft, flickering tail of tadpoles darting past his fingers and said, “Huh. What does that mean?”

“It means we’re all traveling away from each other even faster than we thought.”
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The Trash Heap was the local name for it. After the abduction it was where Jason found himself for the remains of his childhood. The sprawling outer limits of the Rime, asteroids and old space-stations connected by the illusory filaments of the trawlers that ran on jithwork from section to section. If you timed it right, you could tour the whole place in a day; there would be the rush of the doors opening, the one hold, standing-room only, separated from the cargo with the latticed walls, the looming boxes seeming like deep-sea chests and the carcasses of whales still big enough to swallow the rushing crowd. A few minutes in the windowless box with the screeching of hoverfilters ten years out of date, and you’d be off into port 2, looking just like port 1, only dingier.

That was if you had credit, of course—or, being where you were, a looted object of value enough to let the captain take you on. 

In the two years since Marla had graduated Rexql Hall, she had not yet found anything of the sort. The only concession the Trash Heap made to those youths displaced by the Others, it was a source of hatred to her, and even during the years when she was young enough to afford a place there by right Marla avoided it as much as she could, and saw those moments when she crawled back to its walls as her deepest shame.

The populated asteroid sparked with the constant pressure from space, a fiery orange sky, nothing like the blue-green she remembered from her own decimated world. Six brothers, all dead; three sisters, also dead; her parents—no surprise here—dead too. She should have been able to carry a tooth from each one, carved into miniature designs to honor their meaning in her life; but there had been no teeth left, when the Others came. Everything was blasted and taken; Marla, the youngest, hiding in the old storm cellar, among the root vegetables. 

Her family—the town—nothing was left, the Others implacable in their advance, in their indifference to the lives of their enemies. No, “enemies” was the wrong word for it—the Others were exterminating. Did they even see those they blotted out as beings endowed with consciousness? Surely not; for they denied them even the most fundamental right—existence itself.

Now she sat with a silicone cup, shaking the coins every so often, as she held it in two of her hands. The other two hands, clasped in her lap, she used to push back the skin on her nailbeds, and then proceeded to play with the edge of her stained tunic. 

It was undyed, brownish and indistinguishable, the
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