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    The Story So Far 
 
    In the 23rd century, humanity has been hunted to the verge of extinction by an alien race called the Cho-ta’an. The crew of Andrea Luhman, an exploratory ship in the service of the Interstellar Defense League, has been given a weapon that could alter the balance of the conflict: a “planet killer” bomb left behind by an extinct race. Pursued by a Cho-ta’an warship, Andrea Luhman flees through a hyperspace gate to the Sol system, but a fluke accident sends them back in time to 883 AD.  
 
    Its primary thrusters badly damaged, Andrea Luhman limps into orbit around Earth, and a small crew, led by an engineer named Carolyn Reyes, is sent to the surface to fabricate a replacement part. The lander is shot down by a Cho-ta’an ship that followed Andrea Luhman through the gate. The Cho-ta’an ship falls into the North Sea, and the lander crashes in Norway.  
 
    The crew of the lander soon find themselves with a new enemy: Harald Fairhair, the King of Norway, who is determined to acquire the spacemen’s technological knowhow. Befriended by a group of Norsemen led by a man named Sigurd, the spacemen fight back. In the ensuing battle, the lander is destroyed, and Sigurd’s son is killed. Sigurd vows vengeance against Harald. The spacemen, having lost contact with Andrea Luhman, flee with Sigurd and their Viking allies to Normandy.  
 
    The survivors settle in the Seine Valley, where they plan a last-ditch defense against the avaricious king. In the spring, Harald’s ships cross the sea and attack. The attackers, with the help of a Cho-ta’an who survived the crash, break through the defenders’ walls. 
 
    Realizing they are defeated, the spacemen and their surviving allies board a ship and flee to Iceland. In the wake of their defeat, it becomes clear to the spacemen that they need a goal that is greater than mere survival. They re-commit themselves to their mission of repairing Andrea Luhman and delivering the planet killer to the IDL. To do this, they must somehow build a craft capable of reaching space: a ship that will come to be known as the Iron Dragon. 
 
    The spacemen and their Norse allies establish a settlement called Höfn in a remote part of Iceland. While most of the settlers work at building shelters to survive the winter, another group travels across Europe to recruit scientists and engineers. Finding themselves in Frankia at the cusp of an invasion, they are recruited to help with the defense of Paris against Hrolfr and his Viking hordes.  
 
    When the siege of Paris ends, the spacemen and their surviving allies race to Iceland to save their nascent settlement, but along the way they make a troubling discovery: the Cho-ta’an have a second ship in orbit, which they have been using to spy on the humans and thwart their plans. As the spacemen execute an elaborate ruse to return to Iceland without being seen, the Cho-ta’an ship attacks Andrea Luhman in an attempt to get the planet-killer. The crews of both ships are killed, and Andrea Luhman is destroyed.  
 
    Meanwhile, the spacemen arrive at Höfn only to be betrayed by some of their own men. The situation seems to be hopeless when an unlikely new ally saves the day: Harald Fairhair. Harald offers the settlement his protection in exchange for a yearly tribute of silver, and the spacemen agree.  
 
    As it becomes clear that Andrea Luhman is lost, however, the spacemen are faced with the grim possibility that their quest to save humanity may be hopeless. But a final message from their captain offers a slim hope: if they can get to the Cho-ta’an ship, which remains in orbit, they may still be able to retrieve another planet-killer before humanity is defeated. The indomitable spacemen decide to press on, committing themselves to building the Iron Dragon. 
 
   


 
  

 Chapter One                  
 
    Rome, Italy: September 18, 904 A.D. (21 years after the lander crash) 
 
      
 
    “Is there any truth to the charges?” 
 
    Theo, staring out the second-floor window of his study, chuckled at his wife’s question. “That Pope Christopher takes counsel from a demon locked up in his cellar? Be serious, woman.” He took a swallow from the goblet of red wine he’d been holding against his chest. As one of the most important men in Rome, Theo had no trouble getting his hands on barrels of the best Italian wines, but he preferred the Frankish variety, such as this deep red from Bordeaux he’d recently received as a gift from Hrolfr, the Viking chieftain who now ruled from Rouen. Hrolfr was a canny man, and he certainly knew the way to Theo’s heart. 
 
    Theo’s wife, improbably named Theodora, stepped up next to him, putting her hand on his arm. “You drink too much when you’re anxious, love,” she said. 
 
    “I always drink like this,” Theo said, pausing for another gulp. 
 
    “You’re always anxious.” 
 
    Theo sighed, acknowledging the truth of her statement. Anxiety came with his position. He’d been born Theophylact, Count of Tusculum. Tusculum itself was a small town comprised of estates clustered on a hill to the southeast of Rome. Historically of little importance, Tusculum had long been a quiet community where those of means could escape the hubbub and political machinations of Rome. Cicero himself had once kept a villa there.  
 
    But recent events—helped along by Theodora’s talent for whispering the right words into the appropriate ears—had conspired to create a power vacuum in Rome. Rome’s government was in disarray, its officials pulled in a thousand different directions by competing factions, each of which attempting to make the most of Rome’s fragile state at the nexus of power between the Franks, the Lombards and the Saracens.  
 
    The real power in Rome, however, lay in the papacy, and as a result, that office had been in a state of near-constant upheaval for the past twelve years. Since December in the Year of Our Lord 882, there had been thirteen Popes, not including a few pretenders to the title.  The average length of papal tenure since the assassination of Sergius VIII was ten months. The current occupant of the throne, Christopher, was by all accounts pious, competent and well-liked, but he was too impartial to be of much use to any of the factions in Rome. Today was his ninety-second day as Pope. He would not make it to his ninety-third.   
 
    That Christopher would be replaced was not in doubt; the only question was by whom. Theodora had selected her preferred candidate, a priest and nobleman named Sergio, while Christopher’s predecessor still held the throne. Sergio’s family was from Tusculum, and Theodora believed him to be sufficiently malleable and disposed to Theo’s interests. All that remained was to gin up a pretense for disposing of Christopher. That had turned out to be surprisingly easy: Christopher was such a singularly righteous man that it was a simple matter to convince the Roman aristocracy that he was hiding some horrible secret sin. 
 
    Theodora had employed her usual tactic of whispering vague insinuations into the ears of well-connected people in the circles of the Roman aristocracy. She had found it was better to allow rumors to grow organically rather than make specific claims; she was, in fact, surprised at both the content and the intensity of the whispering campaign that was now on the verge of ending another papacy. She had guessed that it would be charges of pederasty that destroyed Christopher, but she was quite pleased to shake her head disapprovingly when whispers of the Pope consorting with demons reached her ears. She didn’t know where the rumors of demon worship had originated; she suspected one of Theo’s rivals, who had his own designs on the papacy. In the end, though, it didn’t matter how the rumors had started. A secret committee of citizens ostensibly concerned about the influence of malevolent supernatural entities on Pope Christopher had been formed, and Theodora had arranged for Sergio of Tusculum to be put at the committee’s head.  
 
    Theo and Theodora had received word not an hour earlier that Sergio was on his way to Christopher’s house with a phalanx of the city guard. The men would break into Christopher’s house, Sergio would find an old book or totem of one of the pagan deities inherited from an ancestor that he would display to the mob as evidence of demon worship, and Christopher would be dragged off to prison, where he’d suffer an unfortunate accident involving a damp rag stuffed down his throat. Sergio, now a champion in the fight against the dark forces attempting to corrupt the Church, would ascend to the throne of Peter. 
 
    “I was speaking of the more mundane charges,” Theodora said. “Studying forbidden books, the veneration of heretics, that sort of thing.” 
 
    Theo shrugged. “I doubt it. What does it matter? You think the charges won’t stick?” 
 
    “Anything will stick,” Theodora replied. “We could accuse him of having an illegitimate child who is half-goat, and the mob would eat it up. It’s just that…” She trailed off in the way that she did when she wanted Theo to press her for more information. 
 
    “What is it, love?” Theo asked. “Don’t tell me you’re growing a conscience in your old age.” 
 
    Theodora punched him in the arm, causing wine to splash down his tunic. “That’s for calling me old,” she snapped. 
 
    “Easy now,” Theo said. “It was a joke, love. What’s bothering you?” 
 
    Satisfied she’d made her point, Theodora shook her head. “Something about this just doesn’t feel right,” she said.  
 
    “It’s too easy, you mean.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “You think we’re being played? That someone got to Sergio?” 
 
    She shook her head. “No, Sergio is loyal, as far as that goes. But something else is off. I’m not one to underestimate the credulity of the Roman aristocracy, as you well know, but usually it takes longer for the rumors to catch fire. This time it was like dropping a match into a cauldron of oil.” 
 
    Theo shrugged again. “No one expected Christopher to last, except perhaps the naïve fool himself. The campaign to bring him down started before he even came to Rome.” He swallowed what was left of the wine and went to get more. When he had refilled the goblet, Theodora was still staring out the window, a troubled look on her face. “Go lie down, love,” he said. “It’s out of our control. No point in getting worked up about it. I’ll wake you if there’s any news.” 
 
    “Shh,” Theodora said. “Someone is coming.” 
 
    Theo moved to the window and followed his wife’s gaze to the cobblestone street below. A lone man, wearing a faded yellow tunic and cotton trousers, was running down the street at a near-sprint. 
 
    “It’s Caius,” Theodora said. “Come!” 
 
    She ran to the stairs. Theo took two quick gulps of the wine, set it down on the sill and ran after her. By the time he got to the first floor, the door was open and Caius was inside. He was trembling and out of breath. 
 
    “All right, then, out with it!” Theodora snapped. 
 
    “Give him a moment, love,” Theo said. “He must have run all the way from Christopher’s house.” Caius was an agent of Theodora’s who had been instrumental in getting Sergio appointed to the head of the committee tasked with ousting the Pope. A candlemaker by trade, he had a surprising knack for politics. Theo had no idea Theodora had found him; he was a tall and ruggedly handsome man, and as a rule Theo didn’t ask questions about the tall and ruggedly handsome men Theodora knew. 
 
    “Something… at the house,” Caius gasped at last. 
 
    “Something?” Theodora said. “Something good or something bad?” 
 
    Caius raised his palms helplessly, still gasping for breath. 
 
    “Has Christopher been arrested?” Theo asked. 
 
    Caius nodded. 
 
    “And Sergio is all right?” 
 
    Caius nodded again. 
 
    “Then all is well,” Theo said.  
 
    Caius shook his head. “Something at the house,” he said again. 
 
    “Were you struck on the head, Caius?” Theodora demanded. “You’re talking like an idiot.” 
 
    “Best if you see,” Caius said. 
 
    “We shouldn’t be seen in public,” Theo said. “People are going to figure out soon enough that Sergio is ours, but the longer we can delay that moment, the better.” 
 
    “Street cleared,” Caius said. “Best if you see.” 
 
    “Damn it all,” Theodora said. “Let’s go.” She was out the door before Theo could protest. He ran after her. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
      
 
    The house belonging to the now-ex-Pope was nearly a mile away, across the maze of narrow streets that crisscrossed Rome proper. Theodora, always buzzing with energy even when she was standing still, traversed the distance in less than half an hour. Theo and Caius, now both panting, came up behind her. A contingent of twenty or more of the city guard loitered in front of Christopher’s house, which was at the end of a wide, tree-lined street. No one not wearing a city guard uniform could be seen. 
 
    “What is this?” Theodora demanded. The men had orders to arrest Christopher and escort him to prison—preferably with an angry mob as witnesses. She hadn’t approved a score of city guard standing around in the street for an hour afterward. 
 
    “Madame, you need to stay back,” said one of the men, holding up his hand. In his other was a pike. Theodora continued to approach as he leveled it toward her. 
 
    “Do you know who I am?” she snapped. 
 
    Clearly he did not, but the sheer force of her tone caused him to take a step back. She came to a halt with the tip of the pike half an inch from her sternum. The pike trembled in the young man’s hands. He couldn’t be more than sixteen years old. 
 
    Before Caius could intervene, a burly, mustachioed man wearing captain’s insignia rushed out of the house. “Marcus,” he shouted, “let her pass!”  
 
    The young man let his pike drop and he stepped aside, casting his eyes to the ground. Theodora stomped past him. Theo and Caius followed. 
 
    “Where is everyone?” Theodora demanded, as she approached the captain. “How is word of Christopher’s depravity supposed to spread if there’s no one around to hear about it?” 
 
    “There were several hundred people here half an hour ago,” the captain said. Theo had met the man before; his name was Galen. “I ordered reinforcements and had the street cleared.” 
 
    “On whose authority?” 
 
    “Mine, madame.” 
 
    “You don’t—” 
 
    “If you please, madame, I think you will understand when you see what is in the house.” 
 
    Theodora glanced at Caius, who nodded. She caught Theo’s eye, and he shrugged. He was as much in the dark as she was. It was hard to imagine what might be in the house that was so dangerous that the street had to be cleared. Perhaps there was something to the rumors of pederasty after all. A vision of a harem of young boys chained up in back room flashed through her mind. But debauchery of that scale would only serve to bolster the case for Christopher’s removal and the righteousness of Sergio’s cause. It would be another blow to the moral authority of the Church, of course, but that was of little concern to Theo and Theodora. 
 
    “Take us inside, then,” Theodora said. 
 
    “Yes, madame,” Galen said. “Come with me.” 
 
    Galen escorted them inside the house. It was large and opulently decorated, although certainly no more so than the typical Roman aristocrat’s home. Motivated either by a misguided effort to eschew politics or to avoid assassination, Christopher had refused to take up residence at the Vatican. Several more of the city guard stood around in the main reception room. 
 
    “Well?” Theodora said. “Is the mouth of Hades in the next room?” 
 
    “This way, if you please,” said Galen. The three followed him down a hall and then down a spiral staircase leading to a large cellar, which appeared to be empty except for a few stacked crates and several barrels of wine. The cellar was dimly lit by two lamps hanging from hooks in the ceiling, and after Theo’s eyes adjusted to the light, he noticed a wooden trapdoor, about three feet square, in the center of the room. A rug that had recently covered it had been rolled to one side. 
 
    “Caius, if you would?” Galen said. Caius nodded and stepped toward the door. Gripping a recessed handle on the side nearest them, he pulled the heavy door open, leaving it perpendicular to the floor. Steps led down into darkness. 
 
    Galen took one of the lamps from the wall and went to the opening. “Careful, there are no rails,” he said, and started down the steps. 
 
    Theodora, her eyes wide, turned to look at Theo. 
 
    “It’s all right, love,” Theo said. “I’ll go first. Caius, are you coming?” 
 
    Caius shook his head. “Best if I wait here,” he said. Theo decided not to ask for clarification of this point. 
 
    “Come on then,” Galen said from somewhere down below. He held the lamp up to illuminate the steps. Theo held out his hand to Theodora. She took it, and he led her down the creaky wooden steps into the room below. 
 
    The sub-cellar was much smaller, only about ten feet on a side. It was sparsely furnished, with a single wooden chair, a small bookshelf with a few tattered volumes lying on it, and an old stained rug covering most of the floor. In one corner was a bucket with a board over it. A slight odor of mildew was all but overwhelmed by the small of feces and urine. 
 
    Huddled in a corner, mostly covered by a ragged wool blanket, was a very tall, very thin man. He was nearly still, but the slight motion of labored breathing indicated that he was alive. Only his left shoulder and part of the back of his head and neck were visible; the yellowish glow of the lamp gave his skin an unnatural hue. 
 
    “Good God,” Theo said. His mind reeled with the possibilities. Was this some unlucky heretic Christopher was trying to save? A captured spy who had been working for Christopher’s political enemies? Perhaps Pope Christopher was not as naïve as they’d imagined him to be. Fear gripped Theo as the thought occurred to him that the imprisoned man might be one of Theodora’s agents. She did like them tall and thin, although this man was pushing the boundaries even for her. It was difficult to tell from the way he was crouched in the corner, but he had to be close to seven feet. “Do you know this man?” he asked Theodora, guardedly. 
 
    Theodora shot him a puzzled look. Galen drew closer to the man and pulled back the blanket. The huddled figure, weak and emaciated, swatted weakly at him. Theo gasped, realizing something his mind had first failed to grasp. He’d been so eager to fit the prisoner into some predefined category—rebel, spy, heretic—that he’d missed one very obvious fact: the prisoner wasn’t human at all. 
 
    “Christ Jesus in heaven,” Theodora said. “What is it?” 
 
    “A demon from the pit of hell,” Galen said. “The rumors were true.” 
 
    The thing stared at Theodora, blinking its dull yellow eyes against the glare of the lamp. Its alien features were impossible to read. 
 
    “Did you ask Christopher about it?” Theo asked. 
 
    Galen nodded. “He wouldn’t say anything. We can interrogate him at the prison, of course, but I got the impression he didn’t know much. Says he inherited it from Boniface.” Boniface VII had been Christopher’s predecessor and mentor. 
 
    “How did you even find it?” 
 
    “We were looking for evidence, like you said. One of the men found a little ivory statue of Diana in one of the rooms upstairs, but I wasn’t sure it would be enough, so I sent Tellus down here.” 
 
    “How many of your men know?” Theodora asked. 
 
    “Only Tellus and I have seen it. I told Caius and he said not to let anyone else come down here until he’d fetched you.” 
 
    “Good,” said Theodora. “No one else is to know.” 
 
    “Understood,” Galen replied. 
 
    “We need to get him out of here,” Theodora said. “Caius, get my carriage. There must be a room in the Vatican where we can keep it.” 
 
    “Keep it?” Theo asked uncertainly. “You know I respect your instincts, love, but it’s going to take all our political capital just to keep Sergio on the throne. Perhaps it would be best just to leave the demon? Or put it out of its misery? Assuming it can be killed.” 
 
    The thing stirred at this. 
 
    “You understand,” Theodora said. 
 
    The thing continued to stare blankly at her. After a moment, it nodded. 
 
    “What are you?” she asked. 
 
    The thing did not reply. 
 
    Theodora sighed. “We have removed your captor from his position of authority, but we are in a precarious position, politically,” she said. “It will take some effort to keep you alive. Do you understand?” 
 
    The thing nodded again. 
 
    “Then tell me why we shouldn’t kill you.” 
 
    Another long pause followed. At last the thing rasped, in a barely audible voice, “I can help you.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “Lombards. Saracens. I know plans.” The thing erupted in a fit of coughing. 
 
    “You weren’t much help to Christopher,” Theo observed. 
 
    The thing shook its head. “Wouldn’t listen,” it rasped. 
 
    “How do you know of these ‘plans’?” Theodora asked. 
 
    “My people… see things. I saw… death of Christopher.” 
 
    “Christopher is still alive, for now,” Theodora said. 
 
    “And it doesn’t take a fortuneteller to foresee his imminent demise,” Theo added. Deposed Popes tended not to live very long in the current political climate. 
 
    “Sergius the Third will last longer,” the thing rasped. “Five years.” 
 
    Theodora glared at Galen. “It overheard you.” 
 
    “No, my lady,” Galen said. 
 
    “Even if it had, Galen wouldn’t have used that name,” Theo remarked. Galen nodded.  
 
    Theodora chewed her lip. It was a good point: Sergio’s name would be Latinized to Sergius, making him the third Pope to have used that name. But Galen would have had no reason to use that name before Sergio had even been given the job. It was unlikely that Galen had even known Sergio was a candidate. There was simply no way that someone chained up in Christopher’s basement could have known the official name of the next Pope. 
 
    “All right,” Theodora said to the creature. “You may be of some use to us. If you don’t give us any trouble, we’ll clean you up and give you slightly better accommodations. Your future treatment will depend on just how useful you turn out to be. Do you understand?” 
 
    The thing nodded. 
 
    “What do we call you?” Theo asked. 
 
    “I am Gurryek sem-Chotarr,” the thing said. 
 
    “Gurryek,” Theo said. 
 
    The thing nodded. 
 
    “Gurryek, are you a demon from the pit of hell?” Theodora asked. 
 
    The thing made a choking sound. “You have said so,” it answered. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Two                  
 
    Camp Yeager, Brora Coalfield, Scotland: June 15, 905 A.D. (22 years after the lander crash) 
 
      
 
    Dan O’Brien stood at the crest of a low ridge overlooking the bleak Scottish landscape, looking for anything out of place. The air was cold and still, and a mass of gray clouds had hung overhead since he’d disembarked the karve earlier that morning. Stubborn clumps of grass and scrub plants clung to the rough terrain, rendering the landscape a near-uniform dull yellowish-green. The soil here was poor, but the wet climate allowed vegetation to take purchase. This was particularly true where the earth had been disturbed: the sloped sides of the three-dozen or so bowl-shaped pits scattered across the valley were already covered with weeds, making it impossible to determine which of them had been dug years earlier and which had been abandoned only a few months ago. 
 
    The pits—called “bell pits” in mining parlance, because of their inverted bell shape—ranged from sixty to a hundred feet in diameter. The bell pits were the results of the expedition’s first attempts at extracting coal from the ground. It was a primitive but fast and effective method of coal mining, the primary drawback being that the pits were susceptible to flooding. In the damp climate of northern Scotland, that sometimes meant the pits were inaccessible for weeks at a time. The miners possessed a sump pump, powered by a coal-burning steam engine, that could be used to remove water from the pits, but O’Brien frowned on its use, as it was loud and might draw attention to their operation. Ordinarily the miners were the only people for miles around, but it would only take one intrepid fisherman or wandering pilgrim to spread the word that a group of miners at Brora possessed an infernal iron machine that belched steam and smoke. Such rumors would inevitably draw the attention of the authorities at Inverness or one of the other local villages, and that would mean packing up the whole operation and moving to another coalfield, probably hundreds of miles away. The greater danger, though, was discovery of their operation by the Cho-ta’an. 
 
    The spacemen had last encountered one of the Cho-ta’an nineteen years earlier, at Baile an Or, about twenty-five miles away from Camp Yeager. Before the alien had died, it had told them three Cho-ta’an had survived the crash of their ship on Earth. Assuming the alien had been telling the truth—and O’Brien believed its account, given the size of the escape pod they’d seen—only two Cho-ta’an remained. The spacemen and their allies had seen no sign of the aliens since the battle at Baile an Or. With any luck, the two were dead: the Cho-ta’an were hardy and long-lived, but their biology was not well-suited to conditions on Earth. Additionally, the tall, gaunt, grey-skinned Cho-ta’an had a hard time passing as humans; the one they’d killed had taken to disguising itself with a doctor’s plague costume and surrounding itself with human henchmen who were paid well enough not to ask too many questions. 
 
    The spacemen had learned, however, not to underestimate the Cho-ta’an. Despite being marooned on an alien planet, the Cho-ta’an were determined to ensure their race’s victory in its war with humanity, and they had proved their dedication by very nearly wiping out most of the population of Europe with a bioengineered plague. Whatever the Cho-ta’an were up to now, it was best not to draw their attention—which was why O’Brien was standing on a ridge overlooking a coalfield. If he saw nothing amiss from this distance, it was safe to assume that news of their operation would not reach the ears of those who might cause trouble for them. Now in his fifty-third year, O’Brien was too old for Viking raids and other adventures, but he tried to get to Camp Yeager at least three times a year to conduct these inspections. He’d arrived on a karve from Höfn that morning. The rest of the crew—nineteen men—would remain with the ship until he sent for them. 
 
    The pockmarked coalfield was currently devoid of miners: three years earlier, they had moved the operation underground, and the men—forty-eight of them at last count—generally remained in the mine all day. The only sign of the mining operation, besides a small pile of coal near the road at the bottom of the ridge, was a series of wooden sheds of various sizes at the far end of the little valley, just past the bell pits. The underground mine was accessible from a horizontal opening in the hillside that was hidden from O’Brien’s view by the largest shed. Straining his ears, he heard nothing but the faint sound of ocean waves crashing on the shore and the cawing of distant crows. 
 
    Satisfied that nothing at the scene would appear out of the ordinary to the average medieval peasant who might, on the off-chance, wander by, O’Brien began making his way down the ridge to the relatively flat valley floor. The narrow, packed gravel road that snaked along the valley floor to his left would make for easier walking, but O’Brien preferred the direct route. In any case, he knew the miners were diligent about keeping the road clear; if any technologically inappropriate artifacts—a stainless steel knife blade or a burnt-out light bulb, perhaps—had been left at the scene by a careless worker, it would likely be near the pits.  
 
    While he walked past the pits, scanning the ground for such detritus, he wondered if he was being overly cautious. As with all the remote operations of the Iron Dragon project, operating the mine required a constant awareness of the tension between efficiency and secrecy. Were it not for the need to hide their activity from the Cho-ta’an and keep the locals in the dark, they would easily be producing at least three times as much coal as they were presently. But if the Cho-ta’an found them, it was all for naught. Even a single Cho-ta’an who was sufficiently motivated would have little difficulty sabotaging a rocket launch. On the other hand, they had no idea if either of the Cho-ta’an were still alive and had little reason to think they were anywhere near Scotland if they were. Even his concerns about a random peasant wandering by were probably overblown: in all his visits to the mine, he’d only seen one person other than the miners and the oarsmen who manned the cargo ships: an itinerant priest who ministered to the fishing villages in the area occasionally stopped by the mine to proselytize. There were rarely any miners on the surface, and on the rare occasion that the priest encountered some, the miners chased him off the property with their pickaxes. 
 
    There was certainly nothing unusual about a coalmine in Scotland. Coal had been used for heating and cooking in northern Europe for centuries, as it was an abundant and easily accessible resource. In many areas of Scotland and the British Isles, like here at the Brora coalfield, one could literally pick it up from the ground. Operations the size of Camp Yeager were unusual, particularly this far north, but not unheard of. A keen-eyed observer who spent some time in the area might raise an eyebrow at the size and number of ships that departed from the nearby harbor loaded nearly to the gunwales with coal, but the crews were coached to answer any such inquiries with vague statements about Harald Fairhair’s efforts to improve the lives of the citizens of the newly united Kingdom of Norway.  
 
    There was some truth to this claim: Camp Yeager had been founded as a result of a de facto charter to the Brora Coalfield granted by Harald. The settlers had come to an arrangement with Harald in the summer of 886 to provide protection for their operation in return for a yearly tribute of silver. As Iceland lacked many of the resources the Iron Dragon project would require, the spacemen occasionally sent emissaries to Harald, requesting his approval of some expansion of their operations—a copper mine in Finland, a lumber mill in Halogaland, a silver mine in the Danelaw. Most of the resources the settlement required could be found in Viking-controlled territory, and virtually every Viking jarl ruled at the pleasure of the King of Norway. Harald was more than happy to extend his blessing and protection to these endeavors, making arrangements with whichever second cousin or great nephew who held sway in the area in exchange for an increase in his yearly tribute. So while the coal never actually made it to Norway, Harald made out quite well on the deal. 
 
    Camp Yeager, named for an early aerospace pioneer, was one of the first of these remote sites. Of the sites they’d established since Baile an Or, only Camp Grissom (the silver mine) and Camp Shepard (the copper mine) preceded it. After precious metals, people, and lumber, coal was the resource in greatest demand at Höfn. 
 
    O’Brien picked his way across the valley floor, at times having to tread carefully between two bell pits whose sides had eroded so much that there was barely a navigable walkway between them. He frowned as he walked past the pile of coal that was awaiting shipment: there was barely enough to fill the hull of the ship that had brought him here, and three more ships would be arriving within the week. Output from the mine had slowed to an unacceptable level; the stores at Höfn were already so low that they’d begun rationing the use of some machinery.  
 
    He passed the series of shacks and walked to the opening to the drift of the mine, which was bolstered by a metal frame called an adit. An iron gate secured by a padlock blocked access to the drift. This was probably overkill, as there was little chance of anyone other than the miners wandering into the mine, but O’Brien didn’t see the point in taking chances. He pulled a copper key from his pocket, inserted it into the keyhole and turned it. The lock clicked open and he removed it from the latch. He pulled the gate open, stepped inside, and then padlocked it again behind him. 
 
    The drift sloped upwards for about twenty feet before leveling out and then sloping steeply downward—a configuration intended to prevent flooding from rainwater. After waiting a moment to let his eyes adjust to the dim light, O’Brien walked up the slope to the level area. The drift widened here to form a roughly circular chamber about twenty feet in diameter, which had come to be called the “staging area.” Very little light penetrated to the room, but O’Brien didn’t need it. He took six well-practiced steps while dragging his fingertips along the right-hand wall, put his hand on the wooden shelf at shoulder level, and felt along its surface until he found a curved shell of cold aluminum. He picked up the helmet strapped it on.  
 
    A press of the switch on the lamp, casting dim light down the tunnel. The battery-powered lamps, which had taken Reyes nearly a year to develop, were a concession to safety as well as efficiency: fire didn’t mix well with an environment where high concentrations of methane were possible. The safety of the miners hadn’t been Reyes’s sole concern: the mining lamp project was a test case for building portable batteries and light bulbs, which would be needed for many other purposes going forward. O’Brien made a quick survey of the staging area: the wall to his right was lined with shelves that held helmets, gloves, and various tools. A few shovels and pickaxes hung from pegs in the corner. Along the left wall were stacks of wagon wheels. At first glance, the wheels looked like ordinary spoked wooden wheels one might find anywhere in Europe. Closer inspection revealed, however, would reveal a distinct anachronism: pneumatic rubber tires.  
 
    The thing about coal was that it was heavy. Moving a cart full of it from deep in a mine to the surface and then along a bumpy gravel road to a dock where it could be loaded into ships was not an easy task, even for the strongest mule. At first the miners had made do with contemporary technology: carts with wooden wheels wrapped in iron bands. These proved so unwieldly that the miners had begun to ship carts that were only half-full, wasting time and energy. Another solution had to be found.  
 
    Reyes, always the engineer, suggested a railroad. Fabricating steel rails would be simple enough, but as with most of their operations, though, the limiting factor proved to be secrecy rather than technology: although primitive railways had been used to transport cargo as early as the sixth century B.C., a pair of steel rails snaking a mile overland would be decidedly out of place in tenth century Scotland. O’Brien had managed to fabricate latex rubber from dandelions at Höfn, and he set about designing a wheel with a pneumatic tire that would pass as a typical wooden wheel from a distance. Upon seeing a prototype, Reyes gave her approval. 
 
    Unfortunately, the pneumatic wheels proved to be of limited use on the extremely uneven ground of the mine itself. They were better than the wooden wheels, but not by much. In the narrow confines of the mine, the cart had to be pulled by a single mule, so whenever a wheel hit a large bump, the cart would come to a halt while two or three men grunted and heaved to get it moving again. Finally, they worked out a compromise system: the carts would run on rails until where they got to the staging area, where the larger pneumatic wheels would be installed. The cart would be pulled on the rubber wheels to the dock, where it would be emptied into a waiting ship. The mule, guided by a miner, would then turn around, and head back into the mine. The pneumatic wheels would be removed, and the process would start over again. The process of installing and removing the wheels took a few minutes, but it was still vastly more efficient than stopping a dozen or more times to heave the cart over a bump. 
 
    O’Brien walked passed the platform where the wheels were installed and removed and then followed the rails down into the mine, the dim lamp on his helmet illuminating the walls of the passage front of him. The grade here was steep, and his quadriceps soon burned from the effort. He was descending nearly a foot for every ten feet he moved forward. It was about two hundred feet to main cut of the mine, meaning that he’d be descending about twenty feet underground. Denser and higher quality strata of coal could be found lower, but the water table here was only about twenty-five feet below the level of the gate. Digging deeper would require a constant effort to pump water out of the mine. 
 
    Soon he heard voices, and he knew immediately that something was wrong. When things were going smoothly in the mine, all you would hear was the steady clinking of picks, scraping of shovels, and the low, rhythmic murmur of mining songs—mostly repurposed Viking sea chanties, since most of the miners were Norsemen. Men talking meant something had gone wrong.  
 
    Resisting the urge to run, O’Brien picked his way down the drift as the voices grew steadily louder. The echoes off the tunnel walls made it difficult to understand what they were saying, but he caught fragments as he neared them. They were speaking Norse, a language in which O’Brien had become fluent. 
 
    “—air is in there—” 
 
    “—matter. It will be days, maybe weeks—” 
 
    “—already stopped for almost a week—” 
 
    O’Brien had come to the first of a dozen cuts that extended perpendicularly from the main cut. The perpendicular cuts were about forty feet apart; the first several had been exhausted through what was called “room and pillar mining”: the coal was dug away from the cuts to the left and right, leaving hourglass-shaped pillars every twelve feet or so. Eventually the pillars—comprised mostly of coal themselves, would be dug out as well, while the room was braced with temporary supports, and cuts would be left to collapse. 
 
    “—want to do? There’s no way to get to them without—” 
 
    “—cave in, and then we’re all dead.” 
 
    O’Brien continued following the sound of the voices until he reached the cut where the men were. He turned right and walked down the cut. A flicker of dim light was visible ahead, coming from a chamber on the right. As the light from his own headlamp illuminated the passage, the voices suddenly stopped. A man stepped out of the chamber, and for a moment O’Brien was blinded by the glare of his lamp. Putting up his hand, O’Brien saw that this was Ivar, the foreman. 
 
    “What is going on, Ivar?” O’Brien asked. Ivar, a stocky man with a great yellow beard, held out his hand as O’Brien approached, and the two men clasped hands.  
 
    “Cave-in,” Ivar said. 
 
    “How bad?”  
 
    Ivar’s grimace was answer enough. They’d had cave-ins in the past, but thanks to safety precautions largely unheard-of in tenth century Europe, had only had two deaths in the history of the mine. 
 
    “How many dead?” 
 
    “Don’t know. Seventeen men are unaccounted for.” Three pillars gave out, one after another. We don’t know how much actually collapsed, but we think there’s probably several rooms intact on the other side. 
 
    “How long ago?” 
 
    “Three days.” 
 
    O’Brien’s gut tightened. Seventeen men sealed in a tomb for three days. Some of them were probably injured; others were undoubtedly already dead. He silently cursed himself for taking his time on the way to the mine, but he couldn’t have known. There’d been no sign from the surface, and the miners were completely out of contact with Höfn. Despite their technological advances over the past twenty years, Reyes’s engineers were a long way from developing a transmitter that could send a message 800 miles. 
 
    “Show me,” O’Brien said. 
 
    Ivar nodded and went back into the chamber. They passed through three rooms before reaching the cave-in. The rest of the miners—all thirty of them—were standing around a mountain of coal and gravel that was piled up against the far wall. They were filthy and looked exhausted; most of them were leaning on picks or shovels. 
 
    “Why aren’t you digging?” O’Brien asked, without thinking. Several of the men turned to glare at him, and three of them began talking over each other, their anger all directed at O’Brien. 
 
    “We’ve been digging for three days,” Ivar said, holding up his hand to silence the men. “We just stopped to see if we could hear anything.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “Nothing.” 
 
    “So we don’t know if there’s even anyone alive back there.” 
 
    “No, but we have to assume there is.” He pointed his chin at O’Brien as he said this, challenging O’Brien to defy him. 
 
    “Agreed,” O’Brien said. “What about the digger?” 
 
    The digger was what they called the steam shovel that was rusting outside in one of the shacks. They’d used it early on to dig the topsoil out of the bell pits, but it was of little use now that they’d moved underground. All the digging down here was done by hand. 
 
    Ivar seemed uncomfortable at the question. “I thought…” he began. “That is, I told the men….” 
 
    “You told the men what?” O’Brien asked, puzzled at Ivar’s agitation. 
 
    “I told them you’d forbidden us to use it.” 
 
    O’Brien opened his mouth to speak, then closed it again. The men were staring at him, cold-eyed, as if waiting for a decree from a cruel, vengeful god. Was this really how they thought of him? How they thought of the strangers from the stars, with their mysterious plans and demands for secrecy? Did they think he would sacrifice seventeen men just to avoid the possibility of detection? The only thing that bothered him more than Ivar’s assessment was the possibility that it was true. 
 
    “Who’s your best mechanic?” O’Brien asked. 
 
    “Einar or Stigr.” 
 
    “I want them both working on that steam engine. Get a couple more men up there in case they need help. Everybody else, get back to digging. And send someone to the karve to fetch the crew. We need all the men we can get.” 
 
    The miners, still looking to Ivar for instructions, didn’t move. 
 
    “We can’t get the digger down here,” Ivar said. 
 
    “Not through the drift,” O’Brien said. “But we can go straight down.” 
 
    “It will ruin the mine,” Ivar said. “The first hard rain, it will flood.” 
 
    “We’ll dig another one,” O’Brien said. “Plenty of coal around here.” 
 
    “But… that will take months!” 
 
    “Then it will take months,” O’Brien snapped, starting to lose his temper. “Move!” 
 
    Ivar nodded. “Einar, Stigr, Sturi and Dag, start working on that engine. Everybody else, dig!” 
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Three   
 
    It took until nearly noon the next day to get the digger running. Several of the joints on the digging arm had rusted solid, the caterpillar tracks the machine rolled on had to be pulled off, repaired and reinstalled, and the engine itself had to be disassembled, purged of dirt and hydrocarbon gunk, and reassembled. They filled the boiler was filled with water and loaded the hopper with coal. Every joint was lubricated until it moved smoothly. Once it was running reliably, O’Brien climbed into the driver’s seat. He had insisted on operating the machine himself: he and Reyes had built the digger, based on specs downloaded to their cuffs, and he had logged more hours on it than anyone. Besides, if something went wrong and men died, he wanted to be the one responsible. Dag, a giant of a man with a wispy blond beard, was selected to be the fireman. He rode on the back of the digger, strapped into a harness so that he could shovel coal into the furnace without falling off. 
 
    The digger was the largest machine that had yet been fabricated at Höfn. Weighing twenty tons unloaded, it had to be shipped to Camp Yeager in pieces and assembled on site. It was essentially a rectangular wooden building, eight feet wide and twelve feet long—resting on a rotating platform affixed to the tread assembly. Most of the shed was taken up by the coal hopper, boiler and steam engine. A big iron smokestack and a smaller outlet for escaping steam protruded from the roof toward the rear of the building, and affixed to the front of it was a steel arm assembly with a reach of nearly twenty feet. At the end of the arm, suspended from a cantilevered elbow joint, was a bucket that could hold twenty cubic feet of earth or coal. This wasn’t much by the standards of later, diesel-powered models, but it was the equivalent of about a hundred shovelfuls. It moved more slowly than a human miner, but it could run all day and night with no rest, so its net output was the equivalent of at least fifty men.  
 
    The steam engine’s deployment to Camp Yeager had always been intended to be temporary; it was too risky to keep using it at the mining operation long-term, and the machine was too valuable to be left idle. It remained in Scotland due to what Reyes euphemistically referred to as “sub-optimal management of dependencies,” which was project management-speak for poor planning. As badly as Höfn needed the digger, they needed coal even more, and they had a limited number of ships to transport cargo. The Iron Dragon project was a constant exercise in juggling priorities. 
 
    As the machine rumbled out of the shed and up the hillside, Ivar emerged from the mine opening. O’Brien put the digger in neutral, pulled the hand brake and jumped down. Leaving Dag to his shoveling, he met Ivar halfway down the hill. They had to shout to hear each other over the chugging of the steam engine. 
 
    “We’ve made contact,” Ivar shouted. 
 
    “How many are alive?” 
 
    “Eleven. Three seriously injured.” 
 
    That meant three dead already. “Can you get to them?” 
 
    Ivar shook his head. “It will take another day at least. By then…” 
 
    O’Brien nodded, understanding. By then, more men would have died—if not from untreated wounds, then from dehydration. The men were thought to have some water with them, but not enough to last five days. And he could only imagine how exhausted the men doing the digging were. They’d gotten some relief from the crew of the karve, but many of them had been working eighteen-hour-shifts for four days. 
 
    “The good news is, they’ve got enough air for a few days,” said Ivar. “We’re trying to get a pipe through to get them some water, but it may take a few hours.” 
 
    O’Brien shook his head. “Get everybody out of there,” he shouted. “Set up the chain.” 
 
    Ivar hesitated a moment, but then nodded. He turned to go back to the mine. While working on the digger, they’d come up with a plan for communicating the status of the men below via a daisy chain of men from the site of the cave-in to the surface. O’Brien had long wanted to install a primitive telephone system in the mine, but other projects had taken priority, so the daisy chain would have to do. O’Brien would have liked to give Ivar time to get a water pipe through, but it was too dangerous to have men working below while he was using the digger, and he didn’t dare wait any longer. 
 
    Ivar was a good man, well-respected by the miners and trusted implicitly by O’Brien and the other higher-ups in the Iron Dragon project. He was one of only a handful of the miners who even knew about the Höfn settlement, and the only one on-site who had an inkling of the ultimate purpose of the mine. The rest knew—at most—that they were digging coal in service of the ambitions of some distant political regime. They were paid fairly and treated well, and they trusted Ivar—and in the end, that was all that mattered. 
 
    O’Brien turned and made his way back to the digger. Once in the driver’s seat, he disengaged the brake and shoved it into gear. The machine lurched and continued to lumber slowly up the hill. Soon he had reached the area Ivar had marked out with wooden stakes. Strips of rags had been tied to the stakes so O’Brien could see them. He maneuvered the bucket to the center of the four stakes and began to dig. 
 
    The idea was essentially to dig a bell pit directly on top of the cave-in, removing the rubble that blocked access to the chamber in which the miners were trapped. As Ivar had pointed out, digging a gaping hole in the ceiling of the mine would render it unusable, essentially cutting off the energy lifeline that kept the Höfn settlement going, but O’Brien had made his peace with that. His only concern at present was getting the men out. 
 
    Using the digger to get them out, however, presented its own risks. There was a chance that the movements of the steam shovel would cause another cave-in, crushing the men or putting more rubble between them and the rest of the mine. Ivar had measured and marked the location of the cut as best he could, but if he was off by more than a foot or two, the mine might collapse underneath it, dooming their efforts. By the time they got the digger free and cleared the rubble, the men would be dead. 
 
    The main problem, though, was simply the vast amount of earth that would need to be moved to get to the men. To get to the rubble blocking trapping the men, they would have to dig down about thirty feet straight down, but the digger could only dig down about ten feet. That meant they would have to dig at least two tiers, like an inverted ziggurat, so the steam shovel would have a level place to rest while digging farther down. The digger would dig down ten feet, clearing a level surface big enough for it to set on, drive into the depression, and then repeat the process. The third level would be a bowl shape, with the bottom of the bow intersecting the pile of rubble that was trapping the men. By O’Brien’s estimates, they were going to have to move at least 80,000 cubic feet of earth. At twenty cubic feet per bucket, that was 4,000 bucketsful. At six bucketsful per minute, that was about eleven hours of digging, if all went smoothly and the digger didn’t break down.  
 
    O’Brien worked for six hours straight, stopping only briefly for water: both for himself and for the steam shovel’s boiler. Operating the digger was more exhausting than he remembered, although of course he’d never had to operate it under such dangerous and unforgiving circumstances. The slight air movement in the valley did little to carry the thick, black smoke from the chimney away, so his eyes burned constantly, and his throat became raw. Finally he had to admit that he couldn’t do it alone. He put the digger in neutral, engaged the brake, and climbed down. If Einar hadn’t been there to catch him, he’d have collapsed. 
 
    When O’Brien was able to stand on his own, Einar shot him a questioning look, tapping on his own chest. O’Brien nodded weakly, and Einar grinned. He turned and shouted to Sturi, who was climbing down a ladder into the depression O’Brien had dug. He’d finished the first tier about an hour earlier and driven the digger down the shallow slope he’d left on the east side. For the past hour, he’d been working on the second tier. 
 
    Turning, O’Brien saw that Dag, looking even more exhausted than O’Brien, had climbed down from the digger as well. He’d been shoveling coal for six hours, after helping with the repairs on the digger for most of the previous day, and assisting in the rescue efforts before that. He probably hadn’t had a wink of sleep in forty-eight hours, and he couldn’t hide his relief that Sturi would be taking his place at the furnace. If O’Brien had the emotional energy to spare, he might have been embarrassed at his own exhaustion. 
 
    As Einar and Sturi took their places in the machine, O’Brien and Dag made their way to the ladder. To their left, a mule was pulling an empty coal cart back up the slope. It had already delivered ten loads, which would probably be enough to power the digger through the night.  
 
    O’Brien climbed to the top of the depression and made his way dumbly down the hillside, his ears ringing and his throat on fire. His entire body was covered in a sticky glaze of sweat, dust and soot. His eyes were so dry that it hurt to blink and his hands stung from a thousand tiny cuts and scrapes. 
 
    He’d intended to clean up when he got back to camp but found himself to exhausted to go through with it. He located a vacant cot, managed to set the alarm on his cuff for four hours, lay down and fell asleep. 
 
    He was awoken what seemed like three seconds later by an insistent chiming from his cuff. After an instant of panic followed by a good minute of sitting in the dark wondering where he was and why his entire body hurt, he got to his feet and made his way to the latrine. He washed the worst of the gunk off his face and hands, splashed some water on his neck, back and armpits, and then put his clothes back on and went outside, blindly following the distant sound of the steam shovel. The stars were out and a crescent moon was visible above the horizon, giving him just enough light to avoid stumbling. He walked briskly to warm himself against the cold air. 
 
    As he got to the edge of the pit, he saw that Einar and Sturi had made good progress: the second tier had been dug, and they were now working on the final, bowl-shaped impression. Dozens of torches on poles had been set up around the perimeter of the pit, and spotters holding the few battery-powered work lights the camp possessed were standing at the edge of the bowl, doing their best to illuminate the work area. The digger rested on solid ground and there was no sign of any collapse. If they’d measured correctly—give or take a couple of feet—they’d soon be able to start removing the bulk of the earth trapping the miners inside. He could only hope most of them were still alive. 
 
    After locating Ivar, who stood alone against the wall of the first level of the pit, O’Brien climbed down the ladder and walked over to him. 
 
    “Any news from down below?” O’Brien shouted. 
 
    Ivar blinked at him, at first not seeming to understand. He’d been staring in a half-conscious daze, clearly exhausted. 
 
    “Nothing new,” he said at last. 
 
    That was good news. Nothing new meant no reports of additional fatalities. It was only a matter of time, though. Despite tight rationing, the men had used the last of their water two days ago. If they didn’t reach the men soon, more would die. 
 
    Einar shut down the digger about two hours later, worried that he was getting too close to the trapped men. He’d hit a layer of rich black coal, which meant he couldn’t be far from the mine. For a few minutes they all sat as quietly as they could, listening for any sign of life down below, but their ears wear ringing so badly that nobody could be certain what they were hearing. Finally someone went and fetched a young man who was part of the daisy chain to come and listen. The sky had clouded over, and while they waited, it began to rain. The man from the mine lay down and pressed his ear to the rubble, but he couldn’t hear anything but the patter of raindrops. O’Brien picked up a shove and ordered every man, including those on daisy chain duty, to start digging. 
 
    O’Brien set an alarm on his cuff to go off every twenty minutes. Whenever it chimed, he would order everyone to stop digging, be completely quiet and listen. The rain continued to intensify, making it that much harder to hear, and now O’Brien began to worry about flooding on top of everything else.  
 
    The gray sky was lightening in the east when they first heard the faint sound of a man’s voice. No one could make out what he was saying, but it gave them a general direction to aim for. They moved so they were centered on the area where the voice seemed to be coming from, and O’Brien set his alarm for ten minutes. Thirty minutes later, one of the men stepped in a puddle and found himself sinking to his crotch in the mud. He gave a shout and dropped his shovel, and three of his comrades extracted him from the muck, one of them nearly sliding into the cavity below in the process. When they’d gotten clear, they stood watching rainwater run in rivulets down the sides of a crater to a hole about six inches in diameter, where it disappeared into the blackness. Voices shouted faintly from below. 
 
    O’Brien ordered everyone away from the area and then removed one of the work lights from a nearby pole and shined it into the hole. He could see nothing but a large mound of coal and gravel, some twenty feet below. Hoarse cries for help continued to come from somewhere below, but he could see no movement.  
 
    “We’re trying to get you out,” O’Brien called down the hole. “I need you to back as far away from the sound of my voice as you can.” 
 
    For a moment, there was no sound but the gentle hiss of the rain. 
 
    “Mister O’Brien?” came a faint voice at last. 
 
    “Yes, this is O’Brien.” 
 
    Several men spoke at once, their words an incoherent jumble, but the change in tone was unmissable and its meaning unmistakable: if O’Brien is here, perhaps not all is lost. The regard in which these men held him pierced his heart like a knife. This was the downside of being a demigod from beyond the stars: men expected you to perform miracles. 
 
    Finding himself unable to speak, O’Brien backed away from the hole. It was probably just as well. The men knew he was here, and they knew what to do. Anything he said now would only erode their impression of him as a superhuman entity. He turned and walked away, rejoining Ivar and Einar at the perimeter of the hole. The rest of the men had already climbed the ladder out of the pit. 
 
    O’Brien conferred with the two men, relating what he had seen. As far as he could tell, they were right on top of the epicenter of the cave-in, which was both good news and bad: on one hand, they had avoided digging directly into the chamber where the men were trapped, averting another cave-in. On the other hand, they were now standing on top of a large void that had been created when the cave-in occurred. O’Brien had imagined that once they got a sense for where the men were trapped, they could remove the bulk of the remaining debris with the steam shovel, but he now saw that was impossible. Not only was the cave-in farther down than they’d estimated; the void in the earth made using the steam shovel far too dangerous. 
 
    Digging by hand was hardly preferable, however: after nearly losing a man to the abyss, the miners weren’t eager to get back to using their shovels. Even if they miraculously managed to widen the hole enough to get a man through without losing anyone else, they still had the problem of the pile of rubble below to deal with. There was no way to remove the rubble with shovels. Perhaps they could rig up a wooden derrick with buckets on pulleys, but it would take far too long. And if they were going to go to the trouble of building a derrick, there was a more obvious solution. O’Brien didn’t like it, but it was the only way. 
 
    “Einar, get Sturi and get started digging out the corners of the pit on the south side, from there to there,” O’Brien said, indicating the area with his hand. “I want the base of the bowl as wide and flat as you can make it. Over there, we need a ramp for the digger. Ivar, put everyone else to work hauling lumber. I need every timber and beam you can spare. Nuts, bolts and nails too. Take them from the mine supports and railroad if you need to.” 
 
    “What are we doing?” Einar asked, looking around in bewilderment. 
 
    “We need to build a platform for the digger. Something to spread out its weight over as much area as possible.” 
 
    “You want to bring the digger down here?” 
 
    “It’s the only way to get the rubble out of there,” O’Brien said.  
 
    “There isn’t enough room,” said Einar. “If I widen the pit too much in this rain, the sides are going to collapse.” 
 
    “Maybe we can rig something up with pulleys…” Ivar started, but O’Brien shook his head, having already dismissed this option. 
 
    “Too slow,” O’Brien said. “With any luck, some of that rainwater will get to those men, giving them some relief from their thirst, but if it keeps up, they’re going to drown.”  This unfortunate side effect of their efforts had already become apparent: the pit was channeling all the rainwater directly into the slowly-widening chasm. The rain was little more than a drizzle at this point, but O’Brien estimated at least a liter a minute was going down the hole. If the drizzle turned to a downpour, it would quickly turn into a raging torrent. And the water would only flow faster as the ground on the tiers above became saturated. “We’ve got four hours to get a platform built and get the digger on top of it,” O’Brien said, trying to sound confident in his estimate. In reality, he hadn’t a clue how long it would take for the chamber to flood. Depending on the rain and how the tunnel was configured, it might be an hour or it might be days.  
 
    “Mister O’Brien,” Ivar pleaded, “Bringing the digger down here… it’s not safe. The ground will cave in. We’ll lose all those men, and probably several more, not to mention the digger. There has to be another way.” 
 
    “There is no other way,” O’Brien snapped. “We need to get that machine down here, and the sooner we do it, the better chance we have of saving those men. Do you understand?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Ivar said. The others mumbled their assent as well. 
 
    “Good. Get to work. I’ll start sketching the platform.” O’Brien began walking toward the ladder. 
 
    “Should someone tell them what we’re doing?” Einar asked. 
 
    O’Brien paused a moment but then shook his head. “No one gets near that hole,” he said. “It’s too dangerous. They know we’re working on getting them out. Everybody get to work.” 
 
    The two hesitated, but then Ivar turned and began walking toward the ladder. Einar followed, and O’Brien breathed a silent sigh of relief. He’d done his best to feign confidence in his plan, but he had only the vaguest notion of its feasibility. He didn’t know whether they could build the platform in time, whether they’d be able to build a platform with enough rigidity to spread the weight, nor whether there was enough surface area to spread the weight of the digger across. On top of all that uncertainty, he didn’t know how long it would be before the chamber flooded. He told himself it was the only option left to them, but that was little consolation: he’d gotten them into this mess by using the steam shovel. If he hadn’t shown up, the miners might have dug their trapped compatriots out by hand by this time. Not only had he wrecked their only producing coal mine; he’d probably sealed the deaths of eleven men—maybe more by the time the day was through. 
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Four          
 
    O’Brien shook off the self-doubt, forcing himself to focus on the problem at hand—something he’d found himself doing frequently in the twenty-two years he’d been on Earth. He climbed up the ladder after Einar and made his way to the camp buildings. The sun had arisen somewhere beyond a thick veil of slate gray clouds, and the rain continued to fall steadily, coalescing in rivulets that meandered toward the trapped men. O’Brien located a pencil and some sheets of paper and ensconced himself in a shed, where he spent the next hour sketching a rough diagram for a platform that he hoped would be capable of bearing the weight of the steam shovel.  
 
    The design was simple: long horizontal beams would be constructed by overlapping and bolting together the timbers used for reinforcing passages in the mine. Three of these beams would be stacked vertically, with a gap of eight inches between them, to create a joist, and scrap lumber would be nailed to the sides for shear support. The joists would be placed on the ground, two feet apart, and gravel would be used to backfill beneath them to make the top of the joists as close to level as possible. Blocking would be added between the boards for stability, and then planks would be laid across the tops of the joists and nailed into place. It was far from ideal, from an engineering perspective, but it was the best O’Brien could do with limited time, materials and tools. He returned to the pit to find that Einar had dug it out on the south side to give him a relatively flat surface about thirty feet square and had moved on to digging out the ramp. O’Brien had hoped for a somewhat larger area to work with, but in reality his makeshift platform was probably going to bow so much under the weight of the steam shovel that extending it another ten feet probably wouldn’t make much difference. 
 
    Several dozen timbers had already been piled on the ground on the second tier of the pit, a few feet from the edge of the bowl. O’Brien showed his diagram to Ivar, who quickly grasped what he was after and ordered six of the men to start building. As simple as his design was, it proved difficult to accomplish in practice, due to the crookedness of the beam and their huge variance in the size. In the end, he had to modify the joists so they were two beams with a gap of variable size, rather than three beams sandwiched together. The boards nailed to the sides of the joists would have to provide enough support to keep them from sagging. 
 
    The amount of blocking required to keep the joists from folding toward the perpendicular was another problem. They had plenty of lumber but only two handsaws, and it quickly became apparent that measuring, sawing and affixing all the blocks they needed would take several hours. In the end, O’Brien reduced the amount of blocking by three quarters and had the men fill the spaces between the joists with earth and gravel to bolster them. They had no shortage of planking for the deck, as Ivar had ordered the men to tear the clapboards off the walls of the building in which the digger had been housed. These were hammered down with what few nails they had left, and then the pit was evacuated. O’Brien had no idea whether the ramshackle platform would hold the twenty plus tons of the digger, but it was going to have to do. He volunteered to operate the digger himself, reasoning that if the platform collapsed beneath him, he’d at least die along with the men he’d failed to rescue. Reyes would frown on that decision, he knew, but Reyes wasn’t here. 
 
    He would have preferred to take the risk alone, but Dag, his fireman, was already at work stoking the furnace of the digger. O’Brien climbed aboard, gave him a silent nod, and got into the driver’s seat. He engaged the throttle and the machine roared to life. He maneuvered it to the rough ramp Einar had dug and drove down into the pit. He held his breath as the front of the treads hit the platform, but he didn’t dare slow down until the steam shovel was parked squarely on the wooden surface. It held, and he let out a relieved sigh. 
 
    He maneuvered the bucket toward the chasm and began gingerly scraping away at the mud, depositing it bit by bit toward the side of the pit. Some of the earth fell into the pit, but he avoided triggering any major collapses. With every movement of the arm, he imagined he could feel the makeshift platform creaking and buckling beneath him, but it held. Soon the hole had been widened to a diameter of ten feet, and he could see enough of the debris pile to determine where to focus his efforts. He rotated the body of the digger to the right and began removing earth closer to where the men were trapped. Soon he could see the where the edge of the mound spilled into the chamber. He caught sight of something moving down below: someone was waving a rag tied to the end of a wooden pole. Judging that the opening was big enough for a man to get through, O’Brien shut down the engine. 
 
    He climbed down, intending to shout instructions to Ivar, but the foreman was already climbing down toward him, carrying a coiled-up rope over one shoulder. Two other men were behind him. Ivar motioned toward the bucket, and O’Brien nodded and climbed back into the driver’s seat. O’Brien lowered the bucket to a few inches off the ground, and Ivar threw one end of it over the bucket and tied it in a slip-knot. Then he walked to the edge of the chasm and tossed the rest of the rope so that it landed on the debris pile and slid down toward the waving flag. 
 
    The flag disappeared, and a few seconds later the rope went taut. Ivar, standing at the edge of the platform, gave O’Brien a thumbs-up. O’Brien waited another five seconds to be sure and then began to move the bucket slowly upwards and back as far as it would go. As he did so, the body of a man came into view, clutching the rope. It dragged the man up the pile of debris close enough that the men on the platform could pull him the rest of the way up. Once on the platform, the man was helped up the ramp. He was shaking, exhausted and covered from head to toe in mud and coal dust, but he was alive. O’Brien lowered the bucket and Ivar tossed end of the rope back down. 
 
    Ten men came out of the hole; one had succumbed to injuries a few hours earlier. Altogether, four men had perished in the collapse. When the last man had been pulled onto the platform, O’Brien shut down the digger and slouched forward, burying his face in his hands. He broke into tears.  
 
    When he had composed himself, he wiped his face with his filthy shirt and climbed down onto the platform. Trembling and barely able to stand, his ears ringing from the noise of the engine, he stood for some time, leaning against the digger’s track. The rain had stopped and the afternoon sun was peering out from behind a cloud. The air was fresh and clean, and he took several deep breaths, forcing himself not to think of the four corpses who would remain interred in the black tomb below. It worked, O’Brien thought. We did it. And then he laughed, thinking of what qualified as a major accomplishment after twenty-two years on Earth. They were supposed to be building a spaceship, and here he was, rejoicing over losing only four men in a coalmine accident. And now the coalmine had been rendered unusable, setting their project back months. 
 
    Despite this, O’Brien found himself in a cheery mood, buoyed by a rush of endorphins that had hit him when men began to emerge from the mine. Dag and the others had already returned to the camp, and O’Brien knew his exhaustion would catch up to him soon, but for now he was glad to have a moment alone to relish their success—his success. It had been his idea to use the digger, and it had paid off. For someone who had never thought of himself as a leader or particularly good under pressure, he’d done a damned good job of faking it. He’d had his doubts—still had them, if he were honest: if they’d kept digging by hand, they might have gotten the fourth man out in time, and they would have salvaged the mine. But there was no way to know for certain, and despite a few complications, the rescue had gone better than he dared imagine. There would be hell to pay when he got back to Höfn, but he was convinced he’d done the right thing. He’d pulled out all the stops to save the men, and the miners had responded to his determination by redoubling their efforts. In the end, it was that sort of loyalty and dedication, more than coal production numbers, that was going to determine the success or failure of the Iron Dragon. Men who could keep their heads and pull together under circumstances like these could accomplish anything. 
 
    As O’Brien stood leaning against the digger and enjoying the warm sunshine and cool, crisp air, he realized he was not alone. A man was standing on the far rim of the pit, looking down at him. The man was too distant for O’Brien to make out his face, but the man’s drab wool robe made it clear he was no miner. In his left hand was a walking stick, and sunlight glinted off the man’s bald head. He stood unmoving at the edge of the pit, observing O’Brien with stoic interest. And suddenly O’Brien became uncomfortably aware of the twenty-ton piece of machinery he was leaning against. He wondered how long the man had been watching. Too long, that was certain.  
 
    O’Brien beckoned to the man, but it was too late: the priest had turned away. A moment later, the man was gone. His good mood shattered, O’Brien trudged up the ramp toward the camp. 
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Five          
 
    Two days later, O’Brien left again on the karve. He had intended to stay longer, but he wanted to get back to Höfn to warn Reyes not to dispatch any more cargo ships to Camp Yeager. At least two knars would already be on their way—more than enough to carry what little coal was ready for shipment. Thanks to the cave-in and the need to dig a new mine, no more would be forthcoming for some time. O’Brien had identified a site for the new mine, but Ivar and his men would have to start on it without him. The crew unloaded the food and other supplies they’d brought for the miners, loaded the karve with coal, and set sail.  
 
    The voyage from Camp Yeager to Höfn went smoothly, thanks to steady winds and relatively smooth seas, and the karve sailed into the harbor at Höfn four days after embarking. The crew furled the sails and brought out the oars to row the last few hundred yards, O’Brien fidgeting nervously as the ship approached the shore. He wasn’t looking forward to explaining the situation at the mine to Reyes. He’d gone over the events a hundred times in his mind and was convinced he couldn’t have done anything differently, but the delay and loss of men was still very bad news. Without a ready supply of coal, much of the work in Iceland would soon screech to a halt. 
 
    When the karve was less than a hundred yards from shore, the crew stowed the oars. One by one, the men leaped over the side into the waist-deep water, taking hold of the boat by the gunwales to guide it to shore. They were well-practiced at this task; the idea was to maintain as much momentum as possible so as to get the boat entirely onto the shore by the time it stopped moving. Once it was resting on the shore, they would retrieve rollers made from pine logs from a hiding place behind the rocks and use ropes to haul the karve to a gravel road, about a quarter mile away. There the boat would be raised by a portable crane and turned on its side, depositing the coal into a wooden hopper. Mule-drawn wagons would be maneuvered under the hopper, filled with coal, and then driven down the road to the settlement of Höfn. Some of the coal would be deposited there for the residents, but most would continue through a carefully guarded pass in the hills to a sprawling facility the spacemen had christened Camp Armstrong. There were more efficient ways to deliver coal, but it was important to keep up the illusion that Höfn was a typical Icelandic settlement. Only a close observer would notice that they consumed about twenty times more coal—as well as grain, lumber, and other supplies—than a settlement the size of Höfn could possibly use. 
 
    O’Brien, impatient to get his meeting with Reyes done with, didn’t wait to help with the unloading. He got out of the boat once it was safely on shore and then walked briskly up the beach to the road. A young man sitting on a boulder, whom O’Brien recognized as Haldor, waved to him as he approached and then disappeared into a nearby barn. By the time O’Brien reached the boulder, Haldor had returned with a horse, tacked out with a leather saddle. O’Brien thanked Haldor, mounted the horse, and set off at a gallop down the road. 
 
    He didn’t slow as he rode through Höfn, ignoring the puzzled glances from farmers, weavers and fishermen who had seen him depart only a week earlier. Usually when one of the spacemen or other higher-ups in the Iron Dragon project left, it was for several weeks, if not months, at a time. Returning after a week was a bad sign, and they all knew it. 
 
    O’Brien let his mount slow to a walk once he reached the pass that led to Camp Armstrong. The guard appeared to be armed with only a spear, but O’Brien knew he had a rifle stashed nearby. Gabe’s gun-making operation had been cranking out a rifle a week on average for the past ten years; they now had enough of them to equip a small army. The guard also had access to a more powerful weapon: hidden in a compartment carved into a boulder by the roadside was a switch that would close a circuit between two lengths of copper wire buried a few feet underground. The other ends of the wires connected to a battery and a light bulb in a small garrison building at the perimeter of the camp, about three hundred yards away. An alarm would go up, sensitive operations would be locked down, and the entire auxiliary defense force would mobilize—assuming that someone was monitoring the alarm. As with all operations at the facility, security was constantly understaffed. 
 
    The guard gave him a simple salute as he passed; he was probably as curious as those at the village, but he was smart enough not to let it show. A different culture pervaded Camp Armstrong than characterized Höfn. Höfn was populated by a combination of the original settlers who had arrived twenty years earlier and newcomers who had not yet proved themselves. Most of its residents had only the slightest notion of what went on beyond the pass; they were told very little and forbidden, under penalty of death, to speak about any of it. Despite—or perhaps because of—this policy, an atmosphere of speculation pervaded the settlement. The villagers kept a close watch on the number of ships arriving at the harbor and what they contained. O’Brien could only imagine the sorts of explanations the villagers devised for events like the arrival of a ship filled to the gunwales with dandelions. 
 
    At Camp Armstrong, a culture of what might be called “informed secrecy” prevailed. In fact, few of them had even heard the name Iron Dragon; the project was referred to by its codename, Pleiades. Most of the engineers knew very little about the project beyond their specific job responsibilities, but they knew Pleiades was crucial to the survival of the human race—and that some very dangerous beings wanted very much to see them fail. Because of these facts, the workers were, as a rule, extremely conscientious about adhering to the confidentiality protocols Reyes and O’Brien had established early on. 
 
    So tight-lipped were the workers at Camp Armstrong that the settlers had begun referring to them sardonically as Dvergar—literally “dwarves,” the name the Norse used for a race of blacksmiths who worked at mysterious machinations underground. Camp Armstrong, by extension, became Svartalfheim—the “dark fields” that were home to the dwarves. The name was certainly fitting: the facility had started out as a massive industrial complex built in a natural cave and powered by geothermal energy. These days it was only the spacemen themselves who insisted on calling the facility Camp Armstrong; even Reyes occasionally slipped when speaking in the Norsemen’s language.  
 
    “Dvergar” eventually became a sort of codename used for those working on Pleiades to identify each other, but Reyes discouraged its wide use. It soon became clear, though, that they were going to need a name for those in service of the project, if only for their internal use. Pleiadeans was awkward and seemed ill-suited for the Norsemen who made up the majority of their number. The name that won out was Eidejelans, a corruption of the name of the organization for which the three spacemen had worked: the Interstellar Defense League. Those who worked on Pleiades identified themselves outwardly as Norsemen, Franks, Saxons, or some other nationality, but to each other they were Eidejelans. 
 
    Over the past decade Svartalfheim had expanded to encompass several acres of land above and around the cave, and the cave itself was referred to as “Hellir,” which was simply the Norse word for “cave.” The spacemen had predictably taken to calling the subterranean workshop Hell. The village of Höfn, with a population of some two hundred people, was at this point essentially a front for Svartalfheim, which now had over a thousand permanent residents. Most of these worked at mundane jobs to keep the facility running or were fulltime students or teachers, but they were all considered Dvergar by the people at Höfn. Once someone traveled Beyond the Pass, with few exceptions, they never left. 
 
    O’Brien’s horse continued down the gravel road toward the cluster of buildings in the distance. The above-ground part of Camp Armstrong told the history of the nascent facility: the cluster of turf longhouses that made up the core of the campus were circled by lodges constructed of pine logs and tar. Several more recent buildings, at the perimeter of the facility, were wood- or steel-framed structures with clapboard siding. These ranged in size from small tool sheds to warehouses a hundred feet on a size and thirty feet tall. Most of the personnel at Svartalfheim lived in one of the large communal dwellings on the west side of the campus; clustered around these were several dozen small houses that were occupied mostly by the families of the members of the Operations Committee and other higher-ups. Toward the rear of the campus were three large grain silos, filled with grain imported from farms in Normandy and Britain. Svartalfheim produced little of its own food, as Iceland’s land was largely unsuited for farming. The exception were the sheep scattered across the hills, subsisting on the minimal greenery in the area. 
 
    These days, Reyes was usually to be found in her office, located in a pleasant two-story lodge near the center of the main campus, about three hundred yards from the elevator to Hell. O’Brien directed his horse to the stable at the south end of the campus, handing off the horse to the brown-haired teenage girl who was minding the place. O’Brien didn’t recognize her; he assumed she was one of the newcomers who were euphemistically referred to as “blind recruits.”  
 
    Pleiades was in constant need of engineers, craftsmen and other laborers, and one of the things the Vikings did best was “recruit” people from other lands. Early on the spacemen had made peace with the impossibility of secretly assembling a workforce of several thousand people using ordinary recruitment methods. It would be simple enough to lure medieval serfs aboard a ship with an offer of permanent employment in a distant land, but that sort of activity would attract unwanted attention. Additionally, the recruiters needed to be selective: older, unhealthy, illiterate workers—the vast majority of the population of Europe, in other words—were of little use to them. What they were looking for was candidates whose bodies had not yet been ravaged by malnutrition and overwork and whose minds had not been poisoned with superstition and prejudice. As females tended to be more malleable—as well as capable of producing offspring that would make up the bulk of the next generation of the workforce—girls were favored over boys.  
 
    Strangers showing up in a village with the intention of stealing away most of the girls under the age of eighteen, however, tended to cause some friction no matter how diplomatically one went about it. Helena, who was in charge of recruiting, still occasionally negotiated with families to secure the employment of certain prodigies she’d been informed of through her network of spies, but it was impractical to do this on a large scale. Indentured servanthood was common throughout most of Europe at this time, but spiriting away girls to an unknown location, never to be seen again, was not. Even the most desperate parent would balk at such an offer. So in the end, Reyes had decided they weren’t going to ask.  
 
    She’d put Eirik Gustafsson, one of the Norsemen who had been with them since their first weeks on Earth, in charge of the raiding parties. She’d given him only three firm rules for the raiders. The first was that they were not to speak to anyone about Höfn or anything that went on there; the second was that rape was not to be tolerated—and since the abducted girls were at the mercy of their captors, any sexual contact between a girl and a raider was to be considered rape. The third was that unnecessary violence was to be avoided. As some amount of violence was to be expected in forcibly separating children from their parents, she had to rely on Eirik’s judgment—or that of whomever he had selected to lead a given raid. Any man caught breaking any of the three rules was to be executed on the spot. 
 
    Despite these conditions, Reyes and the others had no illusions about what they had sanctioned: it was kidnapping, pure and simple—and often the crime was compounded with assault or even murder. The fact that such raids were a documented fact of life in medieval Europe was little consolation; they could only justify the policy by pointing to the direness of their circumstances: to save the human race, they needed to get to space, and to build a craft capable of carrying humans to space, they needed women. 
 
    These tactics were, after all, one of the prime reasons the Vikings would ultimately conquer much of Europe: they bolstered their numbers by stealing the daughters of their enemies. These girls would be married off, get pregnant, and produce more Vikings. One might expect that the girls would resent their captors and attempt to rebel or escape, but there was nowhere for them to go. Eventually even the older girls would forget their language, culture, and even their families, and become fully integrated into the Norse way of life. The fact that the Norsemen tended—abductions aside—to treat their women with more respect than the “civilized” Europeans of the time—probably didn’t hurt matters. Women in the Norse lands—unlike their contemporaries in Christianized areas—were considered full citizens, able to own property and have a voice in matters affecting the community. Höfn was—at least on the surface—a typical Norse settlement, and as such, it followed the norms of Norse civilization. 
 
    The bulk of the spoils of a Viking raid generally belonged to whoever had financed the expedition. The “recruitment raids” were usually financed—at least nominally—by the jarl at Höfn, a good-natured old man named Ake who was in reality merely a puppet taking orders from Reyes. As a result, at any given time Ake owned between twenty and forty slaves, most of them girls and women between the ages of twelve and twenty. Slavery was not uncommon in Nordic lands, but as there was no large-scale farming or industry in these countries, there was little economic incentive for an individual to own more than a few household servants. In the harsh environment of Iceland, large-scale slavery made even less sense: often a slave consumed more food than he or she could produce. 
 
    Thanks to shipments of grain, meat and other foodstuffs from Normandy and other areas of Europe, there was no shortage of provisions at Höfn, although the villagers kept up appearances of self-sufficiency as best they could. They worked hard, long hours at their various occupations—raising livestock, weaving, fishing, building turf houses—but in many ways they lived an idealized version of Icelandic civilization. Most settlements the size of Höfn subsisted in a state of constant worry about “acts of the gods”: a wasting disease sweeping through a herd of sheep, a shipment of grain lost in a shipwreck, a late frost wiping out a season’s crops. But somehow, no matter what happened at Höfn, the settlement seemed to survive.  
 
    It didn’t take the newly-arrived peasant girls, fresh from an unpleasant voyage across the sea after being taken from their families, to begin to appreciate the idyllic way of life at Höfn. They were expected to work, yes, but certainly no harder than they had at home, and they were given some choice in their assignments. A particularly clever girl would occasionally suspect that the work assignments were being specifically tailored to the recruits’ interests and aptitudes. Any contact they had with their nominal owner, Ake, was in passing; responsibility for their work assignments was delegated to various farmers, fishermen and craftsmen in the village. They were assigned to sleep in a longhouse with a local family, usually that of their de facto employer. Some resented their new life occasionally a newcomer attempted to escape, but it was twenty miles to the next settlement, and none of the neighboring settlements would take in an escaped slave. The jarls of all the settlements in Iceland were, by this time, aware that something strange was going on in the hills north of Höfn—and they had learned it was in their interest not to make too much of it or cause problems for those responsible. Eventually an escaped slave would return to Höfn, one way or another. 
 
    Those who worked hard and made an effort to acclimate to their new home found themselves rewarded with more interesting work and were eventually given time off from work to attend classes, where they would learn to read, write, and perform arithmetic. By this time, the girl would have heard rumors about Svartalfheim and the mysterious goings-on there. They would hear about girls who had been taken to Svartalfheim never to return to Höfn. Eventually, anywhere from a few months to a few years after the girl’s arrival, she would receive a visit from a woman named Helena, who would ask the girl whether she would like to see what was beyond the hills. If she said no, Helena would leave her to work and learn at Höfn for another year, at which point she would return and ask again. A few of the girls chose to remain permanently at Höfn, but most eventually moved on to Svartalfheim. There they would begin a much more rigorous program of study designed to prepare them for an apprenticeship or the equivalent of a college-level education, with the ultimate goal of assigning them to work in some aspect of Pleiades. Many would become teachers themselves, educating future recruits. Others would become toolmakers, drafters or engineers. 
 
    The girl at the stables was probably new to Svartalfheim; she might be pursuing a course of study in agriculture or animal husbandry, or she might be a budding chemical engineer helping out at the stables part-time. O’Brien had lost track of the number of disciplines of study that students were pursuing at Svartalfheim; Camp Armstrong had begun to resemble a miniaturized version of the “college towns” that would appear in Europe hundreds of years from now. Despite O’Brien’s frustration about their lack of progress, he had to admit they’d accomplished quite a bit. It was hard to believe all this had grown from a ragtag band of settlers arriving at Höfn twenty years earlier. 
 
    The sun had nearly reached the peak of its arc in the southern sky, and O’Brien hurried to catch Reyes before she left for lunch. These days Reyes spent so much time indoors that she liked to go for long walks during her lunch; there was no telling where she might go or how long she would be gone, and O’Brien wanted to get his meeting with her over as quickly as possible. 
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Six                  
 
    O’Brien’s plan was thwarted when he was waylaid on the way to Reyes’s office.  
 
    “Faðir!” cried the boy as he ran toward O’Brien on the path. O’Brien held out his arms to embrace him, and the boy launched himself at O’Brien, nearly knocking him over.  
 
    “Careful, Michael!” chided a woman standing some distance down the path. “Your father isn’t a young man anymore.” 
 
    “May Odin strike me down the day I’m too old to handle a hug from my son,” O’Brien said, squeezing Michael tight. “At least the boy shows some enthusiasm.” 
 
    “I’m coming,” said Helena, walking toward him. “I’m not young anymore either, you know.” She approached and wrapped her arms around him and Michael. Michael, having decided he’d had enough affection, wriggled free. 
 
    “Where are you going?” O’Brien asked. 
 
    “Runar and I are going fishing,” Michael said. “I’m already late, thanks to mother.” 
 
    “Yes, your cruel mother, making sure you leave the house wearing shoes,” Helena said. 
 
    “See you later!” Michael cried, already twenty yards down the path. They waved to Michael and watched him sprint away. Despite the settlement’s urgent need for more people, Michael was their only child. Helena had nearly died giving birth to him, and it was generally agreed that she was irreplaceable. They had been careful to avoid another pregnancy. 
 
    “You’re home early,” Helena said to her husband, when the boy had disappeared over the crest of a hill. “Is everything all right?” 
 
    “No,” O’Brien replied. “But I can’t talk about it until I’ve briefed Reyes.” This wasn’t technically true; Helena was a member of the Operations Committee, which meant she was privy to any information related to Pleiades. But O’Brien didn’t want to waste what little time he had with Helena talking about the disaster at Camp Yeager. 
 
    “Are you okay?” she asked, concerned at his serious demeanor. 
 
    “Just let me look at you,” he said. He took a step back, holding her at arm’s length to study her face. 
 
    “Stop it,” she said, averting her eyes. Her face was flushed. 
 
    “Breathtaking,” O’Brien said, and he meant it. Helena was, in his opinion the most beautiful woman at Camp Armstrong—and probably the most beautiful woman in all Iceland. If anything, she was more beautiful than she had been when he met her as a young woman nineteen years earlier. “I’m lodging a formal complaint,” he said. 
 
    “About what?” 
 
    “Hoarding of resources,” O’Brien replied. “It’s not fair of you to walk around flaunting your gorgeousness when others have so little.” 
 
    “For heaven’s sake, stop it,” Helena replied, rolling her eyes. 
 
    “I’m just glad I got to see you before you go. When do you leave?” 
 
    “Tomorrow morning,” Helena said. “You almost missed me.” 
 
    “I did miss you. And I’ll miss you again when you leave. How long this time? A month?” 
 
    “At least. If Kiev doesn’t pan out, we plan to continue south overland to Magyar territory.” 
 
    “Is that really necessary? Surely there are sufficient candidates in England, Frankia and Leon?” 
 
    “It’s not just about numbers. You know that. We’ve been getting lazy, assuming that the Cho-ta’an are dead or have lost interest in us. But as far as we know, they’re just biding their time. All they have to do is follow one supply shipment back to Höfn….” 
 
    “And how is recruiting from the hinterlands of Europe going to help prevent that?” 
 
    “Don’t play dumb, O’Brien,” Helena said. Like everyone else at Svartalfheim, she still referred to him by his surname. He suspected most of the settlers didn’t know he had another name. “Decentralization. The wider we cast our net, the harder it is to pinpoint our location.” 
 
    “Except that we bring all the recruits back to Höfn.” 
 
    “Only the Tier Ones and Tier Twos,” Helena said, referring to those who were brought to Höfn with the intent of training them to perform high-level tasks in service of Pleiades. Tier Ones were generally mathematicians or engineers who were recruited for specific tasks at Svartalfheim. Tier Twos were the young women (and occasionally men) who were vetted at Höfn before being selected for additional training. Tier Threes were everybody else—usually manual laborers who had no idea who they were working for or why. The coal miners at Camp Yeager, the lumberjacks at Camp Orville, and the silver miners at Camp Grissom were all Tier Threes. “And eventually,” Helena went on, “we’ll be able to start vetting Tier Twos at satellite locations. The more we decentralize—” 
 
    “Offsite training has its own risks,” O’Brien reminded her. “This whole operation depends on the strict control of information.” 
 
    Helena nodded. “Which is why we need to start talking about ramping up our disinformation efforts and establishing decoy sites. If we create enough noise—” 
 
    “Okay, stop,” O’Brien said, holding up his hand. He’d heard this spiel from Helena before, and while he sympathized, the fact was that they only had so many resources to go around—and time remained their greatest enemy. Every year that passed, the settlers got a little more comfortable and the goal of stopping the extermination of the human race in an interstellar war in the distant future became less pressing. If he’d been overcautious in his management of Camp Yeager, then Helena was downright paranoid.  
 
    “Afraid to fight a girl?” Helena teased. 
 
    “Absolutely,” O’Brien replied. “I’m too tired to defend myself. I have to save some of my energy for being cussed out by Reyes.” 
 
    “That bad?” 
 
    O’Brien shrugged. 
 
    “All right, I’ll have mercy on you. I’m on my way to Höfn to get some interviews done before I leave. See you at home tonight?” 
 
    “If Reyes doesn’t tear my head off, yes.” 
 
    “Good luck,” she said, giving him a hug. “I’ll see you later.” 
 
    O’Brien turned and watched Helena continue down the path for some time. Then he took a deep breath and walked the rest of the way to the administration building. He went inside and walked up the stairs to Reyes’s office. He knocked at her door, and Reyes barked “Come in!” She glanced up from a stack of papers as he opened the door, groaning as she recognized him. 
 
    “Nice to see you too, Chief,” he said, taking a seat on one of the wooden chairs in front of her desk. 
 
    “Out with it,” she said. “What happened?” 
 
    “Cave-in. Happened just before I got there. The good news is that we rescued most of the men.” 
 
    “And the bad news?” 
 
    “The mine’s out of commission.” 
 
    “For how long?” 
 
    “Permanently. Had to dig through the roof to get the men out. It’s not safe to work down there anymore. If it’s not already flooded, it soon will be. We’d have to keep the pumps running constantly, and if they fail….” 
 
    “The men will drown, yeah. Well, fuck.” She sighed heavily and leaned back in her chair. Every time O’Brien saw Reyes after being away from Camp Yeager, she looked a little older. He could swear she had aged visibly in the past week alone. Over the past twenty years, her hair had gone almost completely gray and she had heavy bags under her eyes. “How long until you can have another mine up and running?” 
 
    “Three months,” O’Brien said. “Possibly longer, if there are complications.” 
 
    Reyes nodded. She didn’t look happy, but she wasn’t screaming at him, so that was good, he supposed. It unsettled him a little that she wasn’t more visibly upset. Her cold resignation looked a little too much like acceptance of defeat. The struggles they’d faced over the past twenty-two years had weighed heavily on her, and O’Brien couldn’t help wondering if she was just going through the motions at this point. Did she still believe in the possibility of the Iron Dragon? 
 
    “All right, I’ll call an emergency meeting of the Operations Committee tonight, while Helena’s still here. Aengus has been looking into alternative fuel sources. Maybe he has some ideas for a stopgap solution until we get the new mine producing.” 
 
    O’Brien nodded. “There’s something else,” O’Brien he blurted out, before he could change his mind. 
 
    “Of course there is,” Reyes said, rubbing her forehead with her palm. 
 
    “We had to use the digger to get the men out.” 
 
    “Had to?” 
 
    “I made the call,” O’Brien said. “There was no time to make sure the area was clear.” 
 
    “All right,” Reyes said, but her tone didn’t exude approval. 
 
    “Somebody saw us. Saw it. A priest, I think.” 
 
    “You think?” 
 
    “I’m fairly certain. He’d been to the camp before, proselytizing. The men would always chase him away.” 
 
    “And this time? Did anyone go after him?” 
 
    “There was no time.” 
 
    Reyes shook her head tiredly. “So now we’ve got a priest running around Scotland with knowledge of technology that shouldn’t exist for another eight-hundred years.” 
 
    “I’m afraid so,” O’Brien said. “Although I can’t imagine what he’d do with that information. In any case, I’m going to send a team to disassemble the digger and bring it back her as soon as I can.” 
 
    “Where is the new mine?” 
 
    “I’m sorry?” O’Brien asked. 
 
    “The new mine you’re digging. Where is it?” 
 
    “About two hundred yards west of the current mine.” 
 
    “You don’t think it would be wise to relocate?” 
 
    O’Brien didn’t speak for a moment. He hadn’t actually considered the possibility. It was going to set them back months just to dig another mine in the same location. Relocating meant finding another coal field, working with Harald to make political arrangements, and moving all their personnel and equipment. It could easily take a year or more. “Honestly, I doubt the priest is going to cause us any trouble,” he said. “If he says something, nobody is going to believe him, and we’ll have the machine out of there before anyone can check out his story in any case.” 
 
    Reyes didn’t seem entirely convinced, but she nodded. “All right. We’ll discuss it further in the meeting tonight. Next door, after supper. Is there anything else?” 
 
    “No, ma’am,” O’Brien said, getting to his feet. 
 
    “Good. I’ve got a lot of work to do before then.” She stared helplessly at the papers on her desk. 
 
    O’Brien opened the door, hesitating before walking out. “It really is good to see you, Chief,” he said. 
 
    Reyes nodded, but didn’t look up. O’Brien left the room and closed the door behind him. 
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Seven   
 
    O’Brien was late for the meeting, which was not ideal considering that his report to Reyes was the reason it was called in the first place. He had no regrets, though: Helena had returned from her interviews just before dinner, when Michael was still gone fishing, giving them about ten minutes alone together. It was their last time together before Helena left for the Baltic. 
 
    He ran the quarter-mile from their house to the administration building and was still out of breath when he entered the conference room to find the others waiting for him. Red-faced, he apologized and took his seat. Fortunately, everyone seemed to be in a good mood, and the room burst into laughter when Helena, looking only slightly more composed, walked into the room two minutes later.  
 
    “I apologize for the late start,” Reyes deadpanned. “It seems that another meeting went long.” 
 
    “Sorry, Chief,” O’Brien said.  
 
    Reyes nodded. “Let’s get down to business. I know we’re all busy, but as some of you have already heard, we’ve had a complication at Camp Yeager. O’Brien, would you brief us?” 
 
    “Yes, Chief,” O’Brien said, and proceeded to give an accounting of the events at Camp Yeager. Knowing his audience, he delivered a thorough, chronological narrative of the cave-in and rescue rather than the just-the-facts version he’d given to Reyes. Ultimately Reyes had sole authority over Pleiades; the Committee existed only to advise and report to her. But Reyes generally deferred to the expertise of the committee members, so they controlled the direction of the project.  
 
    In O’Brien’s mind it was important for the Committee to understand the human element of the disaster, and not see it simply as a setback in their efforts to secure a steady flow of fossil fuels. This was a battle he had been fighting for years: as the nominal Secretary for Raw Materials, his performance tended to be measured in terms of how much material he produced: how many tons of coal, bog iron or bauxite; how many pounds of gold, silver and copper; how many board-feet of lumber. What these numbers didn’t reveal, however, was the cost of these resources: totaling up casualties across all of the operations O’Brien oversaw, he had lost thirty-eight men in the past twenty years. Many more had been permanently disabled. No other department—even Eirik’s euphemistically-named Resource Appropriation, which raided the coasts of Frankia and England for wealth and personnel—came close to those kinds of numbers. 
 
    The fact was that in medieval Europe, people were cheap. For every miner that was lost, there were a hundred more men willing to do the job for a silver coin a week. And thanks to the spacemen’s knowledge of the locations of hidden deposits of gold and silver all over Europe, they were never short of cash. But the men at Camp Yeager hadn’t worked eighteen hours a day for five days straight for silver: they had done it because their brothers were trapped in a tomb. There was a value in that sort of loyalty and devotion that wouldn’t show up on a ledger. And ultimately, if Pleiades was going to succeed, it was going to take a lot more than lumber, coal and gold. It was going to require the sort of untiring commitment and camaraderie shown by the miners at Camp Yeager. 
 
    Few of the men working in the mines and mills that O’Brien oversaw would ever know the true nature of the project they were supporting, but O’Brien had come to believe it didn’t matter. Whatever the miners at Camp Yeager suspected about him or where the coal ended up, they knew that he believed in something that mattered—something that made spending half their lives underground digging coal worthwhile. If O’Brien had thought those men’s lives were just numbers on a ledger, he’d never have ruined the mine to get them out. In reality, it would have been cheaper and easier to replace them. The deaths of several men would hurt morale, of course, but the miners would get over that. What they wouldn’t get over was the impression that they didn’t matter—that they were just replaceable cogs in a machine designed to produce fuel for some mysterious purpose they could never understand. The men needed to know they mattered. 
 
    It occurred to him as he related the story of the rescue to his fellow Committee members that this sense of purpose—the miners’ belief that they were each an essential element in something very important—may have been the reason they always chased away the priest. Medieval Europe had been fertile ground for the spread of Christianity because it told peasants and serfs that they mattered, no matter their social status. Each of the had an eternal soul, each of them was a vital part of the Church, and each of them had a reward waiting in heaven. In a way, Pleiades had become a sort of cult, immunizing its adherents against Christianity. The average miner or lumberman working on Pleiades knew as little about spaceships as the average medieval Church-goer knew about the teachings of St. Augustine, but that was of little importance: what mattered was that they were part of something bigger than themselves. 
 
    When he got to the end of the story, he hesitated, glancing at Reyes. Reyes met his glance, expressionless, and he decided to err on the side of caution. He wasn’t sure Reyes would want to worry the others with a security concern that they couldn’t do much about. He figured Reyes had probably already briefed Gabe and Joseph Poncella, who were in charge of Security and Intelligence, respectively, about the priest. If she wanted to bring up a security concern in an Operations Committee meeting, that was her prerogative, but he wasn’t going to be the one to broach the subject. He wrapped up his story, noting that it would be at least three months before another mine could be up and running. 
 
    “Well, thank God you got out of there safely,” Gabe said. “You and the men.” 
 
    “Most of them,” Helena said quietly. O’Brien met her glance to see the appreciation in her eye. He’d avoided looking at her until now; this was the first chance he’d had to tell her the full story. She, at least, understood. 
 
    “We’re all very happy you made it back,” Reyes said. “And for what it’s worth, in my mind you made the right call.” 
 
    There were murmurs of agreement from around the table, and O’Brien nodded appreciatively. 
 
    “That said,” Reyes went on, “we are now in a very bad position, energy-wise. Most of the basic fabrication work can continue, thanks to Ibrahim’s work converting it to geothermal, but any work that relies on coal is going to have to be approved on a case-by-case basis. If we ration, we might be able to limp along until the new mine is producing.” 
 
    Energy had been a problem since the inauguration of Pleiades. It became clear early on that Iceland’s geothermal resources, vast though they were, would not suffice to supply the project’s energy needs. There was no practical way use geothermal energy to heat a forge, so the blacksmiths at Höfn went through massive amounts of coal to forge iron and steel parts for machines. Geothermal energy was also impractical for powering vehicles and mobile machinery. Besides the astronomical amounts of fuel that would eventually be required for testing rockets, in order to build the infrastructure for its space program the settlement was going to require an arsenal of earth-movers, drills, pumps, tractors and other mobile machinery, all of which would have to be powered by fossil fuels. In the first years of the project, Reyes had done some experiments with electric motors powered by nickel-cadmium batteries charged by a geothermal generator, but these had proved impractical for large-scale industrial purposes. Internal combustion engines would have been an obvious solution, but liquid fossil fuels were decidedly difficult to come by in medieval Europe.  
 
    “Construction of new houses will have to cease,” said an olive-skinned man on the far side of the table from O’Brien. This was Nestor, a Greek engineer who was one of the first of Helena’s recruits, nineteen years earlier. After toiling away in Hell for ten years, designing tools and machinery, he had been promoted to Secretary for Facilities and Construction. His biggest challenge over the past year was accommodating Camp Yeager’s burgeoning population. In addition to Helena’s and Eirik’s recruits, the population was being supplemented by scores of newborns every year. 
 
    “You can do most of the work by hand, can’t you?” Reyes asked. 
 
    “The construction itself, yes. But I’ve got two acres of land to clear and level. I don’t have the manpower to do that by hand. At least not before winter.” 
 
    Reyes nodded. “Give me an estimate on how much coal you’ll need, and we’ll prioritize it with the other requests. If we have to, we’ll double up in the community housing for another year.” 
 
    “Even so,” Nestor said, “we’re going to have to tap into the winter heating supplies. If the new mine isn’t up and running by winter…” He trailed off, but everyone knew the implication: the community housing relied on huge coal furnaces. The buildings were uninhabitable without heat. Hundreds would die from the cold. 
 
    “The mine will be producing by October,” Reyes said, with a glance at O’Brien. He nodded, trying to appear confident. 
 
    “Sounds like we need two mines,” Gabe said. “If an accident like this can shut us down for months at a time, some redundancy would seem wise. It’s not a good time to expand in Britain, given the near-future history of the region, but there are coal deposits in Denmark, aren’t there?”  
 
    “This was something of a fluke,” O’Brien said. “We used more coal than budgeted because of the cold spring, and we weren’t up to full production at the mine because we reassigned a dozen men to Camp Glenn when we ran short on lumber for building. This accident just happened at the worst possible time.” 
 
    “We’re like a fat man pulling on a blanket that’s too small,” Joseph said. “No matter which way we pull it, something is exposed. Another mine means more risk, and more personnel than we have at present.” Joseph Poncella, the Jewish merchant O’Brien had recruited in Constantinople, was the Secretary for Intelligence and Diplomacy. He cared little for the technical side of matters, but he was intimately familiar with the political factors affecting Pleiades and each of its satellite locations. 
 
    “We have a bigger problem than that,” Alma said. All eyes turned toward her. Alma had been recruited by Helena from an orphanage in London a few years after the settlement of Höfn. Originally assigned to assist the engineers in creating blueprints for the Iron Dragon—as well as a hundred other machines that would need to be built first—she had proved to have a preternatural knack for scientific thinking as well as unparalleled creative problem-solving abilities. After toiling away in Hell for several years, she was promoted to the newly-created position of Secretary for New Technologies. In reality, most of what she did was rediscover and implement technological advances that were ancient history to the spacemen, but often her lack of twenty-third century biases allowed her to solve problems in ways that would never have occurred to one of the spacemen. Thanks to terabytes of data on the spacemen’s personal computers and her own insatiable thirst for knowledge, she no possessed the equivalent of master’s degrees in chemistry, electrical engineering, and probably a half-dozen other fields. 
 
    “What do you mean, Alma?” Reyes asked, when Alma paused for dramatic effect. Reyes would have barked at anyone else just to get to the point, but Alma was a special case. Her sheer intellect caused the others on the committee—even Reyes—to give her a lot of leeway. 
 
    “Molybdenum,” said Alma. She paused again, clearly relishing the attention. The others waited patiently for her to expound on her point. 
 
    “Molybdenum’s a catalyst,” O’Brien said at last. “I assume this is related to your efforts to liquefy coal into petroleum?” 
 
    Alma nodded. “Several processes for converting coal into petroleum were invented in the twentieth and twenty-first century,” she said, “so we know it’s possible in theory.” 
 
    Groans went up from around the table. Such a huge gap existed between medieval technology and the science of the twenty-third century that possible in theory had become a sort of shorthand for something that was never, ever going to happen. 
 
    Alma went on: “The most feasible solution is called hydrogenation. I won’t bore you with the details except to say that it requires molybdenum. Molybdenum is not particularly rare, but it was basically unknown in medieval Europe. Its name comes from the Greek word molybdos, meaning lead, because medieval alchemists didn’t know the difference.” Alma, who hadn’t left Svartalfheim in fifteen years and tended to spend her days contemplating theoretical scientific concepts, tended at times to lapse into the past tense to describe current goings-on in the world. To her, Svartalfheim existed as a sort of twenty-third century island surrounded by a planet that happened to be stuck in the Middle Ages. 
 
    “There are molybdenum deposits in Norway, aren’t there?” O’Brien asked. “We could work something out with Harald.” 
 
    “Yes. In fact, the first working molybdenum mine in history was at Knaben, in southern Norway. The land is probably uninhabited at present. We could establish a mine and build a processing facility to extract the molybdenum from the ore, then transport the ore my mule cart or by boat down a river, load it on ships, and transport it to Höfn.” 
 
    “So what’s the problem?” Gabe asked. 
 
    “How many men do we have to spare for another mine?” Alma asked. How many for the processing facility? How long will it be before the operation is producing? What new technologies does molybdenum processing require? How much will the operation produce per month? How much additional risk are we taking on with another regular shipment from Norway to Höfn? How long will we have to keep this whole operation running? Who’s going to manage it?” 
 
    O’Brien nodded, understanding now what Alma was getting at: the problem wasn’t molybdenum, per se. It was these rabbit holes they kept finding themselves going down while trying to solve some problem or other. When Pleiades started, Reyes had predicted they’d be conducting their first rocket launch tests in twenty years. They were past that deadline, and they hadn’t flown so much as a glider. The engineers had built several diesel and gasoline engines, including a mockup of the Rolls Royce Merlin engine that powered World War II era fighter planes, but had not been able to get any of them to run reliably on fuel derived from vegetable oil. 
 
    “And after molybdenum, it will be something else,” Alma said. “Gallium or lithium or aluminosilicates. It’s endless.” 
 
    “What’s the alternative? Reyes said. “It’s the tenth century. We have to get our technology up to the twentieth century, at a minimum.” 
 
    “No, we do not,” Alma said curtly. “We need to drop this idea that we have to recreate every technological milestone since the invention of the wheel. What we need is a single unifying goal. Everything we build, everything we teach the new recruits, should be in service of that goal.” 
 
    “We have a goal,” Reyes reminded her. 
 
    “Do we?” Alma asked. “Because I don’t see any spacecraft. I don’t even see any airplanes. If somebody needs a steam-powered rocketship, though, we’re the go-to operation on Earth right now.” 
 
    “All right, Alma,” Reyes said. “We get the point. What do you suggest?” 
 
    “Forget coal-mining,” Alma said. “I mean, yes, dig the new mine. Hoard enough coal to keep people from freezing for the next couple years. Then shut it down.” 
 
    “And convert to what?” Gabe asked. “Hydrogen?” Alma’s engineers had had some success splitting seawater into hydrogen and oxygen through electrolysis. The process was slow but required no external resources except the seawater itself, as the generator was driven by a geothermal steam engine. Ultimately, the hydrogen and oxygen could be used as rocket propellant, but for now their usefulness was limited. The facility currently had no use for pure oxygen, and while hydrogen could theoretically be burned for fuel, it needed to be stored in pressurized tanks. Pressurization required powerful centrifugal pumps that they didn’t yet have.  
 
    Alma shook her head. “We won’t have the turbopumps ready for another couple years, and pressurized hydrogen is too dangerous to be used as a portable fuel source. We need petroleum.” 
 
    “Forgive me if I’m misunderstanding,” Joseph said, “but aren’t you contradicting yourself? I thought the rocket was going to be fueled by hydrogen. My understanding is that humanity had transitioned away from fossil fuels by the twenty-second century. Why are you focusing on nineteenth century technology?” 
 
    “The Titan II rockets used liquid hydrogen for the upper stages,” Alma explained, “but they used kerosene for the first stage. We’re going to need a few million gallons of it.” The Committee had decided early on that it would model the Iron Dragon on the Titan II rockets that had powered NASA’s Gemini missions in the 1960s. Later rockets were more efficient, but they also relied more heavily on advanced technology and materials that would be difficult to come by in medieval Europe. Reyes had had the foresight to download the specifications for the rocket—as well as several terabytes of additional technical information—to her personal cuff before Andrea Luhman exploded. “Kerosene is a product of petroleum distillation,” Alma went on, “along with diesel, gasoline, various oils, asphalt and other hydrocarbons. We can hoard the kerosene while burning the diesel in heavy machinery and using gasoline for smaller engines. We can use oil rather than animal fat or vegetable oils for lubrication. We’ll need asphalt for paving. Other hydrocarbons can be used for making rubber, vinyl and plastics. In short, petroleum distillation is a necessary step in the building of a rocket. Coal mining is not.” 
 
    “I think we all understand that, Alma,” Reyes said. “We knew eventually we were going to have to convert to petroleum, one way or another. But you know the challenges we’re facing when it comes to crude oil production.” 
 
    “There are oilfields in Europe, are there not?” Joseph asked. “Perhaps not as vast as those in Arabia, but there must be some.” Petroleum was basically unknown at this time in Europe, but Joseph had spoken in the past of its use in the Middle East. Baghdad’s streets had once been paved with tar, and the Byzantines used a petroleum-based substance called “Greek fire” in ship-to-ship combat. Joseph’s knowledge on these matters arose partly from his own travels and partly from extensive reading. He and the others on the Committee had read a great deal of Earth’s history, both past and future, thanks to the printing press that had been set up in Hell some twelve years earlier. Dozens of books from the spacemen’s digitized personal libraries had been reproduced in bound volumes and were available to be checked out in Svartalfheim’s library. 
 
    “There are some petroleum deposits in southern England and a few other places,” O’Brien said. “The problem is that nobody in western Europe currently has any concept of petroleum production. Even if we could arrange for a lease on the land—a tricky proposition, considering that Edward is in the middle of taking the Danelaw back from Harald’s cousins—we’d be drilling for oil in a country where nobody has ever seen an oil well. If you think a coal mine in remote Scotland is going to be tough to keep under wraps, try a fifty-foot-tall oil derrick in medieval England.” 
 
    “What about Norway?” Reyes asked. 
 
    “Norway was an oil-producing powerhouse in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries,” O’Brien said, but as near as I can tell, all of their facilities were offshore. The exception is Svalbard, an island far north of the mainland, but it’s very remote and the sea is full of ice for over half the year. We’d need much bigger ships, probably steel-hulled, and it would still be risky. There are basically no suitable oilfields anywhere in Harald’s area of influence.” 
 
    “Plenty of oil in the Middle East,” Gabe said. “How hard could it be to buy a few square miles of worthless desert?” 
 
    “Not hard, but you’re talking about transporting oil 4,000 miles, not to mention first carrying it overland across some pretty heavily disputed real estate.” 
 
    “Sounds like we only have one option,” Reyes said. She paused for objections, but no one spoke up. Everyone at the table knew what she meant, and they all knew it would come to this eventually. 
 
    “All right,” Reyes said. “How long will it take to organize an exploratory mission to Vinland?” 
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Eight   
 
    The meeting went almost two hours, but it was still light out when Reyes exited the building. This time of year, it never really got dark in Iceland. The sun would dip below the horizon for a few hours and then pop back up again. It had taken Reyes a few years to get used to it; in the beginning she often worked herself to exhaustion, finding it difficult to sleep when her eyes told her it was still daytime. Realizing that at the rate her health was degrading she wasn’t going to be around for Iron Dragon’s first test launch, she eventually managed to force herself onto a more regular schedule. Lately, though, she’d been swamped with work, trying to balance all the project’s logistical concerns, and the disaster at Camp Yeager had only made matters worse. By the time Reyes she got home, she was exhausted. Sigurd met her at the door. 
 
    “Are they asleep?” she asked. 
 
    “I put them down half an hour ago,” Sigurd replied, embracing her. “They might still be awake.” Three years earlier, she and Sigurd had moved from a longhouse they shared with another family to this private house on the outskirts of Svartalfheim. Their three daughters—Astrid, Leah and Dagny—slept on cots in a single small bedroom, while Reyes and Sigurd shared a foldaway bed in the main room, next to a peat-burning stove. It was, by the standards of Svartalfheim, a mansion. 
 
    “It’s okay,” Reyes said. “I’ll see them in to morning. I just need to lie down. My head is killing me.”  
 
    Sigurd obliged by pulling the bed down from the wall. Reyes flopped onto the lumpy, straw-stuff mattress like a corpse. 
 
    “Rough day?” Sigurd asked. These days he was largely out of the loop on the day-to-day operations of Pleiades, preferring to spend his time working in the garden or building furniture, like the ingenious folding bed. When their daughters weren’t in school, learning arithmetic or reading books that wouldn’t be written for another six hundred years, they often helped him. After the death of his son, Yngvi, and the brutal siege of Paris, he had little interest in great projects. He had done his part to save the human race; now he was content to do what he could to keep his wife from having a nervous breakdown. 
 
    “Cave-in at Camp Yeager,” Reyes said. 
 
    “Gods have mercy,” Sigurd said. “Fatalities?” 
 
    “Four,” Reyes said, lying on her back with her eyes closed. “O’Brien got there just after it happened. He managed to get most of them out, but the mine is ruined.” 
 
    “Going to be a tough winter.” 
 
    “Tell me about it.” 
 
    “Can we import coal from another mine? There have to be other people mining coal in Britain or Normandy.” 
 
    “Assuming we could even buy the quantity we need, it would attract too much attention. We have to try to put an expedition together to North America.” 
 
    “Nova Scotia?” 
 
    “No,” Reyes said. “Farther south this time. Probably the Gulf of Mexico.” 
 
    The oil-seeking expedition would not be their first foray into North America—or Vinland, as the Norsemen referred to it. Because of the dearth of trees on Iceland, they’d needed to secure a source of lumber for ships, buildings, and tools early on in Pleiades. The first lumber operation they’d established, with the blessing of King Harald, was Camp Glenn in Halogaland, in northwestern Norway. They’d soon begun to consume so much lumber, however, that Harald had difficulty suppressing the locals’ interest in the operation. Importing lumber from Normandy and England posed similar problems. Eventually it became clear that the only way to secure all the lumber they needed—as well as pitch, pine tar, and other materials—was to expand beyond Europe. In the spring of 892, they sent an expedition of five ships to Nova Scotia, the nearest location of dense forests in North America, led by the warrior-monk, Aengus Ó Floinn, who had grown restless at Höfn.  
 
    Two of the ships were lost in a storm en route, and the expedition spent three weeks lost in the Atlantic before sighting land near Maine and then backtracking to their intended destination. Aengus and his men set up a camp and spent the next year surveying the area and negotiating with the Mi’kmaq Indians, who occupied much of the land along what was to become the eastern coast of Canada. Aengus had studied the Mi’kmaq culture for nearly a year before the expedition, poring over the accounts of fifteenth- and sixteenth century explorers like John Cabot and Jacques Courtier, as well as later settlers, in an attempt to gain some familiarity with the Mi’kmaq culture, even procuring a rudimentary understanding of their language. Despite these efforts, as well as historical evidence indicating that the Mi’kmaq were a peaceful people who were amenable to trade with foreigners, it took Aengus nearly two years to earn their trust. It was three more years before they had a sizeable lumbering operation in place. Now, fifteen years after that first expedition, Camp Orville was their second-largest facility after Svartalfheim, producing several thousand board-feet of lumber every month. For the first several years, most of the wood was shipped directly to Höfn, much of it for building ships. In 899, they began construction of a shipyard in the harbor a few miles downriver from Camp Orville. At first a modest endeavor, this shipyard could now churn out a snekkja or knar, or two smaller ships, every week. These days they didn’t bother to build ships at Höfn anymore; it was more efficient to build them where there was already a lumber mill. 
 
    “Makes sense to dig another coal mine in Virginia,” Sigurd said. “It will take longer to get here, but it’s unlikely the Cho-ta’an or their agents are monitoring the north Atlantic.” 
 
    “Not coal,” Reyes said. “Oil.” 
 
    Sigurd sat down beside her, putting his hand on her thigh. “So this isn’t going to help us survive the winter.” 
 
    “No. Alma thinks this is the only way to move the project forward.” 
 
     “Is she right?” 
 
    “She’s right that if we don’t start taking bigger risks, we’re all going to die before we launch a single rocket.” 
 
    “Do we know how to dig for oil?” 
 
    “Drill,” Reyes said. “And no.” 
 
    “That seems like it could be a problem.” 
 
    Reyes sighed. “I’m sure they’ll figure it out,” she murmured. “Alma and the others.” 
 
    “Alma is going?” 
 
    “Of course not. I meant she’ll figure something out here. She and her team. O’Brien will have to go.” Alma’s legs were crippled from polio; there was no way she was going to make a trip across the ocean to Nova Scotia. 
 
    “O’Brien is getting old,” Sigurd said. 
 
    “We’re all getting old,” Reyes said. “But there isn’t anybody else. I mean, we try to train these kids… geologists, chemists, engineers… but I’m starting to think this whole thing is a cosmic joke. We get marooned here with just enough knowledge, just enough hope to think maybe we can change things.” 
 
    In the beginning, Reyes had been optimistic: she knew that humans would someday reach the stars, and that those humans were biologically no different from the Vikings and others at Svartalfheim. The only difference was knowledge and infrastructure. The spacemen had the knowledge, and given enough time, the infrastructure could be built. The idea of building a spaceship in medieval Europe sounded crazy, but in theory there was no reason it couldn’t work. 
 
    Over the past twenty years, though, the true scope of the challenged they faced had become clear to Reyes. They’d raised a generation of teachers, engineers and scientists, but they were nowhere close to having the infrastructure needed to build a Titan rocket. Maybe the third generation could do it, assuming they still believed in the mission and their plans weren’t thwarted by the Cho-ta’an or their other enemies. 
 
    Their challenges would not be over once they’d built a rocket capable of carrying astronauts into orbit. The astronauts would then need to rendezvous with the derelict Cho-ta’an ship—their only option for interstellar travel since Andrea Luhman was destroyed. For this, they would use a replica of the Gemini capsule designed by NASA in the 1960s, which could carry two astronauts. The pilot of the Gemini capsule would have to execute a complicated maneuver called a Hohmann transfer to match the orbit and location of the Cho-ta’an ship. The astronauts would then exit the Gemini capsule, board the Cho-ta’an ship and make any necessary repairs to get the ship functioning.  
 
    Assuming they were successful in all of this, they would be in the strange position of trying to end a war that had not yet started. The Fractalists had given them the planet-killer bomb intending that they deliver it to the IDL headquarters on Geneva, but that was now impossible, for a couple of reasons. For one, the bomb had been destroyed when the Cho-ta’an had attacked Andrea Luhman. For another, the IDL would not exist for another 1200 years. 
 
    The planet-killer they had been given was probably not the only one, but even if they could get their hands on another, delivering it 1200 years early posed a problem: if humans arrived on Geneva to find a planet-killer giftwrapped for them, it would change history. If the IDL had possessed a planet-killer from the beginning, they never would have let the Cho-ta’an hunt humanity to near-extinction. All the evidence Reyes and the others had from twenty-two years living in the ancient past confirmed the theory that history could not be changed. Time and time again, the spacemen and their allies had gotten into situations where they seemed on the cusp of altering Earth’s history, only to find that history had a way of getting the last word. Sigurd’s continually frustrated efforts to kill King Harald were the prime example, but there were a dozen others. The no-paradox rule held even in the case of the Siege of Paris, where events contradicted historical sources: it had turned out that Gabe himself had been the cause of the discrepancy: he’d convinced Abbo Cernuus, the author of the only firsthand account of the siege, to leave the spacemen’s contributions out of his story. 
 
    If it were true that history could not be changed, then it followed that any attempts to change it would fail. They could not deliver a planet-killer to Geneva for humans to find before the war with the Cho-ta’an started, because if they had, history would have unfolded differently than it had. If they wanted to stop the Cho-ta’an, they had to do it without contradicting what was known to be known. In essence, they had to find a loophole. 
 
    Before the planet-killer had been destroyed, Reyes had hoped to deliver it someplace it would be located by the IDL, but only after Andrea Luhman went through the Perseid gate, disappearing into the past. That way, they could alter the outcome of the war without trying to undo what had already happened. From the perspective of the IDL leadership, Andrea Luhman would vanish and then, coincidentally, the IDL would locate the planet-killer bomb, which had been hidden up to that point, just in time to end the war. 
 
    Making this happen had always been a dicey proposition, and now that the planet-killer had been destroyed, it was out of the question. So rather than pilot the Cho-ta’an ship to Geneva, the astronauts would go to the planet where Andrea Luhman’s crew had been given the planet-killer by the Fractalists. Their hope was to arrive before the Fractalists arrived but after the aliens who built the planet-killer abandoned the planet. The no-paradox rule would prevent the astronauts from absconding with the bomb that the Fractalists had given them, but they might locate another bomb or technical specifications that would allow the IDL to build their own bomb. If nothing else, they could take the bomb apart, document its design, and then reassemble it. Whatever they learned would be put into a coded message which would be broadcast at a predetermined time by the Cho-ta’an ship. If they were fortunate enough to find another bomb, it would be loaded aboard the ship as well. They would program the ship to travel to the Geneva system and then go dark for 1200 years, hiding amongst the outer planets. Shortly before Andrea Luhman was destined to vanish, the ship would come alive and transmit its message via a highly focused laser beam to the IDL headquarters on Geneva. By the time the IDL brass received the message, Andrea Luhman would be gone—and the IDL would have the information it needed to end the war. 
 
    Very little was known about the Izarians, the race who had built the bomb. Before the Fractalists had shown Andrea Luhman’s crew evidence of their civilization, humanity had not even known of their existence. The Fractalists had said that the Izarians had occupied their planet hundreds of years before the Fractalists arrived, but whether they would be there when the astronauts from the Iron Dragon arrived in the mid-tenth century was unknown. The astronauts might find that they’d beaten the Izarians to the planet by five hundred years. Alternately, they might the subterranean outpost still occupied by Izarians, who would not necessarily be friendly to humans and would almost certainly not hand over their most powerful weapon. There was little Reyes could do about such possibilities but hope for the best. 
 
    “We have to believe your people were sent back in time for a reason,” Sigurd said. “It can’t just be a fluke that people with such knowledge were given a chance to change the future, just as everything seemed hopeless.” 
 
    “I want to believe that,” Reyes said. “But what evidence do we have, really? What reason do we have to go on?” 
 
    “My reasons are in the other room,” Sigurd said. 
 
    Reyes sat up slowly, opening her eyes to star at Sigurd’s face. His blond hair had thinned since they had married, eighteen years earlier, and deep creases lined his face. “And that’s enough for you,” she said. “But what does any of it matter if we’re all doomed? If humanity is going to be snuffed out?” 
 
    “It matters,” Sigurd said. “Every moment matters. My people have always believed humanity would come to its end at Ragnarök. But after Ragnarök, humanity will be reborn.” 
 
    “But what if it’s not? What if it’s just the end? What if the wolf swallows the sun and that’s it? Show’s over?” 
 
    “Then we will still have had this moment, here, together.” 
 
    Reyes leaned against him. “I’m just so tired, Sigurd. Jesus, I’m so tired.” 
 
    “I know, my love. I am sorry. You work very hard, and you get very little in return.” 
 
    “You know I would rather be with you and the girls if I could, right? You know I didn’t choose this?” 
 
    “I knew you were fighting a war when I married you. I swore an oath to remain at your side. My time for fighting is over, but I will remain at your side until Ragnarök. And then we shall die together, and perhaps be reborn in another place, where we have more time.” He wrapped his arms around her. 
 
    “And you will see Yngvi again,” she said softly. 
 
    Sigurd squeezed her tight, holding her in the unending twilight. 
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Nine          
 
    A loud thudding awoke Theo from a sound sleep. He threw a pillow over his head, willing the noise away, but his wife’s elbow in his ribs was not so easy to ignore. 
 
    “Stop, woman!” Theo growled. “I surrender!” 
 
    “Get up, you worthless lump,” Theodora snapped. “I’m not dressed.” 
 
    “Get up for what?” Theo asked, and then he heard the mewling voice of Paulus, one of the house servants, at the bedroom door. 
 
    “Please, sir. He won’t go away.” 
 
    “Who won’t go away?” Theo snapped, sitting up. 
 
    “One of Sergius’s men. I believe he is called Titus. He says it is urgent that you come to the Vatican right away.” 
 
    “What day is it?” 
 
    “Tuesday, ’Lord.” 
 
    “I’m meeting the Pope for lunch in three hours. This can’t wait until then?” 
 
    “Evidently not, sir.” 
 
    Theo sighed heavily. “Tell this Titus I’ll be down presently.” 
 
    “Yes, M’Lord.” 
 
    Theo threw off the bed covers and planted his feet on the ground. “This new Pope of yours is trying my patience,” he said. “He’s forgotten at whose whim he serves.” 
 
    Theodora yawned. “I understood that the Pope serves by the grace of God Himself.” 
 
    “Don’t be cheeky, woman. If I wanted Sergius defrocked, Mother Mary herself couldn’t stop me. I’d have thrown him on his ear already, but I’ve got enough to do without having to train another Pope. Are you getting up?” 
 
    “Meeting with the Pope before breakfast is bad for my digestion,” Theodora said. “I’m sure you can handle whatever emergency is ruffling his feathers this time.” 
 
    Theo muttered an oath and began to get dressed. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Half an hour later, Theo was escorted into a large, opulent reception chamber in the Vatican. At the far end of the room, on an ornate chair on a raised dais, sat Sergius III, the recently installed Pope. Before the Pope stood another man, a priest, judging by his dirty brown frock and shaved head. Theo ordered the escort to leave him be and marched up to the dais, next to the priest. It irritated Theo to be summoned before the Pope in this manner, as if he were no better than an itinerant cleric. Sergius was going to need a reminder of his place. 
 
    “Who is this?” Theo demanded. “Why did you summon me?” 
 
    The priest’s eyes widened at Theo’s tone. It was unthinkable for any ordinary man to speak to the Pope in such a manner. 
 
    “My reasons will be clear in a moment,” Sergius said flatly. He turned to the priest. “This is Theophylact, Count of Tusculum, an advisor and old friend. Tell him your name, son.” 
 
    The priest nodded uncertainly. “Your Highness,” the priest said with a bow. “My n-name is Osric. I m-minister to fishermen and residents of some scattered hamlets in Scotland.” 
 
    Theo folded his arms across his chest. “And what is so urgent about your work among the shit-spattered peasants of Scotland that I need to be wakened from a dead sleep in the middle of the night?” This latter was an exaggeration; the sun had risen before Theo got to the Vatican. 
 
    “I s-saw, something, Your Highness.” 
 
    Theo sighed, turning to Sergius. “If you summoned me here to listen to stories of the Virgin appearing to shepherds in Scotland….” 
 
    Sergius held up his hand. “Continue, my son.” 
 
    “It was a m-m-machine,” Osric said. “A t-terrible, infernal machine, belching great clouds of black and white smoke.” The priest’s eyes had gone glassy, as if he were recalling a mystical vision. “It was like a house, but it rested on a great assembly of wheels that allowed it to move along the ground, scaling hillsides like some hideous worm. Two men rode inside the machine, one to control its movements and the other to feed a furnace that gave the machine its impetus. But the most horrifying aspect was a great articulated arm that reached out from the front of the thing. At the end of the arm was an iron scoop with teeth that allowed it to dig into the earth as if it were flour. With this scoop, the machine could move a much earth as a hundred men.” 
 
    Theo regarded the man skeptically. “Where did you see this, exactly? Who were these men?” 
 
    “It was at a coal mine, Your Highness. It is a remote area, in territory claimed by the Norsemen. From what I can gather, these miners operate under a charter blessed by Harald Fairhair himself.” 
 
    “They were using this machine to mine coal?” 
 
    “I had not seen them use anything like it on my previous visits to the camp. If they used it in the past, they were careful not to be seen. These were special circumstances, as I happened to visit the mine shortly after a cave-in. I believe they were desperate to rescue some trapped miners, and so were not as careful as they ordinarily would have been.” 
 
    “You saw them rescuing these miners?” 
 
    “I did, Your Highness. Several of them, whom I believe had been trapped underground for some time.” 
 
    “Did you speak to them?” 
 
    “I… I was afraid of being seen, so I left. In the past, these miners have not been… welcoming toward me, and I feared what they would do if they knew I had seen their machine.” 
 
    Theo nodded. “Your cowardice can be forgiven, under the circumstances.” 
 
    Osric bowed toward Theo. 
 
    “That is all for now, my son,” Sergius said. “The attendant outside will show you to your quarters. You will speak to no one else of these matters.” 
 
    “Of course, Your Excellency,” Osric said. “Thank you, Your Excellency.” He bowed again and then turned to leave. When he was gone, Theo spoke. 
 
    “You believe this ‘infernal machine’ is related to the warnings of your demon,” he said. 
 
    “Gurryek warned of a secretive cult using strange machines to further their diabolical ends.” 
 
    “The demon’s warnings were vague—probably deliberately so.” 
 
    “It said the cult was originated in the North. It specifically stated we were likely to encounter them in Britain or Normandy. And let us not forget its counsel regarding the Magyars and our other enemies, which has proved invaluable in forestalling their advance. Had we not urged Hrólfr to send a contingent of troops to Porto-Santa Rufina, as the demon suggested, the diocese would have fallen into the hands of the Saracens.” 
 
    “Perhaps,” said Theo. He was still not convinced of the creature’s supernatural origins, but he had to admit it had an uncanny knack for prognostication. The day they rescued the demon from Christopher’s cellar it had predicted that Berengar of Friuli, along with an army of Magyar mercenaries, would, in a week’s time, defeat Frankish forces at Verona and take Louis III captive. When the event came to pass—down to the detail of Berengar having Louis III blinded for breaking a promise not to return to Italy—Theo was forced to admit that either the demon had somehow infiltrated Berengar’s inner circle of advisers or it really could see the future. Since then, Christopher had relied heavily on the demon’s advice, while Theo, unsure of its motives, had remained circumspect. He found it strange that the demon’s gift did not seem to extend to its own circumstances; it had not, for example, been able to foresee or prevent its capture by Christopher’s agents two years earlier. Further, its knowledge of future events was both fragmented and shallow: when they had pressed it for details on the Frankish defeat at Verona, for example, its evasive response indicated that it did not understand the significance of an Italian king defeating the Holy Roman Emperor, and in fact seemed to be confused about the location of Verona. In Theo’s experience, seers tended to speak in terms of visions and feelings; the demon spoke as if it were an addled child reading a grocery list. It knew dates, names, and events, but had no understanding of how any of it fit together. 
 
     “Where is your demon now?” Theo asked. He referred to the creature in this way because he knew it irritated Sergius. 
 
    “In his quarters, of course.”  
 
    “I wasn’t sure if he’d been given a bishopric yet,” Theo clarified. “Have you spoken to it about this?” 
 
    “No. I did not want you to think I’d briefed it. It seemed wise that we should question it together.” 
 
    “Good,” Theo said. “If it’s not too much trouble for you to leave your throne for a moment, perhaps we should do that.” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    “It is as I have foreseen,” Gurryek said. “As the cult’s plans advance, they become more brazen.” The creature, dressed in a gray cotton robe, lay semi-reclined on a long couch against the far end of the small, windowless room. The cell, a repurposed storage room, was hardly luxurious, but it was a vast improvement over its accommodations in Pope Christopher’s basement. In addition to the couch, it was furnished with a desk, several oil-burning lamps, a wooden chair and several dozen books, mostly on history and natural philosophy. These things were rewards for the demon’s usefulness.  
 
    “And this cult’s plans are what, exactly?” Sergius asked. 
 
    “To bring about the end of the world, as foretold in your book of Revelation.” 
 
    “History ends with the return of Christ and the establishment of a New Heaven and a New Earth,” Sergius said. 
 
    “That is one possibility,” Gurryek replied. “We intend a different outcome.” 
 
    “You speak on behalf of the demons,” Theo said, “but in the same breath you betray them.” 
 
    “My kind have forgotten me,” Gurryek said. “I do what I must do to survive.” 
 
    You do more than survive, Theo thought. There aren’t a dozen men in Rome with a library to match this one. The demon, locked away in a subterranean corner of the Vatican and under constant guard, had no chance of escaping, but Theo still worried about its influence on the outside world. He suspected the demon was playing them all—had perhaps even allowed itself to be taken captive in order to whisper in the ear of the Pope—but he had not yet figured out the demon’s angle. The fact that it spent its days poring over Aristotle and Cicero bothered him for reasons he couldn’t pinpoint. 
 
    “You don’t believe we can stop this cult,” said Sergius. 
 
    “What I believe is of little consequence,” said the demon. “The cult intends to make straight a path for the coming of the antichrist. I can provide insight into those plans.” 
 
    “For a price,” Sergius said. 
 
    The demon held up its palms in a shrug. “A few books to ease the boredom of my incarceration. I do not ask for your souls.” 
 
    “What are they doing with the coal?” Theo asked, hoping to redirect the interrogation to more practical matters. 
 
    The demon smiled and recited, “‘And the fifth angel sounded, and I saw a star fall from heaven unto the earth: and to him was given the key of the bottomless pit. And he opened the bottomless pit; and there arose a smoke out of the pit, as the smoke of a great furnace; and the sun and the air were darkened by reason of the smoke of the pit. And there came out of the smoke locusts upon the earth: and unto them was given power, as the scorpions of the earth have power.’” 
 
    “This is the falling star you spoke of,” Sergius said. “The silver thing that was seen in the north sky twenty-two years ago.” 
 
    “A sky ship,” Gurryek said. “We were cast out of heaven, like our father Lucifer millennia ago. But we brought with us tools and knowledge, with which we intended to build a great furnace. The coal is for that furnace, which will be used to forge terrible machines that will wreak havoc and destruction across the world, preparing the way for Lucifer’s reign. My kind shall build another sky ship and return to heaven to wage war on Michael and his angels.” 
 
    “And they will be utterly destroyed,” Sergius said. 
 
    Gurryek shrugged again. 
 
    “For all your prophesying,” Theo said, “you cannot tell us how many of your kind walk the Earth, nor how many people are in this cult, nor even where the cult is headquartered.” 
 
    “My kind is secretive, and as you know, I have been cut off from my brothers for several years. I cannot tell you what I do not know.” 
 
    “Yes, your knowledge is conveniently limited that way, isn’t it?” Theo asked.  
 
    “Do you expect me to personally lead you to victory against my own kind? You have seen their mine. Follow the shipments to their destination. You will see that I speak the truth.” 
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Ten                  
 
    Despite the coal shortage and resulting slowdown of work, the summer was a busy one at Svartalfheim. Many tasks that would have been done with coal-powered machines now had to be done by hand, or with the help of mules, horses or oxen. Meanwhile, another dozen men were dispatched to Camp Yeager to assist in construction of the new mine. O’Brien split his time between Scotland, where he oversaw progress of the mine, and Svartalfheim, where he helped to organize the oil-seeking expedition to North America. 
 
    The plan was for O’Brien and Dorian, an engineer who had been recruited on O’Brien’s visit to Constantinople twenty years earlier, to hitch a ride on one of the supply missions from Höfn to Camp Orville, the lumber mill in Nova Scotia. The next supply mission was scheduled for the fifth of September. After resupplying Camp Orville, they would then continue south along the coast around the tip of Florida and then back north to the Gulf Coast, where petroleum deposits were plentiful. The exact location for the well had yet to be determined. Dorian was tasked with equipping the expedition with the tools they would need to drill a well, and his expertise would be needed onsite once they reached their destination. Dorian had crafted drill bits and other well-drilling tools in the past, but never for an oil well. Once onsite, the ship’s crew would be put to work drilling the well. The provisional name for the new facility was Camp Hughes. 
 
    All the ships in the service of Pleiades were still sail-driven, which meant that a large crew was required in case winds were uncooperative. They possessed the technology to build larger, steam-powered ships, but the incremental gain in speed and efficiency was not worth the risk of being discovered. The crews of these ships were drawn mostly from a pool of some three hundred mercenary Norsemen, who knew only that they were being paid well to row and keep their mouths shut about what they were transporting and where. As with miners and other laborers, there was no shortage of men willing to sign on as oarsmen for a few weeks or month, and any man who talked too much was likely to find himself stranded on an island in the Orkneys, if not thrown overboard. Those who proved trustworthy were given more authority, at higher pay, and Eirik now had a corps of two dozen coxswains who could be trusted not to speak a work out of turn. And even if one were tempted to betray them, the shipping operations of Pleiades were such a convoluted mess, connecting ports from the Baltic to the Mediterranean, that an oarsman could toil in its service for years and have no idea where the operation was headquartered—nor even that he was working for a single organization at all. Only the most trusted crews were allowed to disembark at Höfn; most cargo was first offloaded at another port under their control, generally in Norway, Normandy, or the Viking-controlled parts of Britain. The oil-drilling crew would be selected from among these men. 
 
    Helena was gone for much of the summer on her recruiting mission. O’Brien always worried when she left, despite the fact that she had been dozens of these missions in the past—though generally not as far as Kiev—and would be under the constant protection of a cadre of their fiercest and most loyal warriors. Fortunately, he was so busy that he had little time left over to worry.  
 
    He saw Michael only briefly in the mornings and the evenings; the boy was constantly hunting, fishing, or exploring. Ironically, despite the proclivities of his parents, Michael showed little interest in formal schooling. It was as if the air of Iceland had infected him with the Norse spirit: for better or worse, he was Viking, through and through. At this point, Pleiades needed engineers more than it needed hunters or warriors, but O’Brien had no doubt the boy would find his place soon enough. 
 
    One day in early August, as Michael was about to set off on another of his adventures, O’Brien suggested they might spend the day together. 
 
    “Are you going to come hunting with me?” Michael asked. “We could hike to the point and camp there tonight.” 
 
    “How about this,” O’Brien said. “I’ll hike to the point with you next week if you come with me today.” 
 
    “But your work is boring. All you do is look at maps and write down numbers on paper.” 
 
    “When you get a little more serious in your exploring, you’re going to develop an appreciation for those maps and numbers. But today we’re going to do something different. Uncle Gabe has something to show us.” 
 
    “Are we going to Hell?” Michael asked excitedly.   
 
    O’Brien laughed. Like many young people who hadn’t spent much time there, he was fascinated by the subterranean workshop. For O’Brien and many others who had spent far too many hours in the smoky, noisy, and dimly lit cave, the workshop’s nickname hit a little close to home. “Yes, we’ll have to stop by Hell to meet Gabe.” 
 
    “It’s a deal,” Michael said. “Are you going to camp with me at the point?” 
 
    “We’ll see what the weather is like,” O’Brien said. Sleeping on rocky ground was another novelty that had worn thin for him. “Finish your breakfast and we’ll go see Gabe.” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    It took them nearly half an hour to get to Hell, Michael insisting that they take the footpath that meandered through the hills to the north of the settlement. Michael carried his bow, as he always did, keeping an eye out for stray game. No large mammals were native to Iceland; the best they could hope for was a fox or mink. But they saw nothing but sheep and the sea birds circling overhead. 
 
    O’Brien was happy with the detour, as he wasn’t in the mood to deal with people on campus. The expedition to North America had been kept a closely-held secret, which only increased the concern among workers at Svartalfheim about the impending coal shortage: nobody could understand why O’Brien was in Iceland, rather than overseeing the construction of the new mine in Scotland. In point of fact, work on the mine was continuing apace; barring any more major disasters, they would have enough coal to get them through the winter. O’Brien hadn’t been to the mine for two weeks, but he had received a progress report from a returning engineer three days earlier. 
 
    A lot could happen in three days, of course, and the lack of speedy communication across Pleiades’ satellite locations continued to be a problem, in terms of planning, logistics and security. They’d experimented with several long-range communications technologies, but all had serious drawbacks. They possessed four small radio transceivers—the IDL-issued cuffs that were still working after twenty-two years, but the effective range of the device was at most a hundred miles. They had been spoiled early on by the presence of Andrea Luhman in orbit, which allowed relaying communications anywhere within the ship’s line of sight. For the past nineteen years, though, they’d had to rely on decidedly lower tech options. 
 
    Optical signals—such as the Byzantine beacon system—were one option. The limitation with optical systems was the curvature of the Earth: you needed a relay station every fifty miles or so, depending on the terrain. As most of their operations were located near the coasts and separated by vast stretches of water, this was untenable. Telegraph lines were not feasible, for the same reason: running cables along the bottom of the North Sea was “theoretically possible,” but posed challenges that were insurmountable given their current state of technology. 
 
    That left amplification of radio signals, which required transistors or vacuum tubes. The production of transistors remained so far beyond the technological capabilities of the Dvergar that they might as well try to build a teleporter. Vacuum tubes, although within the realm of possibility, had proved surprisingly difficult to manufacture. Alma had a whole team devoted to the problem, using the light bulb fabrication process Reyes had devised as a starting point.  
 
    Reyes and O’Brien had made a good start at developing an electronics infrastructure: they’d developed processes for fabricating transformers, capacitors and batteries. They had all the raw materials they needed: copper came from Camp Shepard in Sweden, and aluminum came from Camp Bell, just north of Svartalfheim. Iron, zinc, lead and tin could be purchased readily in towns throughout Europe, either in their raw form or as finished goods. Some elements could be found as impurities in other metals: cadmium in zinc, platinum in gold, and nickel in iron. Silicon was in ready supply in the form of sand. They had even stockpiled about three hundred pounds of tungsten from a small mine they’d temporarily set up in southern England shortly after the founding of Camp Armstrong. For now, they were short on plastics for insulation, but that would change when they had a regular supply of petroleum. Glass and ceramics sufficed in many cases, and some plastics could be synthesized from plants. 
 
    Despite these advances, by Alma’s reckoning it would be another two to three years before they had tubes that worked well enough to be used in large-scale radio signal amplification. For now, information traveled between the satellite locations at the speed of sail. For this reason, O’Brien had no way of informing Aengus, in Nova Scotia, of the upcoming expedition. Three karves had departed for Camp Orville from Höfn shortly before the cave-in at Camp Yeager, and no more ships were scheduled to be sent before September. He could only hope that the three karves returned safely to Höfn, bearing lumber and news that all was well at Camp Orville, before O’Brien’s departure for the New World. 
 
    Eventually he and Michael reached the nondescript building on the northeast end of the campus that served as the entrance to Hell. O’Brien found the key for the lock on his keyring and the two went inside. The air inside the little building was warm and smelled of sulfur and grease. O’Brien pulled open an iron gate that blocked off the rear half of the building. Michael stepped through the opening and O’Brien followed, pulling the gate closed behind them. He pressed a button the wall, and with a shudder the little room began to move slowly downward, accompanied by a clattering of chains. The elevator, like most of the machinery in Hell, was driven by a massive steam turbine powered by heat from volcanic activity in the rocks below. 
 
    The elevator opened to reveal a gigantic cavern filled with people and machinery. In many places, the natural contours of the cave still showed, but the chamber had been enlarged and leveled in many places, making it seem almost like a purely artificial construction. Massive concrete pillars, flared at the tops and bottoms, supported the ceiling. Hundreds of haphazardly placed light bulbs hanging from the ceiling gave one the impression of being outside on a starry night—or would have, if it weren’t for the smoky, sulfurous air and near-deafening racket of the machines. Noise and poor ventilation had been problems in Hell from the beginning. The engineers were constantly upgrading the fans and widening vents in an effort to disperse the smoke generated by the forges, furnaces and kilns. They’d given up early on in their efforts to control the noise; after covering wide swathes of the ceiling and walls with wool cloth had little effect, they’d begun mandating earplugs for anyone on the floor. 
 
    O’Brien tapped his son on the shoulder and handed him a hardhat from a shelf and a pair of earplugs from his pocket. After donning his own protective gear, O’Brien signed to Michael that he should stay close. Michael nodded, and O’Brien set out across the cavern, following a yellow line that had been painted on the floor. Workers labored at strange machines that lined the floor of the room, each man or woman performing his or her assigned task with flawless grace. There were drill presses, lathes, powered looms, saws, grinders, and a dozen other sorts of machines. Each had a wheel on one side that was connected by a cloth belt to a metal shaft some ten feet above that ran the length of the ceiling. There were six shafts in all, and six rows of machines underneath. Each of the six shafts was connected by another belt to a larger shaft above them. At the end of that shaft, in a separate cavern, was a huge flywheel that spun constantly, regulating the speed of the shaft. The flywheel was kept in motion by a gigantic geothermal steam turbine. 
 
    O’Brien walked along the line, periodically checking to make sure his son was still with him. Over the past several years, Nestor had instituted a number of safety protocols to reduce the number of injuries and fatalities on the floor, but Hell remained a dangerous place. Not watching where one was going, or departing from the safety of the yellow line, was a good way to lose an arm or an eye. 
 
    At the far end of the floor, O’Brien spotted the lanky figure of Gabe Zuehlsdorf, the head of security at Svartalfheim. Gabe was holding a metal tube, about an inch in diameter and two feet long, using a spinning wire brush to remove burs from the pipe’s edge. He smiled as O’Brien and Michael approached, pulling the pipe away and hitting a switch to disengage the wheel from the belt that propelled it. He pulled his goggles onto his forehead and handed the pipe to Michael. 
 
    “You know what that is?” he asked. 
 
    “A pipe,” Michael shouted. 
 
    “Right, but what is it for?” 
 
    Michael shrugged. “Water?” 
 
    Gabe grinned. He motioned for them to follow him, and then turned and walked to the far wall. At the wall, he turned left and continued until he came to a closed door. Pulling a key from his pocket, he unlocked the door and the three of them went inside. He flipped a switch and a light bulb went on, revealing that they were in a small room furnished with an desk, two chairs, and several cabinets. These had been made for him by Sigurd from oak imported from Nova Scotia. He closed the door behind them, and the din outside subsided to a dull roar. 
 
    “I should really be working on my threat assessment report for Reyes,” Gabe said, setting the pipe carefully on the desk, “but this is more fun.” He went to one of the cabinets and opening it, revealing a row of six rifles. He took the one on the left and held it in front of him. The gun was constructed of finely polished dark gray steel, with a stock and grip of stained walnut. 
 
    “You’re making rifles?” Michael asked, in awe. Like anyone who had been at Svartalfheim for a while, he had seen guns, but their use was strictly controlled—more for security reasons than for safety. If just one of their guns found its way into the hands of some English aristocrat, they might soon be facing a Saxon invasion. With the exception of Aengus’s expedition to Nova Scotia, which had carried twenty breech-loaded guns, no firearms were ever allowed to leave the vicinity of the camp. The guns were solely for last-ditch defensive purposes, in the case of an attack on the camp by Saxons, Cho-ta’an agents or some other belligerents.  
 
    “Not just rifles,” Gabe said. “This is a Winchester 1873, one of the first lever-action repeating rifles. Fires over ten .44 rounds a minute with exceptional accuracy. A masterpiece of nineteenth century engineering as well as an object of unparalleled beauty.” 
 
    “Can I touch it, Uncle Gabe?” 
 
    “Tell you what,” Gabe said, taking a box of cartridges from a shelf. “Let’s get out of this dungeon and see what this thing can do.” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    The three took the elevator back to ground level and then hiked about half a mile into the hills, where they could fire the Winchester without disturbing anyone on campus. This is where Gabe’s defense force generally trained and tested weapons. At this distance from Höfn, gunshots could pass for thunder. 
 
    Gabe loaded the gun, pointing out the various parts as he had to Sigurd and his men twenty-two years earlier, emphasizing that Michael should always assume a gun was loaded and should never point it at anything he didn’t want destroyed. Michael soon grew impatient, begging his “Uncle Gabe” to let him shoot the gun. 
 
    Gabe had been “Uncle Gabe” to Michael and to Reyes’s three daughters since any of them had been able to talk. The three had no familiar relation to each other, but they shared a bond that was perhaps deeper than kinship: they were spacemen, strangers not only in a strange land, but in a strange time as well. 
 
    Unlike Reyes and O’Brien, Gabe had never married, which was not to say that he was a stranger to the women of Svartalfheim. Tall, muscular, and ruggedly good-looking, Gabe received plenty of propositions, and although he retained a cool, professional demeanor in public, rumors had circulated since their time in Normandy that Gabe acquiesced to more than a few of them. At least a dozen women at Svartalfheim had hinted—or stated flatly—that Gabe was the father of one or more of their children, and several others bore hints of his likeness. 
 
    Neither extramarital sex nor illegitimate children were particularly taboo in Norse society, and all the less so at Svartalfheim, where food was plentiful and procreation was strongly encouraged. As Gabe avoided fraternizing with married women and there were far more single women than men on campus, Reyes turned a blind eye to his habits. The truth was, O’Brien mused as he listened to his old friend calmly explain he workings of the rifle to his son, they could do worse than having a hundred little Gabes running around. 
 
    Gabe fired a few rounds first, and when he was satisfied that the gun was operating correctly, handed it to Michael. There wasn’t anything to shoot at out here but the occasional mouse or seagull, but Michael didn’t care. He happily blasted away at the ground some thirty yards away, grinning when the bullet kicked up a cloud of dust. 
 
     “How many breech-loaders do you think you’ll be able to spare for the oil expedition?” O’Brien asked, when Michael paused to reload. 
 
    “Breech-loaders? Nah, I’m giving you these babies. As many as I can crank out before you leave, anyway.” 
 
    “I figured you were saving these for your defense force.” 
 
    Gabe shook his head. “You’re more likely to need to defend yourself than we are. Besides, the breech-loaders can be tricky, and my guys are well-trained on them. The Winchesters are idiot-proof.” 
 
    “Gee, thanks.” 
 
    “You know what I mean.” 
 
    “I do, and I appreciate your help, Gabe. I’m going to need all of it I can get.” 
 
    Gabe grinned. “Drilling for oil in Indian territory 600 years before Columbus? What could go wrong?” 
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Eleven                    
 
    Dorian’s engineers finished work on the drilling rig by the last week of August. The rig consisted of a wood-and-steel derrick that would direct an iron shaft, tipped with a steel drill bit, vertically into the ground. The shaft could be extended with ten-foot segments up to a total length of a hundred and twenty feet. As the first oil wells on the Gulf Coast had been less than fifty feet deep, this was deemed more than sufficient. The drill would be driven by a team of four mules. The mules would be needed anyway to carry barrels of oil overland from the well, and there was no time to design a portable steam engine for the purpose. It was assumed the mules would be replaced by a diesel engine once it was producing. 
 
    O’Brien helped Dorian assemble the rig and test it in the hills north of Svartalfheim. When they were satisfied that it would drill through bedrock, they began the work of disassembling it and transporting the components to the shore at Höfn to be loaded into the karve they would be taking to Nova Scotia. Only the metal components and a few finely engineered wooden parts would be transported; the structural framework for the derrick and the structure to house the mules would be assembled onsite, from lumber taken from Camp Orville. 
 
    While they worked, O’Brien kept an eye on the activity at the campus below, hoping for a sign that Helena had returned from her recruiting mission. She had been due back three days earlier, but of course Viking expeditions rarely kept to a tight schedule. Adverse weather or a hundred other factors could account for the delay. Still, O’Brien worried and watched the bustling activity below.  
 
    Svartalfheim was an impressive settlement, by medieval standards. Although they were a long way from being able to build a spacecraft, they had made a lot of progress over the past twenty years. Starting with a crew of three spacemen, they had built the largest industrial operation on Earth. And yet, he reminded himself, whether they succeeded or failed, it would all be obliterated in the not-too-distant future. 
 
    According to historical records, in the year 939 the Eldgja volcano erupted, covering much of Iceland in lava. The eruption, which lasted for a year and a half, threw so much smoke and ash was into the air that reports of a “blood-red sun” were recorded as far away as Italy. No first-hand accounts of the eruption survived, but it was assumed that many settlements in Iceland were wiped out. Nor was this the only natural threat to Svartalfheim: in the thirteenth century, the “Little Ice Age” would begin, coinciding with a growth in Atlantic sea ice and an advancement of glaciers. Whatever might remain of Svartalfheim after the Eldgja eruption would, by the end of the medieval era, be completely covered by a mountain of snow and ice and would remain so until the ice retreated in the twenty-first century. 
 
    The hard limit imposed by the Eldgja eruption was, somewhat perversely, one of the reasons the spacemen had selected the location of Camp Armstrong. Since crashing in Norway, the spacemen had found themselves up against what Gabe had cheekily named LOKI: the Limitations Of Known Information. LOKI was, simply put, a codification of the principle that time travel doesn’t permit paradoxes.  
 
    LOKI gave rise to a sort of inverted understanding of causality: when considering a course of action, the Dvergar had to consider not only the intrinsic risks but also whether or not the course of action contradicted future history. So, for example, in 891 Reyes had ordered the evacuation of an agricultural site near Brussels, in anticipation of Emperor Arnulf’s decisive defeat of the Vikings there. With their foreknowledge of Arnulf’s movements and tactics, the Vikings might have been able to halt the emperor’s advance, but history told them Arnulf had been victorious. Given their past experience, Reyes had treated Arnulf’s victory as an immutable fact—a Limitation Of Known Information. Unless the historical accounts of Arnulf’s victory were inexplicably inaccurate, the Vikings had not prevailed, and the fact that they had not prevailed implied that they could not prevail, no matter what foreknowledge they had. Rather than tempt history to prove the no-paradox rule, Reyes had cut their losses and moved the operation.  
 
    This sort of thinking infused everything they did on Pleiades, causing them to think in terms of minimizing what they referred to as their “temporal footprint.” The larger their footprint, the higher the likelihood of failure. As far as recorded history was concerned, no spacecraft had launched during the Middle Ages, which meant that if it had happened, the people responsible had been very sneaky about it. Further, no evidence of pre-industrial space program had ever been found, so if it had existed, it must either have been completely destroyed or it had been located somewhere that was inaccessible for most of history. The site of Svartalfheim was both, and by the twisted logic of LOKI, that meant Pleiades had at least a remote chance of success.  
 
    The whims of LOKI threatened O’Brien’s oil-seeking expedition as well: if a large-scale oil-drilling operation had been established in Virginia, some sign of it would likely have survived to be discovered by later European settlers. For this reason, the operation would have to be as small and inconspicuous as possible while still capable of producing the fuel Iron Dragon needed. Except for the drill bit itself, no steel or other durable materials were used for the rig: iron would rust and wood would rot, leaving little for future archaeologists to find. LOKI, as much as the Cho-ta’an, drove the project’s need for secrecy. 
 
    The sun had dipped below the hills by the time the rig was disassembled. O’Brien, exhausted, made his way home while Dorian and his engineers oversaw the transport of the components. The metal pieces would be packed in grease and wrapped in cloth to prevent them from corroding on the journey. Most of the rest of the supplies had already been packed; at this point they were only waiting for some shipments of fresh provisions from Normandy. The expedition would depart in one week. 
 
    O’Brien arrived home to find that Helena still had not returned. Michael was off camping with his friend Runar, so O’Brien heated some leftover stew on the wood-burning stove, ate dinner alone, and went to bed. He dreamed of the crash of the lander, as he had many times in the past, but this time as the wounded craft soared over the North Sea, he looked down to see Helena, bobbing in the waves, calling for him to help her. He could only watch helplessly as she succumbed to exhaustion and sank to into the black depths of the sea. He could see her as she sank, a blue shade enveloped by nothingness, coming to rest on the sea floor with all the other shades. He saw Michael there, as well as his own wife Cara and their two children, Jason and Irena, and all the rest of the multitudes of humanity, translucent shades frozen for eternity, their eyes affixed on him. As the mountainous landscape of Norway loomed ahead of him, he wished for death. The lander struck the snowy ground and he jerked awake, finding himself alone in a strange bed, in a strange house, on a strange island on a strange planet. The sky was an indeterminate gray. O’Brien got out of bed and went to work. 
 
    He had little to do for the next two days, as Camp Yeager was out of his hands and he’d done all he could to prepare for the voyage to Nova Scotia. He spent the morning at the house, reading about the Indian tribes of North America. Michael returned just before noon, and they ate lunch together and then spent the afternoon walking in the hills and practicing with the Winchester. Michael was already a better shot than O’Brien. 
 
    Helena returned that evening. The expedition to Kiev had been eventful, but not particularly productive. Kiev had recently fallen under Norse control, and while the chieftain laying claim to the city was ostensibly on good terms with Harald, the local politics were too unsettled for Helena to safely recruit engineers. Representing herself as an emissary from a commercial venture with holdings throughout western Europe, she had been invited to stay as long as she liked by the chief. Given the importance of Kiev in controlling trade through the Slavic territories, she had opted to stay for a month rather than continue overland to Magyar territory to the south. In the end, this goodwill was all the trip produced: except for some jewelry, wood carvings and a couple of barrels of vodka, the expedition returned empty-handed. 
 
    O’Brien spent the next day with Helena and Michael, savoring the last moments he would have with them for several months. No one knew how long the oil-seeking expedition would last, but it was unlikely they would get the well drilled before winter. O’Brien hoped to return in the spring on a karve loaded with barrels of oil, but there were too many variables to make promises. As the sun once again lazily drifted toward the horizon, O’Brien considered going to Reyes to ask her to postpone the voyage for a week. The September fifth deadline was arbitrary; they had several weeks of good weather left, and Camp Orville had months of supplies on hand. There would be no significant cost to the project to delay the voyage a week, Dorian could use the time to wrap up some other tasks that had been put on hold because of the drilling project. The real reason, of course, was that O’Brien wanted more time with Helena, and who could blame him? They’d had only a handful of days together since the spring. Did he not, as one of the founding members of Pleiades, deserve a week with his wife, after everything he had been through? He was certain that if he asked, Reyes would say yes. 
 
    In the end, though, he couldn’t make himself do it. As much as he wanted to stay with Helena, he couldn’t shake the image of her and everyone else he loved—along with the rest of humanity—entombed in blackness at the bottom of the sea. That, he knew, was the future humanity faced if the Cho-ta’an won the war. Every human being someday would die, but this was more than death. It was the destruction of a species. Extermination. Genocide. Without a future, the human race’s past meant nothing. All of humanity, tens of billions of translucent shades, trapped at the bottom of a sea of blackness for all eternity. 
 
    The next morning, O’Brien bade farewell to his wife and son and boarded a ship bound for North America. 
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Twelve                    
 
    The voyage to Nova Scotia went as smoothly as could be expected. The prevailing winds across the Atlantic were out of the west, which meant that a ship traveling from Europe to North America had to fight both the winds and the current. The most reliable—though not the quickest—way to get from Iceland to Nova Scotia was to travel south first, to the approximate latitude of Bermuda, before heading west and then north along the coast. In the autumn, however, it was possible to take a northerly route, passing just south of Greenland, to arrive at what would eventually be Nova Scotia. This is what the knar, called Sjávarbotn, did. 
 
    The coxswain of Sjávarbotn was a dour but reliable and hearty man named Fritjof. His tangled red hair and beard blowing in the wind, Fritjof skillfully guided Sjávarbotn through calm weather and storm for three weeks, only rarely allowing himself to be relieved by his second mate, Gudmund. On the morning of their nineteenth day at sea, Gudmund spotted land, which Fritjof judged to be an outcropping of land off the east coast of Nova Scotia. They continued south for another day and then headed east. On the twenty-second day of their voyage, they approached the mouth of Green Bay, about forty miles southwest of the future site of Halifax.  
 
    Such precise navigation was possible as a result of a couple of pieces of closely guarded technology: a magnetic compass and a sextant. Only explicitly authorized individuals—generally the coxswain and the second mate—were allowed to use the devices, and they were under strict orders to toss them overboard if they ever in danger of being boarded. Since the Reyes had begun issuing the devices seventeen years earlier, they had had a few close calls, but as far as they knew, none of the compasses or sextants had fallen into unapproved hands. 
 
    O’Brien breathed a sigh of relief as Sjávarbotn entered the calm waters of the bay, leaving behind the violent waves of the North Atlantic that had assaulted them for the past three weeks. The rocky shores of the bay were lined with trees, mostly evergreens. The air was cold but the sky was clear, with a steady wind that propelled them northwest, to where the bay narrowed before widening again. This was his first trip to North America, but Fritjof, Gudmund and many of the others had many the voyage several times before, shuttling food and other supplies to Camp Orville and returning with loads of lumber and pitch. O’Brien, holding a roughly-drawn map showing the shipyard on the north side of the bay, just before the narrows, peered out from the prow of the ship, trying to match the drawing to what he was seeing. The river, called La Have, was nearly a mile across here. According to the map, it gradually narrowed as it curved north and then west over the next ten miles, until it turned into a roaring channel of fast-moving water about three hundred feet wide. That’s where they would find Camp Orville. 
 
    After some two hours of peering from the prow, O’Brien noticed an inlet that he thought might be the location of the shipbuilding operation. Glimpsing what he thought was a partially built snekkja on the shore, he opened his mouth to point it out to Fritjof but was silenced with a shout. 
 
    “O’Brien, get down!” 
 
    O’Brien, confused, turned to look at Fritjof. 
 
    “Down!” Fritjof shouted again. “Men, ready your arms!” His admonition was followed by the rapping of stones striking wood: Thack! Thack! Thack! 
 
    O’Brien, belatedly realizing arrows were being fired at Sjávarbotn, hit the deck. He’d survived enough battles to have shed any need to prove his bravery or manliness, and in any case, if he was killed, this mission would likely die with him. Dorian, emaciated and pale from fighting seasickness for three weeks, was the only other member of the expedition with the technical expertise to drill an oil well, and O’Brien doubted he had the wherewithal to see the mission through on his own. 
 
    A shout in a strange language sounded from across the bay, and Fritjof, standing defiantly at the stern, answered in the same tongue. The rest of the crew hunched with their heads and shoulders just above the gunwales, gripping their bows. Gabe had equipped six of the men—in addition to O’Brien—with Winchesters, but these remained wrapped in oilcloth in the ship’s hold. The guns were too susceptible to corrosion to be kept loose during the voyage. In addition to his bow, each man had a sword, spear or axe. Swords were uncommon among Norsemen, but less so among those employed by Pleiades: swords and other high-quality steel weapons were given out as rewards for loyalty and outstanding service. The fact that there were a dozen men brandishing swords on Sjávarbotn spoke well for the crew. 
 
    The hostilities having ceased for the moment, O’Brien ventured a glance above the gunwale. He saw some two dozen canoes, each bearing two men, skimming across the water from both sides of Sjávarbotn, converging on her position. The men, naked from the waist up, were lean, muscular and dark-haired. The man at the rear of the nearest canoe, whose hair was pulled into a thick braid that rested on his back, shouted something to Sjávarbotn. O’Brien thought it was the man who had spoken before. Fritjof barked something back at the man.  
 
    O’Brien understood none of the exchange, but this wasn’t the enthusiastic greeting he’d been expecting. He was under the impression that Aengus had made peace with the local Indian tribe, but this greeting was far from friendly. Had relations soured, or were these men from another tribe? 
 
    “The Skraelings are going to escort us,” Fritjof said, sounding even more displeased than usual. Skraeling was the name the Norsemen used for the savages of Greenland and North America. 
 
    “These men work for Aengus?” O’Brien asked. 
 
    “To say they work for him is a stretch,” Fritjof said, “but I don’t believe they intend to murder us on the way.” 
 
    “So those arrows…?” 
 
    “For show,” Fritjof said. “I hope. Just don’t make any sudden movements. Men, sheathe your swords and be ready to furl the sails.” 
 
    O’Brien watched nervously as the canoes came alongside Sjávarbotn, the natives easily matching the pace of the knar with their oars. He now counted twenty-six canoes, with two men in each. The twenty-five Norsemen were badly outnumbered, and the little canoes would easily outmaneuver the big Viking ship. If hostilities broke out in earnest, they’d all be dead before they could get the rifles from the hold. 
 
    As the men furled the sails and retrieved the oars, Sjávarbotn approached the shipyard on the inlet to the starboard side. Three ships—a long, sleek snekkja, a squat karve, and a voluminous knar like the Sjávarbotn—were taking shape on a narrow, sandy beach. Men with hammers and axes, their torsos naked, stopped working to watch as the procession passed. This was Camp Wilbur, the shipbuilding offshoot of Camp Orville, the lumber operation farther upriver. O’Brien counted fourteen men, none of them Vikings. 
 
    The procession continued another mile upriver, the Norsemen grunting at their oars, fighting the ever-strengthening current. The forest on both sides of the river enclosed them like the walls of a canyon. Ahead, O’Brien spotted the massive timber bridge that spanned the river, along with its attached waterwheel and guardhouse. Soon they began to see docks, small buildings near the shore, and other signs of civilization. Following the gesticulations of the Skraeling with the braided hair, Fritjof directed his men toward a sandy patch of shore. As Sjávarbotn approached the shore, men began to stow their oars and jump into the water, guiding the ship to a halt on the sand. When they had stopped, O’Brien helped Dorian to his feet, and together he and Fritjof lowered the engineer over the gunwale. Dorian sank to the ground on his hands and knees, pale and disheveled, looking like he might literally kiss the ground. 
 
    Most of the canoes had already slid onto the shore next to Sjávarbotn, and the Skraelings were now regarding the newcomers cautiously, bows at their sides. The man with the braided hair approached Fritjof, stopped before him and spoke a few words. He pointed toward a path leading through the woods, then to the sword at Fritjof’s side and finally to the boat. 
 
    “I think he said we’re to leave our weapons with the ship and come with him,” Fritjof said. 
 
    “Did he?” O’Brien said flatly, eyeing the man. “Do you know this man? Who are these people?” 
 
    “They are of the Mi’kmaq tribe,” Fritjof said. “Aengus employs them for many tasks, but I do not know this man. I cannot even say for certain they are in Aengus’s employ. We have never received such a greeting in the past.” 
 
    “Tell him I am O’Brien, a chief from the land of Eidejel, and he would do well to treat me with respect.” O’Brien couldn’t say for certain what the Indians were up to, but he suspected the man with the braided hair was testing him. 
 
    “I only know about twenty words in their language,” Fritjof said. 
 
    “Is one of them ‘chief’?” O’Brien asked, his eyes still affixed on the Indian, who stared coldly back at him. 
 
    Fritjof spoke his own name, tapping his chest. Then he spoke another word, pointing to the boat. The Indian didn’t respond. Fritjof pointed to O’Brien. “O’Brien,” he said, and then spoke another word, which O’Brien took to be the Mi’kmaq word for “chief.” 
 
    The man seemed unimpressed. He pointed to his own chest and said, “Chegaoo.” He spoke several more sentences, pointing to the boat and then the path. He then gestured toward his own men, standing around him. When he’d finished, he stared at O’Brien, awaiting a response. 
 
    “Did you get any of that?” O’Brien asked. 
 
    “His name is Chegaoo,” Fritjof said. “He wants us to go with him. I think he’s saying his men will unload the ship.” 
 
    “Not a chance,” said O’Brien, switching from Frankish to Norse. Frankish was the language the Dvergar generally used when speaking to foreigners, allowing them to use Norse to speak confidentially among themselves. “Aengus?” he said to Chegaoo. 
 
    The Indian did not respond except to point up the path again. 
 
    “I don’t like this at all,” O’Brien said, in Norse. “Fritjof, you stay with the ship. We’ll keep half the men here, including those trained on the rifles. Don’t let any Skraelings within fifty feet of Sjávarbotn. The rest of the me will come with me.” 
 
    “We’re not going to unload?” 
 
    “Not until I know what the hell is going on.” 
 
    Fritjof nodded. “What about him?” He was gesturing toward Dorian, who was still on his hands and knees, oblivious to the goings-on around him. 
 
    “Put him back on the ship for now, with the rest of the men. I’ll send someone back with instructions when I can.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Fritjof said. He selected a group of men, directing them back onto Sjávarbotn. Two of them helped Doran to his feet and back over the gunwale. 
 
    “All right,” O’Brien. “Everyone not on Sjávarbotn is with me. Stay together and be ready for anything.” 
 
    “You sure you don’t want me to come?” Fritjof said, from the prow of the ship. “You might need a translator.” 
 
    “Any of you men speak Mi’kmaq?” O’Brien said to the men on the shore. 
 
    “I know a few words,” said a tall, lean man with wispy blond hair. His name was Havardr. 
 
    “Then you’re our new translator. Stay close to me.” He turned to Chegaoo. “Lead the way,” he said, pointing to the trail. 
 
    The Indian glowered at him, clearly unhappy his instructions had not been followed. O’Brien wagered that the man was bluffing, hoping to get the Norsemen to acknowledge their authority—and possibly make off with some of the supplies in Sjávarbotn’s hold. If he was wrong—if Aengus had ceded control over the river to the natives—then they were likely all dead anyway.  
 
    For nearly a minute, the two stood on the shore, staring at each other. Finally Chegaoo turned away, barking an order to his men. He started up the beach toward the path, and O’Brien, suppressing a smile, followed. 
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Thirteen     
 
    Ivar leaned on his pick, watching as the priest trudged up the gravel road toward him. The priest’s arrival was no surprise: Thorvald, watching from an overlook to the south, had warned of his approach. Security at Camp Yeager had been tightened since the cave-in, three months earlier. 
 
    The digger had been disassembled and transported back to Svartalfheim, and the entire site had been thoroughly combed for anachronistic tools and anything else that might raise suspicion. Partly as a result of these efforts, the new mine was little more than a forty-foot-long horizontal shaft cut into a hillside. Ivar was still hoping to produce enough coal to heat Svartalfheim through the next winter, but it was going to be tight. At the rate they were digging, they would not hit a high-quality coal deposit for at least another month. The coal the mules were pulling out of the shaft behind him was so mixed with peat and granite that it wasn’t worth transporting to Höfn. There was no slack in the schedule for babysitting security concerns, and that was potentially a problem for the priest: Ivar had received clear orders from the Committee: if the priest showed up at Camp Yeager again, he was not to be allowed to leave alive. 
 
    “We’ve no need for a Christian priest here,” Ivar shouted, while the man was some distance away. “I’ve told you before: Thor watches over this mine.” He hoped to dissuade the priest from approaching, so that he would not have to kill him. But the priest did not slow. Ivar tried again. “Go on, priest! Your crucified god has no power here!” 
 
    “Did Thor watch over your last mine as well?” the priest asked. 
 
    “Watch yourself, priest,” Ivar growled.  
 
    “I mean no disrespect,” the priest said, stopping ten paces before Ivar. “I witnessed the cave-in, and I prayed that the hand of God would deliver your men from the pit. Did you pray that day to Thor?” 
 
    “Aye, and to Freya and Odin as well,” Ivar said. 
 
    “I saw the hand of God that day,” the priest said. “It reached into the bowels of the Earth to save your miners. Was it the hand of Thor that I saw, or that of Odin?” 
 
    “Perhaps I’ll give you the chance to ask your God in person,” Ivar said. 
 
    “You would threaten to kill a man of God?” 
 
    “I’m under orders, priest. I tried to warn you off, but you give me no choice. I’m not to let you leave here alive.” 
 
    “Who gives you these orders? What is so important about a mine that the mere sight of it carries a death sentence?” 
 
    “You know I’m not going to answer such questions.” 
 
    “Since I’m to be executed anyway, surely there can be no harm in sating my curiosity?” 
 
    “Perhaps I’m still hoping to avoid killing you.” 
 
    “Is that a possibility? You made my demise sound unavoidable.” 
 
    Ivar sighed. “What is your name, priest?” 
 
    “Osric.” 
 
    “Why do you do this, Osric? You’ve been told a dozen times to stay away from this mine.” 
 
    “And I’ve been commanded a dozen and one times to witness to the men inside.” 
 
    “By whom?” 
 
    “You know where my orders come from, Ivar. I do the bidding of God in heaven and his Servant in Rome. I have made no secret of this. Now perhaps you would return the favor…?” 
 
    Ivar did not reply, and it was Osric’s turn to sigh in frustration.  
 
    “I suppose we may as well get this over with, then,” the priest said. “I ask only that you make it quick. A sharp axe to the neck, if you would.” 
 
    “Why are you so interested in who gives me my orders?” Ivar asked. “You never asked such questions in the past.” 
 
    “Since my last visit, I have spent much time in contemplation and prayer. I have often wondered why the men of this mine are so obstinate in their refusal of the gospel. Miners are ordinarily sensible men, and well aware of the fragility of their own lives, so their stubbornness frustrated me. The truth was revealed to me only a few days ago, as I watched a young boy attempting to order a flock of stray sheep off his pasture. I knew this flock, and knew them to be very docile in the hands of their owner. But the sheep did not know this boy, and therefore did not respect his commands. 
 
    “You see,” Osric went on, “The Church ministers to all the kings of Europe. There is not a county or duchy that is beyond His divine mercy and grace, and by ministering to the lords, we ensure that the blessings of Christ flow to every tradesman and serf. But your sovereign is unknown to Rome and therefore beyond the reach of Christendom.” 
 
    “You’ve spoken to Rome about this mine?” Ivar asked. 
 
    Osric shook his head. “I am but an unimportant itinerant priest. My wanderings among shepherds, fisherman and miners are of little interest to Rome. But I have seen enough to know that you do not work for any king in Britain, Frankia or the Norse lands. I would speak to the shepherd, that I—or someone like me—might one day witness to the sheep.” 
 
    “You want to proselytize to the men I work for?” 
 
    “I would speak to them, yes.” 
 
    “That is not going to happen.” 
 
    “Why? What do they have to fear from a lone priest?” 
 
    Ivar considered the question for a moment. “Tell me, priest. Do you speak Latin?” 
 
    “Of course. Greek, English and Frankish as well.” 
 
    “Not Norse though?” 
 
    “I know some. I’m sure I could become fluent in little time with more exposure.” 
 
    “And you can read and write?” 
 
    “All priests can, yes.” 
 
    “And you know the Bible and the other ancient texts the Franks venerate? Well enough to teach them?” 
 
    “I do. Do your superiors need a teacher?” 
 
    “They might. You have not spoken to anyone else about this mine? Other priests, or your superiors in Rome?” 
 
    “I have not.” 
 
    “You’d better be telling the truth, priest. I am trying to save your life. I am not certain I believe in your Christ, but I do not want the death of a priest on my hands.” 
 
    “I understand.” 
 
    “Know that if I arrange for you to be taken to see my superiors, you will not be permitted to leave. If they suffer you to live, you will be their prisoner. You will never return to Scotland, nor to Rome.” 
 
    “If I disappear, Rome will send someone else to minister to the people of this area. I will go where I am called, even if it is to my death.” 
 
    “It may yet be,” Ivar said. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Osric spent the night at the camp, under strict orders from Ivar not to speak to the other men. The next morning, he was awakened by Ivar, who handed him a shovel. “We’re short-handed,” Ivar explained. 
 
    “I thought I was going to be taken to—” Osric started. 
 
    “Soon,” Ivar said. “For now, you shovel.” 
 
    Osric spent the day just inside the mouth of the mine, listening to the miners hacking away with their picks and shoveling the detritus they produced into a waiting mule cart. He was not unused to hard work, but his days turning earth with a spade at the monastery in England were long behind him. By the end of the day, his hands were bloody and his back ached. He gulped down a bowl of gruel with the other men and then staggered to his cot, falling asleep with his boots on. The next morning, he was awakened by a shout from Ivar, who handed him a roll of cotton cloth. “For your hands,” Ivar said, and walked away. Osric sat up, nodding dumbly. He wrapped his hands as best he could, grabbed the shovel from where he had left it, and went back to the mine to spend another day shoveling. 
 
    After a week of this, Osric began to suspect Ivar had tricked him into a lifetime of hard labor in the mine for the false promise of an opportunity to speak to Ivar’s superiors. Still, he did not complain. He had been given orders by the Pope himself to return to the mine and seek an introduction to the men who ran it. The Pope had even absolved him in advance of the lies he would have to tell to make this happen. Osric still felt guilty about them, but he attributed this to his own lack of faith. While he shoveled, he prayed for the faith to overcome his doubts—particularly the doubt that he would ever return to Rome.  
 
    The miners did not speak to him, and he did not speak to them. He shoveled in silence, listening to their songs and banter, hoping to pick up some of the Norse language. In the afternoon of the tenth day after his return to the mine, he overhead two of the men talking about the arrival of a supply ship. That night the miners were joined in the mess by some two dozen additional Norsemen, the leader of whom was a man named Gustav. Osric, eating alone in a corner while the Norsemen sang and caroused, overheard Ivar talking to Gustav about him. Gustav did not seem pleased.  
 
    The next morning, Osric was awakened by one of the newcomers, who shouted at him in Norse. Osric did not understand the man, but he gathered he was supposed to follow the him. Soon he was marching down the gravel road in the dark with the other Norsemen. Only three men walked behind Osric; he gathered that the rest of the crew was ahead of them. By the time he reached the ship, several men were already pushing it away from the shore. Those behind him broke into a run, splashing through the water to vault over the gunwale. Osric, near panic, gathered up his frock and ran to the ship, nearly stumbling in the knee-deep water. He managed to get one hand on the gunwale and hung there helplessly for several seconds before a firm hand gripped his wrist and hauled him aboard. Men exploded in laughter as he collapsed onto the deck. 
 
    Gustav, standing in the prow, shouted an order, and the men moved to their benches and grabbed the oars from the rack overhead. Someone gripped Osric’s arm and pointed him to an empty bench. He sat down and found an oar in front of him. He put his hands on it, suppressing a gasp of pain as the salt-infused wood touched the wounds in his hands. Gustav began to sing, and the crew quickly joined in, pulling at the oars in time. The little ship—Osric thought it was what the Vikings called a knar—was at sea before the first rays of the sun were visible in the eastern sky. 
 
    After they left the little harbor, the karve turned south to skirt the eastern coast of Scotland. The wind was against them, so they spent the day rowing. Osric, leaving bloody stains on the oar handle before him, pined for the relative comfort of the coal mine. They traveled south along the coast of Scotland and then England, rarely losing sight of land. After three days of rowing, they left the Cliffs of Dover behind. Later that day, a shout from Gustav indicated that the coast of Normandy was in sight. Gustav ordered to crew to stow the oars and unfurl the sails. Thankful for the respite, Osric did his best to stay out of the way. For two days, the karve sailed along the coast. Osric, sitting near the stern, occasionally caught sight of a smaller boat, not of Norse make, following a mile or so back. He thought it was the ship that had brought him from Rome, but he could not be certain. That ship, commanded by a Castilian privateer named Sebastian, had deposited him at Edinburgh two weeks earlier. He had been too thankful for the Pope’s grace in sparing him the trek overland to ask a lot of questions of Sebastian, but now he began to wonder if the Pope had motivations other than ensuring Osric’s own comfort and safety. 
 
    Judging from Gustav’s curses, Osric was not the only one who noticed the ship. Gustav possessed several strange tools that he seemed to use to ensure that the ship was on course. One of these was an extensible wooden tube that he occasionally held to one eye, peering ahead, in the direction they were traveling, or to the stern, in the direction of the pursuing ship. On the evening of the second day, he barked an order, which Osric could not understand except for the Norse word for priest. Two men nearby seized him and dragged him to the ship’s hold, where he remained for the night and the following day. The hold was empty except for the crew’s rations, so he had more than enough room, but it was musty and dark and smelled of mildew and rotten wood. He didn’t dare break into the food stores for fear of being thought a thief, but after several hours he allowed himself to drink from a barrel of beer that had been tapped the previous day. The voyage was more pleasant after that. 
 
    The next day, one of the men climbed into the hold, ordering Osric onto his knees. Osric complied, and the man put a burlap sack over his head, securing it with a cord at Osric’s neck. The man climbed back onto the deck and slammed the hatch, leaving Osric alone again. After a few hours, Osric began to think he was being punished for dipping into the beer, but sounds on the deck above told him the ship was coming into port. The sails were furled and the ship was rowed until its hull thunked up against a wooden dock. After some additional commotion and conversation in Frankish that Osric couldn’t make out, he was hauled onto the deck. He was helped over the gunwale onto the dock and then marched up the dock and over sandy ground for a hundred paces or so. He judged from the smells and sounds that he was near a horse stable. Someone helped him into a wagon and then gave him a shove. He fell onto his hands and knees. His ankles were tied together, and then his hands were pulled behind his back and his wrists were tied as well, so tightly that his fingers tingled. There was the sound of crates being loaded onto the wagon and then slid into place, sometimes so close to him that the corners dug into his arms or legs. He had the sense of being just another piece of cargo, of a particularly frustrating shape and size, that would have to be prodded and mangled until it conformed to the space not used by the more valuable items. 
 
    The sounds of cargo being loaded ceased, and Osric lay curled up on his side, entombed by crates, long enough for his hands to go completely numb. At last a horse whinnied, and the cart creaked forward. For several hours he lay as the cart jerked and rattled over the rough ground, his arm throbbing underneath him and his head smacking against the hard wooden floor every time the wheels hit a root or boulder. When he’d been beaten nearly senseless and lost any hope of regaining feeling in his hands, the cart finally stopped. Crates were shoved aside, and he was dragged onto the ground. His hands and feet were untied, but the burlap hood was left in place. He was marched down another dock and onto another ship and thrown in the hold. He was so exhausted by this point that he fell asleep almost immediately. When he awoke, the ship was in motion. Men above him sang in Norse, and oars creaked in time.  
 
    Famished and desperately thirsty, Osric was straining to get the sack off his head when someone opened the hatch. A firm hand gripped Osric around the throat, and he felt the cold blade of a knife against his neck. Before he could even cry out, the hood was pulled off his head. He stood for a moment, blinking dumbly in the dim light of the hold. The man who had freed him—a doughty, red-haired giant—had already sheathed his knife and was rummaging around in the ship’s provisions. Osric backed away into a corner of the hold as the man handed several barrels and a bag of meal to someone on the deck above. The red-haired man climbed onto the deck and closed the hatch again. Osric, alone and forgotten in the dark, was about to call out when the hatch opened again. A hand held out a bowl of porridge, which Osric grabbed greedily. The hand then produced a skin of water, which it dropped to the floor of the hold before letting the hatch shut again. This was the last food and water Osric would see for the day. He spent a cold, thirsty, uncomfortable night in the hold. 
 
    The next day, he was pulled onto the deck. The sky was a pure blue, and the dazzling sun pierced his eyes. The sails had been unfurled, and the crew lounged lazily about the deck. Osric judged from the direction of the sun that they were heading northwest. There was no land—nor other ships—in sight. 
 
    Osric did not recognize any of the men. Though similar to the one that he had boarded near the mine, this was a different ship, with a different crew. He wondered from what land these men hailed, or whether they even called any land home. They were Norsemen by birth, but he did not get the sense they owed fealty to any prince in Denmark or Norway. Whoever the mysterious owners of the mine were, they commanded loyalty among these men that transcended flag and fiefdom. 
 
    The ship sailed four more days, carried by a strong wind out of the south. The coxswain of this ship, whose name was Eirik, using the same sorts of devices as Gustav had to navigate, ordered minute corrections with increasing frequency toward the end of the fourth day, and Osric gathered that they were nearing their destination. By this time, he was thoroughly disoriented, but they had sailed so far northward that he suspected they were heading for the island the Norsemen called Iceland. Iceland was well-known to the Church: monks seeking solitude had been fleeing to the desolate shores of Iceland for hundreds of years; it was only recently that the Norsemen had claimed the land as their own. 
 
    Eirik spotted land shortly before sundown. Shortly thereafter, he came to speak to Osric in the prow of the ship. Osric got the feeling he was being tested. He wondered if Eirik would have him thrown overboard if he failed. 
 
    “Where are you from, priest?” Eirik asked. 
 
    “Portsmouth, originally,” Osric replied. “I have lived all over England, as well as briefly in Rome.” 
 
    “Have you been to Rome recently?” 
 
    “Not in the past seven years, no.” 
 
    “Do you know where we are headed?” 
 
    “I assume, from our bearing, that our destination is Iceland.” 
 
    “Do you know what you will do when we get there?” 
 
    “Ivar indicated that your people are in need of teachers.” 
 
    “And what people are those?” 
 
    “I do not know. The owners of the coal mine. The people who own this ship, and the one I boarded in Scotland.” 
 
    “Who owns the ship that followed Jarvik from Scotland.” 
 
    “I do not know anything about that ship.” 
 
    “But you saw a ship following you from Scotland to Normandy, and some distance along the coast.” 
 
    “I saw a ship. I do not know anything about it, except that it did not appear to be of the Norse type.” 
 
    “You have seen ships like it?” 
 
    “Many years ago, at a port in Venice.” 
 
    “Not more recently than that?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “What did you see at the coal mine?” 
 
    “I…do not understand what you mean.” 
 
    “What did you see at the coal mine, priest? I will not ask a third time.” 
 
    “I saw… a machine. A great machine that belched smoke and dug into the earth, doing the work of perhaps a hundred men.” 
 
    “Who did you tell about the machine?” 
 
    “No one.” 
 
    “Who did you tell, priest?” 
 
    “I told no one. The people I see are simple shepherds and fishermen. If I had spoken a word of what I’d seen, they would have judged me mad. Even now, I am not certain I am not.” 
 
    “What of your brethren in the Church?” 
 
    “The only priest I have seen in the past year is Brother Armund in Edinburgh. I try to make the journey to see him once a month for confession, but I have not seen him since May.” 
 
    “You have not gone to confession for three months? Have you sinned during that time?” 
 
    “Undoubtedly.” 
 
    “Are you a liar, priest?” 
 
    “I have told lies in the past, God forgive me, but that is not the sin that troubles me at present.” 
 
    “What sin troubles you?” 
 
    “I fear that I have been poor witness for the gospel.” 
 
    “What would happen to your soul if I were to throw you overboard?” 
 
    “I prefer not to think about it. I would only ask, if that is your intention, that you give me a few minutes to plead for intercession.” 
 
    Eirik laughed. “Rest easy, priest,” he said, pointing at a shadow on the horizon. “You see that?” 
 
    “Is that land?” Osric asked. 
 
    “It is indeed. You see those lights? That’s a place called Höfn. We’re almost home.” Without further comment, Eirik turned and made his way back to the stern. Osric, his hands trembling as the clutched the gunwale, breathed a sigh of relief. 
 
    It was still twilight when the ship surged onto the sandy shore nearly two hours later. Men leapt over the gunwales, dragging the ship up the shore. Eirik and Osric were the last two men aboard. Staring over the prow of the ship, Osric saw the fires of a village in the distance. Eirik walked up beside him and clapped a hand on Osric’s shoulder. “Welcome home, priest.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Fourteen     
 
    As O’Brien followed Chegaoo up the gently sloping path through the woods, the sounds of the river began to fade, and soon they could hear the knocking of axes against tree trunks. He caught glimpses of work crews through the woods, felling trees or removing limbs. The number of crews increased as they neared the lodge, and soon the impressive scope of the operation came apparent. Camp Orville was the Pleiades’ most impressive facility, outside of Svartalfheim. Its output was nearly double that of Camp Glenn, their other lumber mill, in northern Norway.  
 
    The mill itself was a sprawling building attached to the guard tower overlooking the bridge, but the nexus of the operation was a 20,000 square foot lodge about a quarter mile farther from the river. That was—O’Brien hoped—where they were headed. The forests were crisscrossed by logging trails for hundreds of acres around, allowing logs to be transported to the mill. The trees blocked the sun and the sound of the river, making it impossible to determine which direction they were heading. O’Brien cursed himself for leaving their only compass with Fritjof. If Chegaoo was leading them into a trap, they wouldn’t know until it was too late. 
 
    Trusting his instinct that Chegaoo had only been trying to scare them, O’Brien tried to distract himself from his worries by focusing on the lumber activities. Most of the trees they were felling near the lodge were white pine, but O’Brien knew that there were groves of oak, maple and other hardwoods nearby. The pine was used mostly for shipbuilding and construction, the hardwoods for furniture and tools. Before being transported to the mill, the trees would be felled, cut to a manageable length, and then had their limbs sawed off. O’Brien noted that most of the workers appeared to be Indians, although the foremen were Norse. He had been unaware how thoroughly dependent on the native population the operation had become. 
 
    They walked single-file, with Chegaoo and three other Mi’kmaq in the lead, followed by O’Brien, Havardr and the rest of the Norsemen. Three more Mi’kmaq brought up the rear; the rest of the Indians had remained on the shore. After they had walked about half a mile, Chegaoo barked an instruction, and then stepped off the path into the woods. The three men behind him did the same. O’Brien didn’t understand until he saw an Indian leading two mules toward them. He stepped aside and instructed the others to clear the path as well. The Indian stopped briefly to speak with Chegaoo, glancing with interest toward the newcomers. Chegaoo responded and the two Indians laughed. Then the Indian guiding the mules continued down the path. O’Brien and the Norsemen watched as the animals dragged a pine log, some two feet in diameter, and thirty feet long, along the ground in front of them, finally disappearing around a bend. Chegaoo stepped onto the path again, continuing without a word toward their destination. 
 
    At last the lodge came into view in a clearing up ahead, and O’Brien breathed a sigh of relief. They made their way across the clearing and were greeted at the door of the lodge by Aengus, who must have been alerted to their arrival by someone in the guard tower. 
 
    “O’Brien, my old friend!” Aengus cried, and wrapped his arms around him. Aengus’s hair had grown wispier and the lines on his face deeper, but otherwise he looked much the same as he had the day he departed from Höfn thirteen years earlier. 
 
    “Good to see you again, Aengus. It’s been far too long. Your voyage went well? Where is the rest of your crew?” 
 
    “We left some men at the boat,” O’Brien said, with a glance at Chegaoo, who stood stolidly nearby. 
 
    “What? Why?” 
 
    “I wasn’t certain we were among friends,” O’Brien said, in Norse. “I’m still not.” 
 
    “Nonsense,” Aengus said, in Frankish. “Years of skulking around in Europe have made you paranoid.” He turned to Chegaoo and spoke a few brief sentences. Chegaoo, still impassive, nodded curtly. 
 
    “I’ve told Chegaoo to have his men unload your ship. You brought supplies, yes?” 
 
    “Food, medicine, clothing, trading goods, the usual stuff. The crew can unload.” 
 
    “Your crew must be exhausted. Send one man back down to tell them to come to the lodge. I’m having rooms prepared for them. Quarters will be close, but each man will have his own cot.” 
 
    “You trust this man?” O’Brien asked in Norse. “They fired arrows at our ship.” 
 
    “We have an arrangement with the Mi’kmaq,” Aengus said. “They provide security on the river. Sometimes they get… overly enthusiastic. I will speak with him.” 
 
    O’Brien nodded, not entirely convinced. “Bjorn, go with Chegaoo back to Sjávarbotn. Tell the others to take their belongings and come to the lodge. Chegaoo’s men will unload the rest of the cargo. Leave the rig, of course.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Bjorn said. 
 
    Aengus spoke a few more words to Chegaoo and the Indian turned and walked back toward the path, Bjorn and the other Indians following. 
 
    “Come in,” Aengus said. “I want to hear all about your voyage and everything happening across the Atlantic!” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    O’Brien was amazed at the stately grandeur of the lodge. Aengus, clearly proud of the place, gave the men a tour and then directed them to their rooms. The crew would be sharing two large rooms that had been furnished with cots; O’Brien would have his own quarters next to Aengus’s. O’Brien released the crew to rest and he went with Aengus to the latter’s quarters to brief him on the voyage and his mission in North America.  
 
    O’Brien sank into a chair as Aengus walked across the room and opened a cabinet. “Wine?” Aengus asked, holding up a bottle for O’Brien to see. “It’s not terribly good, I’m afraid. I’ve only produced two batches so far: a bad red and a slightly less bad red. I took the liberty of having Luntook bring up a bottle of the slightly less bad.” 
 
    “That sounds fine,” O’Brien said. “We don’t get much wine at Svartalfheim.” 
 
    “Really?” said Aengus, producing two glasses from a cupboard. “But don’t you have trade agreements with Hrolf?” 
 
    “It hasn’t been a priority.” 
 
    “Then I take it Chegaoo’s men won’t be delivering any wine from Sjávarbotn’s hold?” Aengus poured the wine and handed a glass to O’Brien. 
 
    “You’ll have to settle for beer,” O’Brien said, taking the glass. “Aengus, what are you doing here?” 
 
    Aengus’s sniffed his glass and frowned. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I mean, you’re making wine now? Is that the best use of your resources?” 
 
    “Manpower isn’t a problem. The Mi’kmaq are quite willing to work in exchange for dyes, hatchets and pottery. You did bring those, yes? I asked for double the amount of dye they brought last time.” He took a swig of the wine and grimaced. 
 
    “We only had space for a minimal shipment. Is it wise to be so dependent on the natives?” 
 
    Aengus took a seat in another chair, across from O’Brien. “Why are you here, O’Brien? Are you planning to take over Camp Orville? Because you’re welcome to the job, if so.” 
 
    O’Brien shook his head. “This is just a stopover on my way farther south.” 
 
    Aengus raised an eyebrow. “How far south?” 
 
    “The gulf coast of Florida. We’re drilling for oil.” 
 
    “You’re joking. Rocket fuel?” 
 
    “Eventually. For now, we need a replacement for coal. We’ve had problems with the supply being interrupted.” O’Brien took a sip of the wine. Aengus was right: it wasn’t good. Still, it was a welcome change from the weak ale he’d been drinking for three weeks. 
 
    “And you think you’ll have better luck shipping oil across the Atlantic?” 
 
    “Not as many prying eyes over here,” O’Brien said. “And shipping west-to-east, following the prevailing winds, is straightforward, as you know. Once the well is operational, you’ll send your ships south first, where they’ll pick up a load of oil, which they’ll bring to Höfn.” 
 
    Aengus shrugged. “Sounds crazy to me, but that’s nothing new. What do you need from me?” 
 
    “Besides lumber for the rig? Four mules, for starters. And probably a karve to carry them. It’s going to be close quarters on Sjávarbotn otherwise.” 
 
    Aengus nodded. “I can provide you mules and a ship. You’ll need a crew as well.” 
 
    “If you can spare the men.” 
 
    “Whatever you need, O’Brien. And Orville and Wilbur will be ready to supply you with ships when you need them.” 
 
    “Will they?” O’Brien asked. “You’ve got a huge footprint here, Aengus. One might think you’re tempting fate.” 
 
    “You mean tempting LOKI,” Aengus said. “You’re worried the god of mischief is going to take notice of our little operation.” 
 
    “The thought had occurred to me.” 
 
    Aengus shrugged, swallowing another gulp of wine. “No evidence of a pre-Columbian lumber industry was ever discovered in Nova Scotia, which means, ipso facto, we got away with it. If LOKI hasn’t stopped us yet, I doubt he’ll bother.” 
 
    “Another way to look at it is that at some point your operation here is going to be so thoroughly obliterated that six hundred years later, there was no trace of it.” 
 
    “What do you want from me, O’Brien?” Aengus asked. “You asked for lumber and ships. I deliver them.” 
 
    “You do, and we are grateful. But Pleiades is not about amassing lumber and ships. If the Cho-ta’an find us…” 
 
    “The Cho-ta’an!” Aengus exclaimed. “We’ve seen no sign of them, even in Europe, for nearly twenty years! If any are still alive, they are the least of our worries. I have read every account of European contact with Native Americans in your library. There are a thousand ways to fail on this continent, O’Brien, and none of them arise from having too many buildings or too many men in one’s employ. I understand that you are accustomed to sneaking around in Scotland and Normandy, trying not to be noticed by the kings of Europe, but the rules are different here. Do you think I don’t know Chegaoo is a threat? Of course he’s a threat! Every native—nay, every man in Nova Scotia—is a threat. I can spend my days worrying about the loyalty of every person within the area of influence of this operation, or I can proceed boldly, felling trees, building ships, and yes, making wine, as if not even the gods can stop me. There is no room for half-measures in this land, O’Brien.” 
 
    “I can appreciate the need to project strength,” O’Brien said. “But this goes beyond that. You’ve got natives building Viking ships, and using tools like steel saws that even the Vikings didn’t have. At some point, you’re going to lose control over the technology.” 
 
    “History argues otherwise.” 
 
    “But that’s my point, Aengus! Knowledge transfer is a real phenomenon. If you put a low-tech civilization in contact with a high-tech civilization, knowledge is going to tend to flow from the latter to the former, as sure as heat moving from a hot griddle to an ice cube. The fact that historically the Mi’kmaq Indians did not know how to build ships capable of crossing the Atlantic indicates that at some point, your endeavor here is going to fail catastrophically. Probably sooner, rather than later. The bigger your footprint, the more natives you pull into your circle, the more you accelerate your operation’s demise.” 
 
    “I question the premise,” Aengus said. “The more fully I integrate the natives into the culture of Camp Orville, the less contact they have with their tribesmen. Realistically, I can’t cut off their relations with other natives entirely, but I can make it attractive for them to stay close and reward them for their loyalty. In the end, it’s no different than the way you treat the Norsemen. Or did you fool yourself into thinking your goals and those of the Vikings are now fully aligned? I’m sorry to tell you this, O’Brien, but you are not a Viking and you never will be—just as I am not an Indian. I would wager, though, that you are in more danger from insurrection among the Norse than I am among the Mi’kmaq.” 
 
    O’Brien, taking another swallow of his wine, did not reply. As much as he would like to deny it, Aengus was right: from the beginning, there had been tension between the motives of the spacemen and those of Sigurd and the Norsemen, and intermarriage and cross-breeding aside, the merging of the two groups into an artificial people called Eidejelans had not erased that demarcation. The spacemen’s destiny was to succeed or fail at putting a person into space; the Norsemen’s destiny was to alter the face of Europe through conquest. At some point, the two fates were likely to conflict.  
 
    “Do not misunderstand me. I consider myself an honorary spaceman,” Aengus said, as if reading O’Brien’s thoughts. “I was born an Irishman, but I am at heart a man of the book—first the Bible and the Greeks, and then your library of science and history. I am a member of the tribe of mankind, and that places my loyalties solidly in the camp devoted to continuing the species. I assume there are others like me—Joseph, Helena, perhaps Alma, maybe others on the Operations Committee. I have been too long absent to know for certain. But you should understand that those of us who have knowingly chosen this path are strangers in a strange land, whether we are here in the New World or back in Iceland. The time has not yet come for those among us to choose their ultimate loyalty, but it is coming, perhaps sooner than you think. And when that time comes, I would have as many of the Mi’kmaq on our side as we can muster.” 
 
    “You’ve told them what we are doing?” 
 
    “Nothing specific, no. But I have told a few of the need to build a great ship to return to the land of Eidejel. They know that everything we do here is in service of building that ship, and they know that we are fighting against tremendous odds. They are a brave people who know not a little about persevering against a hostile world. I believe, when the time comes, at least some of them will be on our side.” 
 
    O’Brien nodded thoughtfully. He was beginning to doubt the wisdom of his criticisms of Aengus. Perhaps it wasn’t so much that Aengus failed to see that his endeavor was doomed to destruction, but rather than Aengus saw it all too clearly. O’Brien was thinking in terms of keeping Orville and Wilbur running for a few more years; Aengus was already thinking ahead to Ragnarök. 
 
    “But enough of such somber talk,” Aengus said. “My cooks are preparing a feast to celebrate your arrival. If we retire to the banquet hall now, we may get some blueberries before the locusts descend on them!” 
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Fifteen            
 
    O’Brien and his men stayed for three days at Camp Orville, resting and recovering from the voyage. They ate well, mostly thanks to Aengus’s Mi’kmaq allies, who hunted, fished, and collected fruits and berries throughout the region, as well as maintaining a few small farms. They traded the food to the settlers in exchange for tools, cloth, dyes, cookware, jewelry, and trinkets. When possible, the settlers traded in less durable items, hoping to minimize their temporal footprint as much as possible. Swords and other steel weapons were traded only in extreme circumstances, and the few guns the settlers possessed remained strictly in the hands of Aengus’s most trusted men. Beer and wine were occasionally shared at feasts, but not traded. This was part of Aengus’s strategy of keeping his Skraeling helpers close. 
 
    On their second day at the camp, Aengus gave O’Brien a tour of the entire operation, taking him through the mill, where the felled logs were turned into usable lumber. The mill was powered entirely by the huge waterwheel connected to the bridge, utilizing an ingenious system of flywheels and pulleys to produce the power required to debark the logs, cut them to length, split them into cants and planks, and conduct the other operations required to create finished lumber. The final product was so good, Aengus told him, that when the mill sent its first load of boards downstream on a barge to Camp Wilbur, the Viking shipbuilders complained that the lumber was unusable. The Vikings, used to shaping very long planks with their axes to create a tight fit, couldn’t figure out what to do with the perfectly straight, smooth, uniform boards the mill delivered. Aengus had tried to convince the Norsemen of the advantages of the milled lumber, but to no avail, and ultimately he had ceded the matter to their expertise. The shipbuilders worked out a compromise with the millworkers, where a certain number of planks were left long and rough-hewn. Given the prodigious output of Camp Wilbur since then, Aengus considered the matter settled. 
 
    Dorian, who was feeling much better after a meal of fresh food and a night on solid ground, observed the waterwheel and other machinery with great interest. While Aengus’s resident engineer, a man named Kjeld, explained the workings of the machinery to Dorian, Aengus took O’Brien across the bridge to a site where men were felling maple and ash trees. O’Brien began to see the reason Aengus employed so many Indians: the lumber operation was much larger even than he had been led to believe. 
 
    “You’ve been cooking your numbers,” O’Brien said, as they observed a team of men limbing a fallen maple. 
 
    “It’s hard to say how many natives are working for us at any given moment,” Aengus said. 
 
    “Horseshit,” O’Brien said, with a grin. “You know exactly how many men you have working out here.” 
 
    Aengus reddened. “Aye,” he said. “I thought it necessary to… downplay my reliance on the natives. As I said, it’s different here. Didn’t think the Committee would understand.” 
 
    “You didn’t think I’d understand,” O’Brien said. “And frankly, I’m still not certain I do. But I respect what you’re doing here, Aengus. It couldn’t have been easy to carve this out of the wilderness, even with Kjeld and the others to help you.” 
 
    “That it was not,” Aengus said. “I know my reports were optimistic after the first couple of years, but we were on shaky footing for at least the first five.” 
 
    “Well, things seem to be running smoothly now.” 
 
    “Ah, you’re determined to jinx me, aren’t you, O’Brien? Truth is, though, some days I look forward to Ragnarök, or whatever cataclysm awaits us in this part of the world. Fighting against impossible odds is one thing, but as the years go by, it becomes clear to me that time itself is our greatest enemy.” 
 
    O’Brien nodded, understanding. The worst trap they could fall into was forgetting that they were strangers on this planet, in this time. If they became too comfortable here, began to think that this place was their home, they would never get off Earth. 
 
    While Aengus showed O’Brien around Camp Orville, Sjávarbotn and the recently constructed karve, Norðurvindur, were loaded in preparation for their departure: bags of flour, dried fish and other foodstuffs were traded for the lumber that would be needed for the oil derrick. They kept on board several weeks of rations, supplemented by some dried fruit and salted meats from Aengus’s pantry. O’Brien was certain his party had taken far more than they’d given, but thanks to Aengus’s good relations with the Mi’kmaq, Orville and Wilbur had more than enough food stockpiled to last until the next supply ship arrived. Aengus even contributed a barrel of wine, the worse of his two vintages, explaining that it would be no great loss if the barrel was tossed into the sea. Most of the supplies would be carried by the smaller ship; the mules were loaded into the hold of Sjávarbotn.  
 
    Aengus also provided fourteen men to supplement O’Brien’s crew. The karve required at least fourteen men to row it, and as Sjávarbotn had already been running lean with a crew of twenty-six, including O’Brien, there were no men to spare. The new crewmen were all volunteers, although it was unclear to O’Brien how much they knew about what they were volunteering for. Seven were Norsemen and seven were Indians. O’Brien was not thrilled with the idea of adding natives to his party, but Aengus insisted that the men were trustworthy, spoke passing Frankish, and had enough experience rowing canoes down the coast that they were, at the very least, not prone to seasickness. In any case, Aengus said, he couldn’t spare any more Norsemen without crippling his shipbuilding operation. 
 
    The day before the expedition was supposed to embark, Aengus held a great feast in the main hall of the lodge, inviting all the Norsemen and Indians who worked for him. The Norsemen, not including the twenty-four-man crew of the Sjávarbotn, numbered thirty-five. O’Brien estimated there were at least a hundred natives in the hall, among them the local chief, named Makkapitew, and his four wives. In all, there were nearly forty women present. 
 
    O’Brien had noted that among the Committee’s strictures that had gone by the wayside was the no-fraternization rule: many of the Vikings had taken Mi’kmaq wives. O’Brien had seen several children around the lodge over the past days, many of whom seemed to be of mixed ethnicity. He tried not to think about the ramifications of this: steel could rust and technology could be lost, but genes had a way of sticking around. A thousand years from now, when DNA tests became commonplace, someone would make a remarkable discovery: a tribe of Indians with traces of Nordic DNA.  
 
    It was well-known by the end of the twentieth century that Norsemen had set foot on North America, probably around the tenth century, but it was generally believed that their stay was short and inconsequential: they had left behind the remnants of a few longhouses and tools in Nova Scotia, but not much more. A strand of Nordic DNA running through a tribe of Indians would bely that notion, suggesting the Vikings had been around for some time, integrating their settlement with the native culture. A discovery like that would make a lot of people very curious, and prompt more research, looking for evidence of such a settlement. Neither Nordic DNA among the Mi’kmaq nor a long-term Viking settlement on Nova Scotia had ever been found, which put Camp Orville hard up against the Limits Of Known Information.  
 
    Like most native tribes, the Mi’kmaq would be nearly wiped out after the arrival of European settlers half a millennium from now, mostly by the inadvertent spread of pathogens against which the natives had no natural resistance. It was possible, but unlikely, that the Nordic DNA would be lost in the genocide: after twenty or so generations, the genes would be spread widely among the population. A more likely explanation was an earlier extermination: all the mixed-race children O’Brien had seen running around the settlement in loin cloths, climbing trees and chasing squirrels, would be rounded up and killed. He didn’t know when, or by whom, but the known history of the Mi’kmaq left no other likely possibility. Unless there had been some widespread conspiracy in the twentieth century to cover up the presence of Nordic DNA, those genes had not survived to propagate. 
 
    As Aengus stood at the head of the table to O’Brien’s right, toasting the expedition with the last of the good wine, O’Brien wondered if the old Irishman knew this. He had to, O’Brien decided. Aengus was too smart not to understand the ramifications of LOKI. He had allowed his men to marry and have children, knowing they were doomed. But what choice did he have? As Aengus had said, there was no room for half-measures. They had sent him to this untamed continent, charging him with providing lumber and ships, and he had put his all into it. He might have tried to keep Camp Orville small and run it surreptitiously, the way O’Brien had managed Camp Yeager, but Aengus had understood that caution in his endeavor would lead to failure.  
 
    Besides, it was hard to muster anger at Aengus for keeping his men in the dark about their impending doom, considering the overarching secrecy of Pleiades. In a sense, they were all doomed: in O’Brien’s time, ninety-nine percent of humanity would be wiped out, and they had only a sliver of a chance of preventing total extermination. And that was to say nothing of the genocide of the Mi’kmaq and the other Indian tribes. So many dark clouds hung over Camp Orville that simply going to work every morning was an act of defiance. How could he be angry with Aengus for allowing his men a little bit of hope? 
 
    He was still thinking about this when, as the feast wound down, a little boy about ten years of age ran to Aengus’s side and tugged on his sleeve. Aengus first tried to ignore the boy, and when this didn’t work, spoke crossly to him. But the boy continued to tug at him, pleading to him in Mi’kmaq. Aengus, his face turning red, shot a sheepish glance at O’Brien and then picked the boy up and set him on his lap. He spoke quietly to the boy for a moment, and the boy nodded. He set the boy on the floor and he ran off, apparently mollified. The boy had the sharp features and bronze skin of a native, but his hair was light brown, like Aengus’s. 
 
    “Running an operation like this,” Aengus said to O’Brien, “is different on paper than in reality. Things become… complicated.” 
 
    “Congratulations, Aengus,” O’Brien said. “Are there more?” 
 
    Aengus shook his head. “I will not claim to have hewed closely to the vow of chastity I took so many years ago, but after his mother died, I….” 
 
    “It’s all right, Aengus. You didn’t need to hide him from me. What’s the boy’s name?” 
 
    “He is called Sunow,” Aengus replied. “It means ‘sugar maple.’ I met his mother, Watseka, when she interfered with a crew felling maples. She was collecting sap to make syrup, and she wouldn’t let my men cut down her trees. I ended up giving in to her and ordering the men to move on to another stand of trees. I was helpless before her. We married three months later. She died less than three months after that, not long after Sunow was born. Tuberculosis. Supposedly all my men were vaccinated before they left Höfn, but one of them must have carried it. We vaccinate the Indians who frequent the camp as well, but we ran short on supplies. By the time the next shipment arrived, it was too late.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Aengus.” Manufacturing vaccines for common diseases—smallpox, measles, and tuberculosis, among others—had been an early priority for Pleiades. A plague sweeping through one of their sites could cause major setbacks and, given the interconnectedness of all the sites, would likely spread to other locations as well. Outbreaks were of particular concern in North America, where the natives had no antigens to diseases that were endemic to Europe. Camp Orville likely ran out of vaccines because Aengus hadn’t been forthright about how many Indians were working for him. 
 
    “I knew what I was getting into when I volunteered for this job,” Aengus said. “You know the story of Jonah?” 
 
    “In the Bible? Sure. He was thrown overboard and swallowed by a whale. Not the story I want to be thinking about on the eve of a sea voyage, to be honest.” 
 
    “Jonah survives his ordeal, though. Giving in to the Lord’s commands, he prophesizes the destruction of the city of Nineveh. While he waits in the desert for God to destroy the city, God causes a vine to grow up over Jonah’s head, giving him shelter. But then God sends a worm to eat the root of the vine, and it withers. Jonah becomes angry at the loss of his shelter, but God reminds him that the vine was a gift, and that Jonah therefore has no cause to be angry. You see, O’Brien, Sunow is my vine.” 
 
    O’Brien did not speak for some time. At last he said, “Didn’t God spare the city of Nineveh?” 
 
    “The Lord had pity on the city, yes,” said Aengus. “I am afraid LOKI is not so forgiving. I understand that I am living here, quite literally, on borrowed time. Do you?” 
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Sixteen            
 
    Eirik went immediately from Höfn to the administration building at Camp Yeager. It was well past dark, but Reyes was still in her office. He knocked, and she bade him come in. 
 
    “You’re early, Eirik,” she said. “I didn’t expect to see you until tomorrow at the earliest.” 
 
    “We made good time from Denmark, thanks to a strong southern wind.” 
 
    “Still, you don’t need to brief me tonight. Unless there was some trouble with the ship…?” 
 
    “No trouble. Some unexpected cargo, though. A priest. Thought you would want to know.” 
 
    “I don’t need to remind you we have a rule about abducting priests. They tend to be missed.” 
 
    “This one wasn’t an abduction. As I understand it, he’s a volunteer, though I’m not sure how much choice Ivar gave him.” 
 
    Reyes groaned. “This is the priest who’s been haunting Camp Yeager? I’m sorry, Eirik. Ivar was supposed to deal with him.” 
 
    “Ivar doesn’t have the resources to hold a prisoner indefinitely,” Eirik replied.  
 
    “That wasn’t the only option.” 
 
    “Respectfully, Chief, if you had wanted someone to dispose of the priest, I could have had someone handle it. But Ivar’s not a killer.” 
 
    Reyes nodded. “You’re right. It was my mistake, putting Ivar in that position.” 
 
    “To be honest, it would have saved a lot of trouble,” Eirik said. “It took some doing getting the priest here unseen. One of our agents in Normandy, a merchant named Olaf, brought him on a horse cart from Rouen. Olaf said Jarvik told him Gráttblaða was followed from Scotland by a ship of Castilian make.  
 
    “The Castilians have taken an interest in our mine?” 
 
    “Jarvik thought it was a privateer. It was the sort of ship preferred by Mediterranean pirates.” 
 
    “A long way from the Mediterranean.” 
 
    “The Saracens have been making it tough for pirates in the Mediterranean lately. An enterprising privateer might sail up the coast in search of easier spoils.” 
 
    “Or he might be a spy working for some Duke working for some Italian prince. Or someone even more powerful.” 
 
    “You mean the Church.” 
 
    “We did abscond with a priest. Did you debrief him?” 
 
    “I spoke to him on the ship, yes.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “He has the naïve sincerity characteristic of these rural priests.” 
 
    “Then you don’t think he’s a spy for Rome?” 
 
    “I think his intentions are religious, not political. That isn’t to say he isn’t being used by someone.” 
 
    “You think he told someone what he saw at the mine?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I think he’s hiding something.” 
 
    “You think he’s a security risk?” 
 
    “No more than anyone else at Höfn. He’s not going anywhere. If Gabe wants to talk to him, he knows where to find him.” 
 
    “Very good, Eirik. Thank you.” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Gabe was in Hell, working on modifications to the magazines for the Winchesters, when a messenger arrived with a note from Reyes saying that she wanted to see him immediately. He met Eckart at the elevator. 
 
    “You too, huh?” he said, holding up the scrap of paper on which Reyes had scribbled her initials. 
 
    “Shit,” Eckart said. “This can’t be good.” Eckart, an engineer who was one of the first of Helena’s recruits, was filling in as Secretary of Resource Acquisition while O’Brien was overseas. The only reason he and Gabe would be called to meet with Reyes at the same time was a security breach at one of the satellite facilities. Their suspicions were confirmed by Reyes, who briefed them on what Eirik had told her. 
 
    “The priest is here?” Gabe asked. 
 
    “Höfn, yes,” Reyes said. “Do you want to talk to him?” 
 
    Gabe shook his head. “If Eirik couldn’t get anything from him, he’s not going to talk to me. Let him get comfortable. I’ve got plenty of informants at Höfn. Maybe he’ll let something slip.” 
 
    “And if he doesn’t?” 
 
    Gabe shrugged. “Then we treat him like any other recruit.” 
 
    “What about Camp Yeager?” 
 
    “My opinion hasn’t changed. The site is tainted. We need to shut it down.” 
 
    “Impossible,” Eckart said. “Yeager is our only source of coal.” 
 
    “We’ve got enough to get through the winter,” Reyes said. 
 
    “Barely, if we shut down all non-essential use immediately. And what about next winter?” 
 
    “The conversion to heating oil is already underway.” 
 
    “We’ve received no word from O’Brien’s expedition.” 
 
    “Nor did we expect to. The last word from Aengus is that O’Brien’s crew headed south on October first. O’Brien knows the plan. We have to assume the oil well will be producing by next fall.” 
 
    “O’Brien has no idea we’re shutting down Camp Yeager. We planned on having another year at least.” 
 
    “We don’t have another year,” Gabe said. “It may already be too late. The privateer we saw tailing Jarvik may not have been the first one. For all we know, they already know where we are.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “The Pope. The Cho-ta’an. The Saxons. The Saracens. Who knows? That priest saw a steam shovel at Camp Yeager. No way he didn’t tell someone. I’ve been telling you for weeks, Chief. No matter how convoluted a route Eirik’s ships take, if we leave that mine open, we may as well leave a trail of bread crumbs right to Höfn.” 
 
    “Are there any other possible sites for a coal mine?” Reyes asked. 
 
    Eckart held up his hands. “Outside of Scotland? Northern Britain would be the best bet, but history is not on our side. We know Edward drives the Vikings out of Northumberland in 912.” 
 
    “So there’s no other coal-rich territory safely in the hands of Harald or one of his relatives?” 
 
    “I’m afraid not, chief. Even if there were, it would take months to negotiate for the mining rights, and then several weeks more to get the mine producing. Harald and Hrolfr can sense when we’re desperate, and we’re already maxed out on silver protection to meet our current obligations to them.” 
 
    “What other options do we have, heating-wise?” 
 
    “Our best bet at this point is vegetable oil. If we blend it right, it will burn just fine in the fuel oil furnaces. The conversion away from coal can continue, and we can make a seamless transition once we have a ready supply of petroleum. The problem is going to be getting our hands on enough vegetable oil. We don’t have time to build a large-scale production facility, and vegetable oil just isn’t produced in large quantities anywhere in Europe. I’m not sure we can buy enough, at any price, to keep Svartalfheim going for an entire winter.” 
 
    “Assume we can’t. Then what?” 
 
    “We all freeze to death?” Eckart offered. “I’m sorry, Chief. I don’t understand what you’re asking.” 
 
    “There’s no contingency plan in case we run out of heating fuel?” 
 
    “You know the plan,” Gabe said. “It’s the same plan we have for a major security breach at Svartalfheim. But there’s no coming back from it.” 
 
    “Evacuation,” Eckart said. 
 
    Gabe nodded. “High-value personnel would be extracted to satellite locations. The Operations Committee would be moved to the secondary location, currently Camp Glenn. Theoretically, Pleiades would continue, directed from the secondary location. Realistically, without radio communications, we’ve got no way to keep things going. This project runs on momentum. Eirik’s guys keep the ships moving, making sure everybody’s got the materials they need and nobody starves to death, but we’ve got no logistics management to speak of. You interrupt that flow, things are going to start to break down. People run out of supplies, people start to go hungry. Suddenly building spaceship components drops to dead last on everyone’s list of priorities. Once that sense of purpose disappears, it doesn’t come back.” 
 
    “If we had short wave radios and a fully operational secondary command location, we’d have a chance,” Eckart said. “But we’re a good five years away from either of those. To be honest, Gabe is being optimistic. Most of our satellite locations rely on coal for heating as well. If we run out of fuel, we’ve got nowhere to send anyone.” 
 
    “So that’s it, then,” Reyes said. “If we run out of fuel, we’re finished.” 
 
     “There is one other option,” Gabe said. “And I hesitate even to mention it.” 
 
    “What is it, Gabe?” 
 
    “Keep in mind this isn’t a recommendation,” Gabe said. “Just a sort of hail Mary possibility, to keep Pleiades running if all other options fail.” 
 
    “Understood, Gabe. What is it?” 
 
    “There’s enough room in Hell for two-hundred people to live. Not comfortably, but they’ll live. The temperature in the cave stays around fifty degrees Fahrenheit year-round. Warmer with a lot of hot bodies inside. Put the two hundred most valuable people in Hell. Stockpile enough food for them to last six months. Seal the doors.” 
 
    “Jesus Christ, Gabe. And let everybody else at Svartalfheim freeze to death?” 
 
    “Like I said, not a recommendation. But it is an option.” 
 
    “No, it isn’t,” Reyes replied. 
 
    Gabe shrugged. “If that’s off the table, we need to start thinking about moving people to warmer climates, at least temporarily.” 
 
    Reyes shook her head. “You’re right about evacuation. If we start sending people away, we’re not going to get them back. And every person who leaves this place is a security risk.” 
 
    “Maybe we can move up the schedule on Camp Erhardt,” Gabe suggested. “At some point, we have to bite the bullet.” Camp Erhardt was the name an as-yes-nonexistent satellite facility in the Caribbean. It would serve as a stopover point for ships heading to Camp Hughes and act as a secondary command location in the case Svartalfheim was compromised. Up until now, it hadn’t been practical to maintain a permanent presence so far from their nexus of operations in northern Europe, but there was an unavoidable need for a southern location, in addition to convenience and redundancy: to escape Earth’s gravity, a spacecraft needed to reach a speed of 25,000 miles per hour. Some of that speed could be supplied by Earth’s own rotation, and the Iron Dragon was going to need all the help it could get. At the equator, the Earth spun about five hundred miles per hour faster than it did at the latitude of Iceland. 
 
    “We don’t have the manpower or the ships to start work on Camp Erhardt,” Reyes said. “And in the short term, it’s going to require even more centralization of resources at Svartalfheim.” 
 
    “In that case,” Eckart said, “we’re going to have some tough decisions to make when we run out of fuel.” 
 
    “We’re not going to run out,” Reyes said. “O’Brien is going to come through for us.” 
 
    “And if he doesn’t?” Gabe asked. 
 
    “If we can’t dig an oil well, this project is doomed anyway. I want this entire facility converted to fuel oil by next winter. Eckart, vegetable oil is your top priority. I want as much as you can possibly make, beg, borrow or steal. I’ll talk to Eirik about reassigning ships. Would more manpower help?” 
 
    “I think logistics is going to be the limiting factor,” Eckart said, “but I won’t say no if you’ve got men to spare. I’m sure I can find something for them to do.” 
 
    “Good, because we’ve got thirty coal miners who are going to be out of work soon.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Seventeen                      
 
    The morning Sjávarbotn was to depart, there was a strong, warm wind out of the southwest. This was a good omen: to reach the Gulf of Mexico, Sjávarbotn would first sail southeast toward Bermuda before catching the trade winds that blew west. As O’Brien stood on the bank of the river, waiting for the men to make last-minute preparations, Aengus emerged from the trail. Behind him was the Mi’kmaq warrior, Chegaoo. Over Chegaoo’s shoulder he carried a cloth rucksack. The two men paused near the trailhead. Aengus spoke a few words to Chegaoo, who nodded. Aengus continued down the bank to O’Brien.  
 
    “It occurred to me that you could use a guide,” Aengus said. 
 
    “You want to send Chegaoo along?” O’Brien asked, glancing at the Indian standing, stone-faced, on the bank. He could hardly able to believe what Aengus was proposing. 
 
    “He knows the coast, at least as far as far south as Connecticut, and he speaks the language of the Iroquois and the Sioux.” 
 
    “That might well prove useful, assuming he doesn’t cut our throats while we sleep.” 
 
    “Chegaoo is an honorable man,” Aengus said. “We have had our differences, but he would not join your expedition under false pretenses.” 
 
    “Whose idea is this, yours or his?” 
 
    Aengus hesitated. “After the feast last night, Chegaoo came to see me, asking about your expedition. Ordinarily I would not have been so candid, but… he’s Wakseka’s brother, you see. Sunow’s uncle.” 
 
    “What did you tell him?” 
 
    “You have to understand, the Mi’kmaq are an intuitive people. The Mi’kmaq understood almost immediately upon our arrival the apocalyptic nature of our mission. They knew we would not come to this strange land and undertake an endeavor like this unless we were desperate.” 
 
    “And you confirmed this belief last night.” 
 
    “I told him the survival of humanity—all of humanity—depends on your success.” 
 
    “Does he know that his people are doomed either way?” 
 
    “I have told him about many events in history—both past and future, from his perspective—but he does not know of the genocide of the Native Americans.” 
 
    “Nor does he know about LOKI, I would wager.” 
 
    “He suspects, I think. I have told him the Mi’kmaq people will still exist six hundred years from now, when Europeans return to this continent, but he is not fooled. He understands that our settlement exists in a bubble, and that bubbles eventually burst. That is why, I think, he wants to join your expedition. He wants to be part of something that will last, even if his deeds are never recorded in our books.” 
 
    “And even if his friends and family die here while he is gone.” 
 
    “We don’t know what will happen to Camp Orville. It will end at some point, yes, but so does everything. I’ve made a choice not to live in fear, and my people—both the Mi’kmaq and the Norse—respect that. It’s the same for all of us, O’Brien. We’ve chosen this cause despite the cost. Chegaoo deserves the chance to make that choice.” 
 
    O’Brien sighed. “If you trust him, then he is welcome. I will tell Fritjof.” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Sjávarbotn and Norðurvindur set sail with O’Brien sitting in the prow of Sjávarbotn with Dorian, who was anxiously sucking ginger lozenges that Aengus had given him as a prophylactic for seasickness. Fritjof commanded the crew of Sjávarbotn, while Gudmund captained Norðurvindur. The newcomers, including the Mi’kmaq, had been divided more-or-less evenly between the two boats. Chegaoo had joined the oarsmen on Sjávarbotn. 
 
    The good weather held for three days, as Sjávarbotn rode the westerlies out until the ship was some three hundred miles east of the coast of New England. On the fourth day, a storm blew in from the north. This was good news and bad: the weather would make for rough sailing, but as long as the wind didn’t become so strong that it threatened to break the mast, they could ride it south until they hit the trade winds. They were about a hundred miles northwest of Bermuda when Fritjof ordered the sails furled. The crew of Norðurvindur, following at a distance of about two hundred yards, soon followed suit. The crew hunkered down as Sjávarbotn rode thirty-foot waves, buffeted by wind and rain that hit them like bullets. Dorian lay curled up in the prow, and Chegaoo, not looking much better, crouched next to him. O’Brien did his best to stay out of the way as some of the Vikings bailed water off the deck while others moved about in response to Fritjof’s commands, shifting their weight to keep Sjávarbotn upright.  
 
    As Sjávarbotn bobbed up and down on the swells, Norðurvindur frequently disappeared from view, and as the storm raged on, the two ships drifted farther and farther apart. Gudmund had a sextant and compass as well as a chart with rendezvous locations marked at the Bahamas and Florida, so if they lost contact, they could theoretically reconnect later. More worrisome was that the waves were crashing over the gunwales of the little ship, threatening to swamp it. It was all the crew of Sjávarbotn could do to keep their ship on top of the swells, and Norðurvindur was half its size. The storm went on unabated after the sun set and continued to rage all night, frequent flashes of lightning revealing that Norðurvindur was still with them. Then, about an hour before daybreak, O’Brien caught a glimpse of Norðurvindur’s prow jutting out of the ocean like a tower, its wolf’s head carving facing straight up as if howling at an unseen moon. When lightning flashed again, there was no sign of the karve. A glance at Fritjof’s face told him that he had seen it as well. O’Brien watched until well after morning but did not see it again. 
 
    There was nothing the crew of Sjávarbotn could do but hold on and hope they did not suffer the same fate. The storm raged for another day and night, before finally breaking on the morning of the third day. The winds died as if commanded by Thor himself, and soon the clouds cleared. The crew, exhausted, lay on the deck, baking in the sun. 
 
    After the crew had rested for a few hours, Fritjof ordered them to take up their oars. The ocean was now dead calm, and they were still over a hundred miles from the trade winds that blew from the east. They could only row south and hope the wind picked up eventually. 
 
    A week later, the air remained still, and the men were sunburned and fatigued. They had enough food to last several weeks, but their fresh water would give out in less than a week. They had hoped to fill their barrels in Bermuda, but now that would mean rowing another two hundred miles out of their way. Fritjof had bet on the trade winds carrying them quickly to the islands of the Caribbean, but that now appeared to be a mistake. At this point they could row straight west to hit the Carolinas or continue south in the hopes of catching the trade winds. The former would require five days of rowing in the hot sun, at which point they would be stuck on the coast, with their destination opposite the prevailing winds. Fritjof opted to continue south. 
 
    Three days later, they still had no wind, and the men were growing desperate. The sextant told them they were now south of the Florida Keys. If the trade winds were blowing, they’d have hit them by now. Fritjof went to the prow to confer with O’Brien. Fritjof rarely asked for O’Brien’s advice; although O’Brien was in charge of the expedition, Fritjof’s command at sea was unquestioned. O’Brien had a sickening feeling he knew why Fritjof wanted to talk to him now. 
 
    “The mules require too much water,” Fritjof said, glancing back at the men rowing.  
 
    O’Brien nodded. “We can get by without them. Do what you need to do.” 
 
    Fritjof turned and ordered the men to stow their oars. The mules were brought onto the deck and slaughtered. As they had no way to cure or store the meat, the animals were thrown overboard. It was a tremendous waste, but it was better that the animals die painlessly now than they all succumb to thirst before they reached land. 
 
    When the mules had been disposed of, Fritjof ordered his men to change course to the east. At this point, it was unlikely they’d reach land before running out of water, but it was the only chance they had.  
 
    Four days later, Chegaoo spotted land to the southwest. Having run out of water the previous day, the men were parched, but they summoned the strength to row for the shore. O’Brien determined, based on the sextant readings and his map that they’d reached the Bahamas. They made camp but were unable to locate a source of freshwater before dark. The crew spent an uncomfortable night trying to sleep despite their desperate thirst.  
 
    In the early morning, though, a breeze picked up and it began to rain. The crew put out every container they could find, managing to collect enough rainwater to keep them alive for another day. That afternoon, they located a freshwater spring, and refilled their water barrels. After another night spend resting on the island, they set sail again, riding the wind west toward the Keys. The breeze remained steady for two days, allowing them to sail into the gulf and then north along the Florida coast, where they camped for a night on the beach near the future location of the city of Fort Myers. After waiting two more days for the wind to pick up again, they set out rowing north. It took another five days for them to reach their destination, Pensacola Bay. They rowed up river about a mile and then made camp on the eastern bank of the river, in a large clearing amid a forest of pines. The mid-morning air was warm and humid under a gray sky. They had made it. It was the first of November. 
 
    The top priority, after making camp and finding freshwater, was making contact with the local Indians. The Norsemen would meet the natives sooner or later, and it was better to get on good terms at the beginning. Hopefully they could trade for a parcel of land near the river where they could begin drilling. Historically, several tribes were known to have lived nearby, including the Mobila, Pensacola, and Chatot people. The Biloxi, Tohome, Naniaba and Apalachee were nearby as well. Of course, the earliest documented contacts with these tribes wouldn’t happen for another six hundred years, so there was no telling where the tribes would be—or if they even existed—in 906 AD. 
 
    As it happened, the Indians found them: while they were unloading supplies, a party of five nearly naked men stepped out of the trees to the south. All five carried bows, and three of the men had fishing nets slung over their shoulders. O’Brien guessed they had been fishing in the bay and seen Sjávarbotn arrive. It was Dorian, who was resting on fallen log near the trees, who saw the men first. He made a shout, alerting the others. The Norsemen hadn’t even unloaded the guns yet; if there were more Indians hiding in the forest, the exhausted Norsemen would be at a disadvantage. As Fritjof and the other men nearby went for their weapons, O’Brien held up his hand. Chegaoo set down the crate he was carrying and stepped toward the men. He spoke a few words, and the five Indians halted before him. 
 
    It was unlikely Chegaoo spoke the men’s language; whatever tribe they represented, they probably spoke a language in the Muskogean family, which was only distantly related to the language of the Mi’kmaq. Still, he had a better chance of communicating than O’Brien or the Norsemen. O’Brien had little choice but to trust that Chegaoo had their best interests at heart. 
 
    O’Brien and the crew stood by as Chegaoo engaged in a halting exchange, replete with hand signals. O’Brien couldn’t follow much of it, and he didn’t really try. He was too tired to do more than watch for Chegaoo making signs to the effect of “cut the throats of the white men while they sleep.” After several minutes of this, the men turned and retreated into the woods. Chegaoo approached O’Brien. 
 
    “Their language is similar to that of the Choctaw,” he said in Frankish. O’Brien had learned on their voyage that Chegaoo spoke Frankish with more proficiency than he had let on. He did not, as far as O’Brien knew, speak Norse, but O’Brien wouldn’t bet on it. “I told them I am from the Mi’kmaq people to the north and that you come from a land across the sea, called Eidejel. I said that we are looking for land on which to hunt, and that we are willing to trade for it.” 
 
    “Hunt?” O’Brien asked. 
 
    “I do not know the Choctaw language for ‘drill’,” Chegaoo deadpanned.  
 
    “Fair enough,” O’Brien said. “Is there a local chief we need to talk to?” 
 
    “The chief will find us,” Chegaoo said. 
 
    “Great,” O’Brien replied, without enthusiasm. “Bjorn, Asger, get those guns unpacked. I want five men on guard at the perimeter of the camp. The rest of you, have your weapons within easy reach. You are not to fire unless attacked, but if fighting starts, we’re going to finish it.” 
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Eighteen     
 
    Osric found Höfn to be surprisingly accommodating. He was assigned a bench in a longhouse that was home to seven other new recruits, all young men and boys. It was the only male dormitory; there were four longhouses of the same size nearby for female recruits.  
 
    On the surface, Höfn was a typical Norse village inhabited by the families of shepherds and fishermen and overseen by a kindly jarl named Ake. But it soon became clear that the “families” were mostly groups of unrelated individuals who had been grouped together according to various tasks. There were fishing families, shepherding families, weaving families and house-building families, as well as individuals who moved from one task to another and often engaged in activities that were inscrutable to Osric. The sex-segregated longhouses were for new recruits like Osric, who had not yet been assigned to a “family.” 
 
    Though he had only just turned twenty-nine years old, Osric was by far the oldest of the recruits. The others ranged from age ten to their late teens. Most hailed from Britain or Frankia, but some came from as far away as Granada, Byzantium and Egypt. All except for a few of the youngest spoke at least some Frankish. It was unclear to him whether the recruits had been abducted from their homes or sold into servitude by their families; he gathered from their sheepish replies that they had been instructed not to speak of such things: they had a new home and new families now. 
 
    The day after he arrived, he received a visit from the jarl, Ake. Ake asked him where he was from, how he’d come to be at Höfn, and what sort of work he was interested in doing. This was a much friendlier interview than the one Eirik had subjected him to, but Osric suspected his answers would not stay with Ake. Ake would report some someone higher up in the hierarchy of the mysterious organization that controlled the coal and the network of ships and people who had transported Osric to Höfn. Anything Osric said to Ake would be assessed and compared to what he had told Eirik and Ivar. As before, Osric told the truth, with the exception of his visit to Rome. He had been forbidden by the Pope himself to speak of that, and in any case, it no longer mattered: Rome would never find him here.  
 
    “I’m sure you have deduced that there is more to Höfn than is first apparent,” Ake said, as they sat across from each other in the longhouse. 
 
    “My perceptions are colored by my own experiences,” Osric answered cautiously. 
 
    “The steam shovel, yes,” Ake said. “I heard about that.” 
 
    “Steam shovel?” 
 
    “The machine you saw at the mine. It is powered by steam pressure, produced by burning coal.” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    “Do you have any questions about it?” 
 
    “I have questions about a great many things.” 
 
    “Perhaps I can help you get answers.” 
 
    “What is beyond the pass?” 
 
    Ake smiled. “There is nothing beyond the pass but a small settlement of shepherds.” 
 
    “Then you intend not to answer my questions?” 
 
    “I have no answers for you. But as I said, perhaps I can help you get them. As a priest, you know the value of discipline, yes?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “Then understand this: we have need of learned men. Men who ask questions. But to be of use to us, you must prove yourself. The first thing you must do is to accept that Höfn is an ordinary village, and that there is nothing beyond the pass but shepherds. Do you understand?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “You are not under any circumstances to investigate beyond the pass, nor to let the village out of your sight.” 
 
    “I understand.” 
 
    “Good. Do you have any other questions?” 
 
    “Would it do me any good to ask them?” 
 
    “Probably not.” 
 
    “Then I have no more questions.” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    After their meeting, Ake led Osric to a nearby building, which, unlike most of the structures at Höfn, was of timber frame construction. Ake opened the door, revealing that it was comprised of a single room. Seventeen young people—twelve female and five male—sat talking among themselves on wooden benches. Mounted at the front of the room, opposite the door, was a large chalkboard. Ake handed Osric a chunk of chalk from his pocket. “Our last teacher has moved on,” he said. His tone indicated this was one of the subjects Osric was not to ask questions about. 
 
    “What… what am I supposed to do?” Osric asked, taking the chalk. 
 
    “Teach them.” 
 
    “Teach them what?” 
 
    “To read and write, to begin with.” 
 
    “In Frankish?” 
 
    “That would be a good place to start,” Ake said. “Good luck.” 
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Nineteen     
 
    A party of some twenty men emerged from the woods about two hours later, as the Norsemen were preparing their supper. Asger, one of the sentries, raised the alarm, and the other riflemen readied their weapons. It was clear, though, that the Indians intended no threat. At their head was a wiry man with a tuft of short hair on his head and two braids, one hanging down behind either ear. Earrings and a necklace, evidently made of seashells, marked him as a man of some importance. Chegaoo stepped forward and exchanged words with the man, then gestured toward O’Brien. He spoke O’Brien’s name and a few more words. The leader of the Indian contingent spoke a sentence to O’Brien. Chegaoo turned to confer with O’Brien. 
 
    “This is Lamochattee, a great warrior of the Capinobi people. Their chief has sent him here to ask you to come to visit him. If I understand him, we can reach their village before nightfall.” 
 
    “Just me, or all of us?” O’Brien asked. 
 
    “All are welcome,” Chegaoo said. “It would be… rude to decline.” 
 
    O’Brien nodded. He didn’t like the idea of splitting the party, but he liked the thought of leaving Sjávarbotn and their supplies unguarded even more. The priority was protecting the drilling equipment: if something happened to O’Brien, Dorian could—theoretically—see the well through to completion. He turned to face the men. “Chegaoo and I will go to see the chief. Asger and Bjorn, you will come with us. Leave your rifles here.” 
 
    “Is that wise?” 
 
    “The four of us aren’t going to stand a chance against a tribe of Indians, rifles or no,” O’Brien said. “If these men intend to kill us, they’ll do so—and then they’ll have two of our rifles. If we don’t return by tomorrow evening, you’ll know there was trouble. Pack up and head upriver at least twenty miles. Maybe we’ll have better luck with the natives there.”  
 
    After picking up a bag of trinkets intended as gifts for the Indians, O’Brien motioned for Lamochattee to lead the way. Lamochattee nodded and turned, walking back into the forest. Half of his men followed, walking single file, while the others waited for the Norsemen. O’Brien took a deep breath and stepped into the woods. Chegaoo walked behind him, followed by Asger and Bjorn. The rest of the Indians brought up the rear. 
 
    The land here was characterized by gently rolling, sandy hills covered in most places by a carpet of brown pine needles. There was no trail, but the ground was devoid of vegetation other than the occasional shrub, and the trees were spaced far enough apart that it was easy enough to pick one’s way through them. They walked in silence this way for nearly an hour, eventually reaching a trail that cut perpendicularly across their path. Lamochattee turned left, and O’Brien judged from the shadows cast by the pines that they were heading north.  
 
    After another hour, they emerged from the woods at the crest of a hill that overlooked a creek. Clustered around the creek were some three dozen huts. Several women worked nearby, weaving, washing clothes in the creek, and grinding grain into flour with stones. Young children, wearing no clothes, ran around, shouting and splashing in the creek. 
 
    Lamochattee shouted a greeting from the ridge, and several of the women turned to wave and shout back. As Lamochattee led the Norsemen down the grassy slope, all activity in the village came to a standstill. Everyone turned to watch the arrival of these pale men with yellow hair and strange clothing. 
 
    As O’Brien and the others entered the village, a few of the braver women approached them, speaking a few tentative words. One young woman even reached out to feel Asger’s impressive beard. Some of the children, emboldened by this behavior, began to walk alongside them. Lamochattee barked a word, and the women and children scattered. 
 
    The men dispersed as they reached the center of the village, forming a rough circle around one of the huts. When Lamochattee reached the hut, he turned, spoke a few words to Chegaoo, glanced at O’Brien, and then ducked inside. O’Brien heard a low murmuring inside the hut, and then the flap of animal hide that served as a door folded open. Lamochattee pointed to O’Brien and Chegaoo, beckoning them inside. 
 
    “Wait here,” O’Brien said to Asger and Bjorn, who nodded. His heart pounding, O’Brien bent down and ducked into the hut. Chegaoo followed. They could only hope that the Indians wouldn’t go to this much trouble if they intended to murder them. A strong, musky odor hit O’Brien’s nostrils as he entered. 
 
    Inside the hut, an elderly man, naked except for a loin cloth and copious jewelry of sea shells, jade and coral, sat cross-legged on a pillow. The man’s gray hair was pulled into a braid behind his head. His tanned skin shone as if it had been oiled. Lamochattee, taking a seat on a mat next to the old man, gestured for O’Brien and Chegaoo to sit as well.  
 
    Lamochattee spoke a sentence, and Chegaoo translated: “This is Chiggilli, chief of the People of the Laughing Creek.” 
 
    The old man did not seem inclined to speak, so O’Brien said, “My name is O’Brien. I am a visitor from the land of Eidejel. I have brought you gifts.” He set the bag on the ground in front of him. Chegaoo did his best to translate this. 
 
    After a long silence, Chiggilli spoke a curt sentence. He seemed displeased. 
 
    “What is he saying?” O’Brien asked, when Chegaoo didn’t translate. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Chegaoo said. “I could not understand it.” He spoke a question, which prompted some discussion among Chiggilli and Lamochattee. Lamochattee turned to Chegaoo and spoke again, touching his face as he did so, and then pointing to O’Brien. 
 
    “He says you look sick,” Chegaoo said. “You and the other pale men. He thinks you are dying.” 
 
    “Tell him we’ve been on a long voyage across the sea. Here.” He opened the bag, producing a handful of semi-precious stones, mostly jasper, peridot and quartz. The chief’s eyes widened. Lamochattee took the bag, emptying the rest of its contents before Chegaoo. In addition to forty of the stones, there were three silver spoons, a soapstone carving of a Frankish king, and a dozen other trinkets. 
 
    Chiggilli looked at O’Brien and spoke a somber sentence. 
 
    “He thanks you for your generous gift. He says we will eat well tonight as his guests.” 
 
    “You’re welcome,” O’Brien said, and Chegaoo translated. The chief spoke again. 
 
    “The chief asks how long you are staying,” Chegaoo said. “I think he believes you intend to head farther upriver.” 
 
    “Tell him we intend to buy a parcel of land from him. We can pay with tools and other items that will be useful to his people.” 
 
    Chegaoo conversed with the two men for some time. At last he turned to O’Brien. “I am having a hard time explaining our intention. They don’t think there is enough game near the mouth of the river to sustain our people. I think he’s concerned we will go hungry and beg him for food.” 
 
    O’Brien hesitated, unsure how to explain their intentions. It was doubtful the Indians in this region understood the concept of mining, much less drilling for petroleum. How was he going to explain that there was a substance underground that his people needed? 
 
    “What’s that smell?” he asked, looking around the hut. 
 
    “Sweat and musk,” Chegaoo said. 
 
    “No, besides that. It’s an acrid smell, like pitch.” 
 
    Chegaoo nodded. “I smell it, but I do not recognize it.” 
 
    O’Brien leaned forward, inhaling deeply. The chief glowered at him. Lamochattee looked concerned. 
 
    “I think it’s the chief,” O’Brien said. “I’m going to touch him.” As he reached out his hand, Chegaoo did his best to explain what O’Brien was doing. Lamochattee voiced an objection but did not intervene. The chief continued to stare, puzzled by O’Brien’s behavior. O’Brien put his fingertips to Chiggilli’s chest, just below his collarbone, and then pulled back his fingers to sniff them. 
 
    “I’ll be damned,” O’Brien said. “Where did you get that?” 
 
    Chegaoo translated. 
 
    The chief, now seeming amused, pointed to a wooden stand in the corner of the hut, on which rested a small vial made from an animal horn. O’Brien got to his feet and retrieved the vial. He pulled the cork stopper and smelled the opening. “Oil,” he said. 
 
    “Ahama,” said the chief. 
 
    O’Brien nodded excitedly. He sat down again across from the chief, still holding the vial. “We need ahama,” he said, replacing the stopper. “Lots and lots of ahama.” 
 
    Chegaoo translated. The chief asked a question. “He wants to know what you intend to do with the oil.” 
 
    “My people burn it for fuel,” O’Brien said. “We will sell it in our country and bring back more valuables, like these.” He motioned toward the pile of trinkets. “Plus cookware, hatchets, knives and clothing.” Chegaoo translated. The chief seemed dubious. 
 
    O’Brien pulled back his mat to reveal the earth floor. He held up the vial of oil and then plunged the tapered end into the ground, twisting it back and forth until only the top was visible. He pulled the stopper and gestured to indicate oil flowing like a geyser from the vial. “We shove a pipe into the ground, and the oil comes flowing out. Lots of oil. More than you’ve ever seen.” He assumed that the Indians collected oil from somewhere it bubbled out on the surface, probably in a natural spring. He doubted they had any idea how many millions of gallons were hidden beneath them. Chegaoo again did his best to translate, and Lamochattee responded with another question. 
 
    “Where will you do this?” Chegaoo said. 
 
    “We don’t know yet,” O’Brien said. “Somewhere near the river, probably not far from our camp. We do not need a lot of land.” 
 
    Chegaoo spoke a few sentences, and a minute of discussion between Lamochattee and Chiggilli followed. At last, the chief spoke a brief sentence. 
 
    “The chief agrees in principle to the deal,” Chegaoo said. “He would like to see the rig, and also what else you have to offer him.” 
 
    “That sounds reasonable to me,” O’Brien said, and Chegaoo translated. Chiggilli spoke again. 
 
    “The chief says it is time to eat,” Chegaoo said. 
 
    “I won’t argue with that,” O’Brien replied. 
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Twenty                    
 
    O’Brien, Dorian, Chegaoo, Lamochattee, Asger and Bjorn spent the next week surveying the land along the river for two miles north and south of their camp, attempting to find the optimal location for the oil well. Asger and Bjorn were along primarily to provide protection from the local wildlife, in particular the cougars that roamed the area. According to Lamochattee, rival Indian tribes were known to hunt along the river, and some of them wouldn’t think twice about attacking a small band of foreigners.  
 
    The party was well-prepared for the survey: in addition to the historical records of oil well locations and a map showing the reach of the oilfield that underlay the gulf coast, they had Lamochattee’s knowledge of local sources of oil to rely on. He showed them several places where a layer of rainbow-colored swirls lay on top of swamp water. O’Brien noted that the mosquitoes that plagued them throughout their travels along the river were far less prevalent in these areas. This was, Lamochattee confirmed, one of the primary uses of ahama: the Indians rubbed it on their skin as insect repellent.  
 
    Now painfully aware of the settler’s reliance on Chegaoo, O’Brien took the opportunity while the surveying party traversed the pine forest to probe their Mi’kmaq guide on his disposition regarding their circumstances. In particular, he was hoping to determine whether Chegaoo’s kinship with the natives might outweigh his loyalty to the pale men from across the sea. He aimed for subtlety, but Chegaoo understood his purpose immediately. 
 
    “What tribe are you from, O’Brien?” Chegaoo asked him, in response to O’Brien’s vague musings about the relations between the various peoples of the river valley. 
 
    “I don’t have a tribe exactly,” O’Brien said. “I work for the IDL.” 
 
    “In your time, all people are part of the Eidejel.” 
 
    “More or less. We don’t really have a choice. We fight with the IDL or we die at the hands of the Cho-ta’an.” 
 
    “But Aengus tells me you are Irish, as he is.” 
 
    “Oh. Well, yes. My name is Irish. But that just means that three hundred years ago, a relative on my father’s side came from Ireland.” 
 
    “Do you know that the English did to the Irish, around the time that they were sending their first expeditions to my land?” 
 
    “I, uh, have some idea,” O’Brien said. Aengus must have told him more about seventeenth-century history than he had let on.  
 
    “They slaughtered your people, replaced your leaders with their own, and tried to extinguish your language and your religion.” 
 
    “As I say, that was a long time ago.” 
 
    “You do not harbor ill will against the English?” 
 
    “The English no longer exist as a people in my time. Nor, for that matter, do the Irish.” 
 
    “You are all Eidejelans now,” Chegaoo said, using the name the agents of Pleiades—Norse, Frankish, Irish or other—used for themselves. 
 
    “I suppose that’s true. There remain political and cultural divisions, but yes, we’re all Eidejelans.” 
 
    “And Aengus, too, is Eidejelan, despite having been born a thousand years before the founding of Eidejel.” 
 
    “In spirit, yes.” 
 
    “In spirit,” Chegaoo repeated, with a wry grin. “As if there could be any other way. One thing I have learned, speaking with Eidejelans, is that you think of time as an arrow, following a straight path. The Eidejelans, of course, are at the tip of the arrowhead. Is this not strange?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “What an odd coincidence that your people happen to be at the tip of the arrow, and all other peoples exist behind you, in the past.” 
 
    “But that’s… I mean, that’s literally how time works. We come from the distant future. If you represent time as a line, with the known future at one end, we’re at that end.” 
 
    “And yet, your own experience tells you otherwise. The arrow has turned back on itself. The future is now a past. Time is a circle.” 
 
    “I don’t know how much Aengus told you, but let me assure you, what happened with our ship was a special case. Never in recorded history has anything like that ever happened before.” 
 
    Chegaoo laughed. “Eidejelans are good at talking and making theories, but not so good at listening. Never has history folded back on itself but the one time? You might as well say that only once has the horizon connected with itself. Time is a circle. You are not from the end of the arrow, O’Brien. You and I are both from the middle.” 
 
    “You think we are fools to try to change the future.” 
 
    “I would not have joined you if I thought you were fools,” Chegaoo said. “What I am saying is that you misunderstand your own mission. You portray yourselves as castaways from a distant land called Eidejel, exiled for a time in our world. You tell a lie, thinking we will not understand the truth. But we understand what you do not: Eidejel is not a place, but an idea. A spirit.” 
 
    “It’s an acronym,” O’Brien said. “IDL. It stands for Interstellar Defense League. It’s not some kind of idealized realm or even a real place. It’s just an ad hoc alliance of governments against a common threat.” 
 
    Chegaoo shook his head. “This is the problem. You break something into pieces and think that you have understood it. When was Eidejel founded?” 
 
    “2126,” O’Brien said, recalling the date from his schooling on the beginnings of the war with the Cho-ta’an. 
 
    “And yet, it is the year 906 by your reckoning, and we are Eidejelans. How can this be?” 
 
    “I get it. Time is a circle.” 
 
    “Time is a circle, and what you call the Interstellar Defense League is an imperfect realization of an idea. A manifestation of spirit, corrupted by its contact with the material world. That spirit has always existed, and we are all a part of it. Eidejel.” 
 
    “You’re saying Eidejel has existed since the beginning of time.” 
 
    “Time has no beginning. Time is. Eidejel is. Do you know where humans come from, O’Brien?” 
 
    “I am familiar with Native American creation stories,” O’Brien said cautiously. “My own people have a different explanation.” 
 
    Chegaoo acted as if he hadn’t heard O’Brien. “My grandfather taught me that the world was created by Kisu’lk, the Great Spirit,” he said.  “Kisu’lk created the sun and the Earth and all the animals and plants upon it. Then Kisu’lk caused a bolt of lightning to strike the Earth, forming the image of a human body from sand. This was Kluskap, the first man.” 
 
    O’Brien nodded politely, listening as the two made their way side-by-side through the woods.  
 
    Chegaoo went on, “Kisu’lk unleashed another bolt of lightning, which gave life to Kluskap, but Kluskap could not yet move. He was stuck to the ground, watching the sun travel across the sky every day. His head was faced the direction of the rising sun, his feet were the direction of the setting sun, his right hand was pointed north, and his left hand pointed south. 
 
    “Kluskap watched the animals, the birds and the plants grow and pass around him. He asked Kisu’lk to give him freedom to move about the world. So Kisu’lk send a third bolt of lightning, which released Kluskap and allowed him to stand on the surface of the Earth. 
 
    “After Kluskap stood up, he turned around in a full circle seven times. He then looked toward the sky and gave thanks to Creator for giving him life. He looked down and gave thanks to Wsitqamu’k for offering its sand for his creation. He looked within himself and gave thanks to Kisu’lk for giving him his soul and spirit. Kluskap then gave thanks to the four directions, starting in the direction of sunrise, and following the sun: East, South, West and North. There were seven directions in all, and he gave thanks for each of them. 
 
    “Kluskap then went out to explore the world, to see what he might learn about where he lived. After traveling for a long time, observing the sun and the moon and the animals and all the world, he asked Kisu’lk to tell him the purpose of his existence. He was told that he would meet someone soon. 
 
    “One day Kluskap came upon a very old woman, who introduced herself as Nukumi. She said to Kluskap, ‘I am your grandmother.’ Kluskap asked the old woman how she arrived in the world. Nukumi said that she owed her existence to the rock, the dew and Naku’set, the Sun. She went on to explain that on one chilly morning a rock became covered with dew because it was sitting in a low valley. As the sun rose, the rock got warm and then hot. It turned into Nukumi, who came into being already very wise and knowledgeable. She told Kluskap that he would gain spiritual strength by listening to and having great respect for his grandmother.” 
 
    “I don’t understand,” said O’Brien. “How could Nukumi be Kluskap’s grandmother, when he was formed out of sand by a lightning bolt?” 
 
    Chegaoo smiled. “That is a very Eidejelan question, O’Brien.” 
 
    “Meaning what?” 
 
    “Meaning that you are always looking for the order of things. You want one thing to lead to another, because you think time is an arrow. But I have told you: time is a circle.” 
 
    “So Kluskap has always existed, and his grandmother, Nukumi, has always existed? But you told me how each of them came to be.” 
 
    “What I told you is to what each of them owes their existence,” Chegaoo said. “You understood that to mean that there was a time when Kluskap did not exist, but that is not important to the story. What is important is that Kluskap was created by Naku’set, and that Nukumi is Kluskap’s grandmother. I understand this is difficult for you to understand, just as it was difficult for me to understand when Aengus told me apes were the ancestors of humanity. To me, apes are apes and humans are humans.” 
 
    “But we know that humans are descended from apes.” 
 
    “You know a great many things that I do not,” Chegaoo said. “But you have forgotten where you come from. You did not come from apes.” 
 
    “Scientifically speaking, I did. We all did.” 
 
    “You are descended from apes. You did not come from apes.” 
 
    “I’m not sure I understand the difference.” 
 
    “That is because you can think in terms of one thing leading to another. You think that apes led to primitive humans, such as myself. Primitive humans led to more advanced civilizations, such as Aengus’s. These advanced civilizations will ultimately result in your people, the height of humanity. But that is only one way to look at things. You have seen that time is a circle, and you feel lost, because an arrow cannot turn back on itself.” 
 
    Chegaoo was silent for a moment, and then continued: “My people believe that the Great Fire is the source of human civilization. Kluskap foretold that after the passing of seven winters, seven sparks will fly from the fire, and when they land on the ground seven men will come to life. Seven more sparks will land on the ground and seven women will come into existence. They will form seven families, which would disperse into seven different directions from the area of the Great Fire. Kluskap said that once the seven families reached their destinations, they would further divide into seven groups. After the passing of seven winters, each of the seven groups would return to the place of the Great Fire. There all the people would dance, sing and drum in celebration of their continued existence. 
 
    O’Brien sighed. “You know, I started this conversation in an attempt to assess your loyalty, and I’m more confused now than when we started.” 
 
    Chegaoo smiled. “That is because you did not understand what you were asking. You wanted to know if my loyalty to my own people outweighs my loyalty to your tribe. But the seven families are all one, O’Brien. I am Mi’kmaq and Aengus is Irish, and the others are from Denmark or Iceland. But we are all one tribe. We are all Eidejel.” 
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Twenty-one              
 
    Theo was brooding in his study when Theodora came home. Hearing her come in, he ran downstairs to greet her. 
 
    “Any news from your dashing privateer?” he asked. 
 
    “I missed you too, love,” Theodora said. “Yes, Sebastian’s ship arrived yesterday.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “The news is not good, I’m afraid. Sebastian’s ship waited at Edinburgh for three days, but Osric did not return. Sebastian sent two men to the mine and observed Osric working there, along with many Norsemen. After another four days, a Norse ship arrived—one of the cargo vessels they call a karve, he said. Osric was taken aboard, and the men hurried back to Sebastian to inform him. Sebastian put to sea and happened to catch sight of the karve heading southeast. He followed the karve south and then west along the Norman coast. They made port at some Danish hamlet, but by the time Sebastian’s men could get to shore, the priest was nowhere to be seen. The locals feigned that they could not understand Sebastian, who speaks perfect Frankish, as well as Castilian and Latin, and he dared not confront the crew of the karve for fear that the whole town would join in the fight against his twenty men. The next day the karve embarked again, heading north toward Norway. Sebastian’s ship followed them up the coast into hostile waters, although he was convinced Osric had been spirited away at the hamlet and was now probably a thousand miles away. Along the coast of Norway, he was set upon by three Norse ships, and only escaped thanks to a fortunate change in the wind. He turned the ship around and returned post-haste to Ostia.”  
 
    “With a load of nothing,” Theo groused. “What did this fool’s errand cost me?” 
 
    “You can afford it, dear. And it wasn’t entirely fruitless. We have some evidence to support the demon’s account. We know now that whoever owns the mine has a broad reach and is wary of being watched.” 
 
    “You think the demon is telling the truth.” 
 
    “I think the demon—if that is truly what it is—continues to provide information that is accurate to some degree, for its own purposes. Whatever these people are doing, we can’t afford to remain ignorant of it.” 
 
    “We have more pressing concerns than earth-digging machines and shadowy conspiracies in the north Atlantic.” 
 
    “Men with such power are potentially a threat to our control of Rome. Whatever they are up to, they are not likely to content themselves with remote hideouts and covert coalmines. They act in secret now, but when they are ready, they will make themselves known, and if we wait until then to act, it will be too late. Conversely, if we can ally with them or abscond with the men who built that machine, we will have an advantage over our enemies.” 
 
    “Do you imagine we’ll be engaged in an earth-digging contest with the Saracens?” 
 
    “Use your head, Theo. Imagine how quickly one could build ramparts with such a machine. For that matter, imagine the Saracens attempting to defend their own battlements against such a machine. The way the demon described it, it was like a house that crawled on steel treads. Impervious to arrows and too mobile to be accurately targeted by trebuchets. The Saracens would watch helplessly as that great steel arm tore apart their walls. Just think: a resurgent Roman Empire, with those machines rumbling ahead of our legions.” 
 
    “I think you are overstating the machine’s offensive uses,” Theo said. “It’s an earth-digging machine, not a war machine.” 
 
    Theodora sighed dramatically. “You have no imagination, Theo. It’s an earth-digging machine because that’s what the Dwarves needed. It could easily be adapted to other purposes.” 
 
    “Did you say ‘the Dwarves’?” 
 
    “Oh! I didn’t tell you my theory. A few years ago, one of my sources in Normandy mentioned rumors of strange men engaging in mysterious dealings in several towns along the coast and the Seine. I didn’t think much of it at the time, but six weeks ago I received a remarkably similar account of such rumors circulating in Saxony. Both men are level-headed, the first a priest and the second a moneylender; neither are prone to repeating unfounded rumors. I made some inquiries in Britain, Saxony and Friesland and turned up several more accounts. According to the rumors, the men are burly, bearded and secretive. They are said to have steel weapons of very good make. I’ve taken to calling them Dwarves in my head.” 
 
    Theo frowned. “The people of the north have lapsed into superstition since Rome’s influence waned.” 
 
    “Still, the remarkable consistency of the rumors interests me. Setting aside the accounts of babies being eaten, two-headed cattle being born in the wake of their visits, and the like, I’m left with a story that follows a consistent pattern: the men are said to come into a town in groups of three to ten—enough to defend themselves, but not so many as to raise the fear of an attack. They dress in clothes that are plain but clearly of high quality. Sometimes they wear chain mail of very fine make hidden under their clothes. Speaking in strangely accented Frankish, they ask around the town until they locate a merchant of some sort. It seems their purpose in coming to these towns is to procure some good or other. Sometimes it is bolts of linen. Sometimes it is grain. Sometimes it is lamp oil.” 
 
    “Your sources inform you whenever strangers visit a town looking for lamp oil or linen?” 
 
    “Besides the men’s appearance and demeanor,” Theodora explained patiently, “it’s the quantity of the goods they purchase that raises interest. They buy only one thing, but they buy a lot of it. Usually all that’s available in the town. They load up a cart pulled by mules or oxen and are never seen again. One of my sources tells me that a year or so ago, these men bought so much linen in towns along the Rhine that none could be found at any price in the region for months.” 
 
    “And you think the purchases of vast quantities of linen relates to the coal mine somehow?” 
 
    “I think the modus operandi is the same. Men working in secret to acquire large quantities of some good or other, which then disappears to some unknown location.” 
 
    “How long has this been going on?” 
 
    “As far as I can figure, the first believable account of this sort dates from eight years ago.” 
 
    Theo shook his head. “Not that I doubt your sources, but how is it this is the first we’re hearing of this? We have our own business dealings with the northern countries. Why have none of the merchants I work with mention these shortages or strange dealings? For that matter, I pay good money to the Norsemen to protect Rome from our enemies. Why haven’t I heard anything from Harald or his minions?” 
 
    “I think you’ve answered your own question, love.” 
 
    “You think Harald is behind all this?” 
 
    Theodora shook her head. “It isn’t like Harald to work in secret. He certainly made no secret of his desire to unify Norway, nor of his intention to install Hrolfr as the Duke of Normandy. No, I think we’re dealing with another faction entirely, albeit working with Harald’s approval. The Dwarves’ appearances appear to occur in lands inside Harald’s sphere of influence.” 
 
    “Harald’s loyalties are divided.” 
 
    “More than that, I think we need to consider the possibility that Harald is deliberately keeping us in the dark. Not just us, of course: likely Edward and the King of Saxony as well, in all likelihood.” 
 
    “A conspiracy among the Norsemen,” Theo mused. “What is Harald getting out of it?” 
 
    “If I had to guess,” Theodora said, “I’d say silver. Take a look at this.” She pulled a gold coin from a pocket and handed it to Theo. 
 
    Theo took the coin, holding it at arm’s length to get his eyes to focus on it. The front of the coin showed Basil, the prior emperor at Byzantium and father of the current emperor, Leo VI. The transverse depicted Leo’s mother, Empress Eudokia Ingerina. “A Byzantine solidus from the reign of Basil. What of it?” 
 
    “No, this is a solidus from the reign of Basil,” Theodora said, handing him another coin. The metal of the second coin was slightly duller. 
 
    “This one is a bit older,” Theo said. 
 
    “Yes, by about forty years. But that isn’t the reason for the difference in appearance. I’ve washed them both in vinegar. The difference is in the metal, not the finish.” 
 
    Theo shrugged. “There is going to be some variation in the metal used over time. It’s not unknown for Emperors having financial trouble to debase their coins.” 
 
    “According to my moneylender friend, the composition and appearance of the solidus remained very consistent over Basil’s reign. I’ve looked at hundreds of them. None of them look like that.” 
 
    “You’re saying it’s a counterfeit?” 
 
    “Not only is it a counterfeit; it’s a counterfeit that uses more gold than the genuine article. Who would do that?” 
 
    “Someone who doesn’t want to get caught.” 
 
    “Exactly. As you say, coins tend to be debased over time. Emperors replace some of the gold with copper or tin, hoping no one will notice. Canny merchants, of course, are not fooled. They accept the coins as before, but when they come across the older, more valuable coins, they hoard them or melt them down to make jewelry or other wares. Over time, the good money goes out of circulation, replaced by the bad. Whoever made these coins is doing the opposite: they are deliberately spending coins that are more valuable than most of the coins of the same denomination across Christendom. The difference is subtle, mind you. As you see, they are virtually identical.” 
 
    “Why not make them exactly identical?” 
 
    “According to my moneychanger, it is very difficult to exactly match the composition of gold coins, unless you are using gold from the same mines. Byzantine gold is actually a precise mixture of ores from several different mines. Each mine contributes minute impurities which would be hard to match in the same proportions.” 
 
    “Failing to make an exact copy, they made their copy better than the original.” 
 
    Theodora nodded. “Only a careful observer seeing the two coins side-by-side would notice the difference. The point, though, is that the people who would notice will tend not to make an issue of it.” 
 
    “You mean the authorities in Byzantium.” 
 
    “And merchants, moneychangers and jewelers. Most won’t notice the difference, but those who do certainly won’t complain. This tells us a great deal about our Dwarves. For starters, they have, in addition to the technical expertise to make excellent forgeries, a ready supply of gold.” 
 
    “So much that they don’t mind spending more than they need to in the interest of secrecy.” 
 
    “Keeping their operations secret is more valuable to them than gold.” 
 
    “Which explains why we’ve been unable to determine who they are or where they are bringing all of this stuff. Are you sending Sebastian back to the mine?” 
 
    “No, they’ll be looking for his ship. I’ve got a spy in England who is on his way to the mine.” 
 
    “Overland? What good will that do? We can’t find them unless we can follow their ships.” 
 
    “We’re not going to be able to follow their ships. They’re careful, and the we can’t match their ships or their seamanship. It was only luck that Sebastian was able to tail them as far as he did in that tub of his. He’s a skilled sailor, but the Mediterranean is like a bathtub compared to the North Atlantic. Even if Harald isn’t directly assisting the Dwarves, it’s lucky he made it back alive. Norsemen don’t need an excuse to board a foreign ship in their home waters. I doubt Sebastian would go back even if I paid him what I did last time.” 
 
    “You said I could afford it.” 
 
    “You could. Once.” 
 
    Theo winced. “Then we are out of options, unless your spy produces a miracle or Osric somehow finds his way back to us.” 
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Twenty-two              
 
    While O’Brien’s party surveyed, the rest of the crew, led by Fritjof, hunted for game. With the loss of Norðurvindur’s supplies, they now had only enough food to last for about six weeks, and it was unclear at this point how much they could rely on the Indians for assistance. Chiggilli seemed willing to trade, but it was unlikely his people had enough food to feed twenty-six foreigners through the winter. Given the urgency of their situation, O’Brien okayed the use of the rifles for hunting, after providing a demonstration of the weapons to Chiggilli and the rest of the village. He’d have preferred to keep this technology under wraps, but it was better that they learned about the guns this way rather than from the sound of explosions echoing through the river valley. Besides, however friendly the Indians seemed, it didn’t hurt to let them know that the strangers were able to put up a formidable fight. 
 
    O’Brien identified three potential drilling sites, ranked in order by their desirability. The most important features, to his thinking, were defensibility and proximity to the river. Being able to tap into the oil was crucial too, of course, but the petroleum reservoir under their feet was so vast that there was a good chance they’d hit oil anywhere they dug, if they went deep enough. As long as the reservoir wasn’t more than seventy feet down, the depth didn’t matter much. A deeper well would take a little longer to drill, but once it was drilled, the pressure of the earth above the reservoir would push the oil to the surface. In any case, they wouldn’t know how far they needed to drill until they tried it. 
 
    The site first on O’Brien’s list was a low hill arising from a wide, swampy area about a mile north of their current camp. It was free of trees and large enough to allow for the construction of the rig, a barracks and several other buildings, as necessary. The only access was by traversing the swamp, which was good and bad: the swamp was too shallow in places to allow a karve to pass, which meant Sjávarbotn had to be beached about two hundred yards upriver. On the plus side, the hill offered excellent visibility, and any attack by natives would require piloting canoes in plain sight or attempting to skulk through the swamp unseen. Of course, this would require the Norsemen to build additional, smaller boats to ferry men back and forth to the shore, as well as—with any luck—to transport barrels of oil. 
 
    It took three days for O’Brien and Dorian, with the help of the others, to assemble the drilling rig. While they worked on this, a group of four other men—two Indians and two Norsemen—worked on a related task: they would run earth through a sieve at the riverbank to remove the sand and rocks, leaving only clay and fine silt. This would be their supply of drilling mud, which would be pumped through the drill shaft—called the “string”—to push the drilling debris to the surface. 
 
    Once the drill was constructed, the difficult part began. Since they no longer had mules to power the drill, they would have to rely on human power. To get through the layer of sandy earth on top of the bedrock, they would us percussive force, lifting and dropping the shaft of the drill—called the “string”—to ram it deeper into the ground. A tapered iron bit was attached to the end of the string for this purpose. The men pushed at the spokes of a large, horizontal wheel, which was connected by pulleys to a mechanism that ratcheted the string up while lowering a counterweight composed of sandbags. At a height of eight feet, a switch would flip and the counterweight would be released, allowing the string to fall down the hole under its own weight. This would trigger the switch to flip back into its original position and the process would start over. As the string went deeper into the earth, segments of iron pipe were slid into the hole around the string to form a casing that would keep the hole from collapsing on itself. 
 
    It took four men to power the apparatus. Lamochattee soon lost interest in the project and returned to his village, which meant that only one man could rest while the others worked. They rammed the string through the ground about an inch at a time until they reached bedrock about twenty feet down. It was nearly sundown on their first day of drilling. 
 
    They disassembled the drill in the fading light and then carried the steel drill string segments and the forty-pound drill bit across the swamp to Sjávarbotn, where Fritjof and the rest of the crew had already retired. They didn’t have the manpower to set a guard at the rig every night, and in any case O’Brien judged the risk of attack from hostile Indians was low. Under the worst-case scenario, the rig could be rebuilt from pine lumber. The important thing was to hold onto the bit and the string segments. Replacing those would require a trip back to Iceland. 
 
    After a meal of roasted boar, thanks to the efforts of the hunting parties, the crew slept the night on the deck of Sjávarbotn. The next morning, O’Brien selected four more men from the crew—three Mi’kmaq and one burly Norseman—for drill duty. Tests in Iceland had showed that drilling through bedrock was going to be significantly more difficult. 
 
    O’Brien and Dorian spent the morning convert the rig drill through bedrock, which entailed swapping the percussion mechanism for a simple pulley system that would spin the drill string clockwise. Pulleys could be adjusted to control the speed and the amount of torque. While they worked on this, the others toiled at making drilling mud. The wet clay was delivered by wheelbarrow up a ramp to a two-hundred-gallon hopper, next to which was a water trough of about the same size. The water and clay would flow down chutes into a mixing vat to ensure the proper viscosity of the mud, and the mud, propelled by gravity, would flow down through the drill string. 
 
    They began drilling just after noon. As it turned out, O’Brien underestimated the difficulty: after an hour grinding away at the wheel, the bit had sunk less than an inch. Dorian had calibrated the weight of the shaft to provide sufficient pressure to drill through the hardest rock; the problem was simply that the drill was turning too slowly. With humans rather than mules pushing the wheel, they’d had to set the speed to its lowest level just to get the wheel to turn. They were going to need more horsepower. The problem was that the wheel was designed for four mules, one harnessed to each of the four spokes, walking in tight circles. Two men could fit in the space allotted for a mule, but the man on the inside would have little leverage and would grow tired quickly. 
 
    O’Brien called a halt to the operation, ordering two of the Norsemen to go to Sjávarbotn to fetch axes. When the men returned, the group trekked across the swamp to a stand of pines. They felled two pines that were each about ten inches in diameter at the base, chopped off the lower branches, and then trimmed the logs to about forty feet. They dragged the logs through the swamp and, after carving notches in middle to allow the two logs to fit together crosswise, lashed them together and then set the whole thing on top of the wheel. The arms of the cross were lashed to the four existing spokes, lengthening them by about five feet on each end. This would provide more leverage as well as more for more men to push at once. While they were working on this, Asger located one of the hunting parties, summoning the men to help with the well. The men were not happy to be called away from hunting to push at a wheel all day, but there was no help for it. Everyone in the crew would get their turn eventually. 
 
    It took twelve men, three on each spoke, to drill three inches in an hour. By the time the sun set, they had drilled a little less than two feet into the bedrock—and they were running low on mud, because O’Brien had ordered the mud-making crew to assist with turning the wheel. They retired to Sjávarbotn for the evening, and the next day O’Brien’s core crew of five men returned with still more Norsemen, who had not yet enjoyed their turn at playing mule. Half of the crew was now working full-time on the drilling operation, either making mud or propelling the drill. This went on for a week, with crew members alternating between drill duty and hunting, as O’Brien grew increasingly worried that not only were they not going to ever hit oil, they were probably going to starve to death because half of their men were making mud or walking in circles all day rather than gathering food. If they didn’t hit soon, they would have to start over in another location.  
 
    On the morning of the eighth day after hitting bedrock, while the men were taking a break so he could adjust the pulleys, he noticed an iridescent sheen on top of the water in the trench that directed the mud away from the will. His heart quickening, he knelt over the trench and dragged his fingers across the surface. When he rubbed his fingers together, they felt oily, and a familiar acrid scent hit his nostrils. 
 
    Not wanting to jinx the operation, he quickly finished adjusting the pulleys and ordered the men back to work. Soon the string began to move with less resistance, and the mud flowing away from the well slowly turned from brown to black. O’Brien ordered the men to halt, and soon a thick black fluid began to bubble out of the top of the casing and onto the muddy ground. 
 
    Camp Hughes was in business. 
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Twenty-three                        
 
    The drill string was removed from the hole, and bags of cement were brought from Sjávarbotn’s hold. The cement was mixed into the mud and pumped down the shaft until it began to bubble up around the casing. The cement would harden, forming a barrier that would keep the oil from leaking out at the surface. More mud was pumped into the shaft to clear it of cement, and then water to clear the mud. Finally, the shaft was capped at the top. 
 
    While O’Brien and his crew were working on the well, Fritjof and Chegaoo had successfully negotiated with Chief Chiggilli for two hundred pounds of corn flour to supplement their supplies. It was still questionable whether they would make it through the winter, but the riflemen had seen moderate success in their hunting, bagging several boars and deer, an alligator, and many smaller animals such as rabbits and raccoons. They couldn’t afford to be picky in their choice of meat. Chiggilli’s tribe didn’t mind, as they did little hunting; they got their meat from fishing along the river and in the bay. 
 
    A spigot was attached to the well and O’Brien put a crew to work filling barrels with oil. They had a supply of nearly two hundred oak barrels, which had held freshwater, beer, or other supplies on the voyage to North America. The barrels were lined with pitch-infused felt to protect the wood from the corrosive petroleum. Sjávarbotn’s hold also contained two thousand linear feet of steel band that could be used for making more barrels, provided the men could find suitable wood. O’Brien’s hope was to return to Höfn with some 400 barrels of crude oil. 
 
    Now that they had established the location of the oil well, the men were free to set about making a more permanent camp. They had grown restless sleeping on the deck of Sjávarbotn and were anxious to start felling lumber for buildings. O’Brien was torn: his goal was to get Sjávarbotn loaded with oil and transport it to Höfn as quickly as possible. The sooner he could offer proof of the viability of their mission to the Committee, the sooner they could begin sending more ships and begin the process of converting Svartalfheim over from coal to petroleum. Thanks to the loss of Norðurvindur, though, they had only a skeleton crew. It would take at least twenty of their twenty-six men to crew Sjávarbotn for its return voyage, leaving only six men to defend the camp. Even with rifles, they wouldn’t stand a chance if they were attacked by one of the rival tribes in the area. He feared that if they abandoned the camp entirely, one of the tribes might claim the land, if for no other reason than to ransom it back to the foreigners. The price to get the land back probably would not be unreasonable, but O’Brien didn’t want to take the risk. 
 
    The obvious solution was to rely on the Capinobi for protection, but Chegaoo cautioned against this. Chiggilli’s people certainly seemed friendly, but Chegaoo believed they remained suspicious of the newcomers and would not hesitate to turn on them if they thought it was to their advantage. He had gathered that the Capinobi existed in a delicate balance with the other tribes in the area, and that alliances were frequently formed to punish a tribe that was thought to be disrupting the balance. An alliance with the Capinobi would offer some security, assuming the Capinobi could be trusted, but it would also make the camp a target for the other tribes. O’Brien hoped they could avoid getting embroiled in intertribal politics at least until they were in a better position to bargain. 
 
    To this end, he delayed construction of permanent buildings in favor of building a pine palisade around the crest of the hill. A square palisade with guard towers would allow a small force, armed with rifles, to hold off a much larger force, at least for a time. A sufficiently large and determined force of Indians might take the camp eventually, but the losses they would undoubtedly suffer would act as a powerful deterrent. The men who were not filling oil barrels split their time between building the palisade and hunting for game.  
 
    Work was slow going because they soon exhausted the small stand of older pines near the island and had to drag logs nearly a mile overland and then floated across a hundred yards of swamp to the island.  O’Brien wanted the palisade to be at least sixty feet on a side, to allow enough room for small guard towers at each corner, as well as—at minimum—a garrison for the men. As the men were in greater danger from attack in the woods than at camp, O’Brien kept the crew together as much as possible, rather than have some men begin building while others gathered lumber. Thus, three weeks later, the only thing they had to show for their efforts was a stack of several hundred pine logs—less than half of what they needed. 
 
    O’Brien was overseeing the lumber operation, wondering if he’d been overly ambitious in his plans, when Lamochattee and another Indian, named Yaholo, walked out of the woods toward him. Lamochattee indicated it was urgent that O’Brien come with him. O’Brien shouted to Chegaoo, who was across the clearing, chopping at the base of a pine tree with an axe. O’Brien left Fritjof in charge, and he and Chegaoo followed the two Indians back to their village. 
 
    At the village, Chief Chiggilli explained to O’Brien, through Chegaoo, that the Capinobi had allied with a nearby tribe against a third tribe, who lived farther north. The northerners had been raiding the villages belonging to the Capinobis’ allies, and Chiggilli was convinced that if the tribes did not cooperate against the threat, the northerners would grow bolder and attack the other tribes as well. Chiggilli wanted O’Brien’s men to join the alliance and partake in a raiding party against the northerners. 
 
    O’Brien explained that he understood the threat, but he did not believe his few men would make much difference in the conflict. Chiggilli insisted that the northerners would flee before men with rifles and suggested that the spoils gained from a defeat of the aggressing tribe would make it worthwhile to join the alliance. The northerners had been stockpiling food, he told them—food that could keep O’Brien’s men from starving. O’Brien told the chief he would discuss the matter with his men and get back to Chiggilli with an answer by the next day. He and Chegaoo returned to the camp. 
 
    That night, O’Brien called a meeting with Fritjof, Dorian and Chegaoo aboard Sjávarbotn, with Asger and Bjorn providing security. Privacy was not a problem, as most of the men spent their evenings at the camp these days. O’Brien related Chiggilli’s offer to the three men, who were dubious. 
 
    “How do we know what Chiggilli told you is accurate?” Dorian asked. “As far as we know, Chiggilli and his allies are the aggressors.” 
 
    “Chiggilli has treated us fairly,” Fritjof said. 
 
    “It has been in his interest to treat us fairly,” Chegaoo said. “For a little worthless land and some corn flour, his people have received twenty hatchets with steel heads, and much other wealth.” 
 
    O’Brien nodded. “We can’t infer much from our own relations with the Capinobi,” he said. “Maybe they’re the good guys, maybe they’re not. I suspect it’s more complicated than Chiggilli lets on, but even if it’s simple now, these things tend to get complicated pretty quick. We join a war party, defeat the northerners, take their spoils. Then what? A month later they launch a counterattack, maybe with new allies of their own.” 
 
    “Could also be a trap,” Dorian said. “Lure us away from the well and Sjávarbotn with a ruse and take everything we have.” 
 
    “Chiggilli is right about the food, though,” Fritjof said. “We’ve only got enough to hold out for a few more weeks.” 
 
    “If we ration, we have enough to get the fort built and return to Höfn with the majority of our men,” O’Brien said. “That’s our priority. Getting the oil to Svartalfheim and letting Reyes know we’ve succeeded. If we show up at Höfn with 400 barrels of oil, she won’t hesitate to send more supplies.” 
 
    “It’s going to be tight,” Fritjof said. 
 
    “It will be even tighter if we waste a week on a raiding party and end up with nothing to show for it,” O’Brien said. “Also, there’s the possibility of casualties. We have, at most, eight men to leave here to defend the fort while Sjávarbotn returns to Höfn. If we lose two or three men in the raid, we’re going to have to cede the land to the natives. If the well is still here when we return, we’ll have to fight for it.” 
 
    “It doesn’t sound like we have much choice,” Dorian said. 
 
    “It’s not ideal either way,” O’Brien said. “If we turn Chiggilli down, we’re burning bridges. That means no more corn flour, at the very least. We’ll be on our own.” 
 
    “But we just don’t have the manpower to get pulled into intertribal conflicts,” Fritjof said. “Our only chance is to try to stay out of the fight until we’re strong enough to engage on our terms.” 
 
    “I agree,” Chegaoo said. “It is too soon to choose our allies in this land.” 
 
    Dorian nodded. “We need to stay focused. Get the fort done and get back to Höfn.” 
 
    “All right,” O’Brien said. “Chegaoo and I will go to Chiggilli tomorrow and tell him we’re respectfully declining to participate in the raid.” 
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Twenty-four       
 
    As Osric stood, puzzling over the torch, he heard a distant shout from his left. Hoping whoever placed the torch wouldn’t mind, he wrested it free from the cleft and began to walk in the direction of the shout, holding the torch before him. After about two hundred paces, he found he could discern the outline of a structure set against the rock wall. As he approached, he saw that it was a small house constructed of turf. A bearded man stood in the doorway, holding aside an animal hide flap, beckoning to him. Having no other option other than dying in the cold, Osric walked to the doorway. 
 
    “Get inside,” said a gruff voice, and a leathery hand grabbed the torch out of Osric’s hand. Seeing that the man was holding the door flap open for him, Osric ducked inside. He found himself in a tiny cave-like dwelling with three rounded turf walls that backed up against the bare stone of the cliff wall. Red coals smoldered in a stone pit in the center of the house. An iron pot hung from a wooden tripod over the coals. To the left and right of the fire pit were wooden benches covered with wool blankets and sheepskins. Sitting on the bench on the left, holding a soapstone bowl, was Stephen.  
 
    “You’re here for the boy,” said the man, entering the house behind him. He had extinguished the torch. 
 
    “I’m…” Osric started, and then trailed off. He’d been about to say, “I’m not one of them,” but it occurred to him that perhaps he was. 
 
    “Not my concern,” said the man. “You’ll have to sleep here tonight. Head back in the morning. There’s soup in the pot. Only one bowl, though. You finished, boy?” 
 
    Stephen nodded and handed the bowl to Osric, averting his eyes. 
 
    “Thank you,” Osric said, both to Stephen and the man. Finding himself suddenly famished, he dipped the bowl into the pot. “You were… expecting us?” 
 
    “I’m not one of them, if that’s what you’re asking. Like I said, not my concern. I’m just a shepherd. Occasionally I catch a stray.” 
 
    Osric sat down next to Stephen. “You send the strays back to their flock?” 
 
    The man shrugged, taking a seat on the bench across from them. “Sometimes my own sheep wander into the valley north of Höfn. They don’t come back, and I don’t go after them. I used to, but sentries guard all the passes. There’s no getting through. So I won’t shed a tear if they lose a few strays.” 
 
     “Is there anywhere to go?” he asked. His intention was to communicate to Stephen the foolishness of attempting to escape from Höfn, but he couldn’t deny that a small part of him hoped that there was some way out. Osric sipped at the hot soup. It tasted of onions, lentils and gamey mutton. 
 
    “Three days walk to the northeast, there’s a fishing village. I sell them wool sometimes. You would find life there harder than at Höfn.” As Stephen continued to stare at the coals, the old man caught Osric’s eye. Osric, understanding, gave him a curt nod.  
 
    “Finish your soup and get some sleep,” the man said. “You’ll want to start home at first light.” He lay down on his bench and turned away from them, pulling a blanket over his shoulder. Stephen did the same. As there were only two benches in the house, Osric would have to sleep next to Stephen. As the old man began to snore, Osric gulped his soup, thinking about what the man had said—and what he had not said. It was well-known that the villages west of Höfn had an arrangement with the Dvergar: any runaways that reached them would be captured and sent back to Höfn. But if what the old man had said was true, the fishing village to the northeast was not party to any such arrangement. You would find life there harder than at Höfn. 
 
    Exhausted, Osric fell asleep not long after. He was awakened by the old man shaking him by the shoulder. He roused Stephen, and after breaking fast with porridge and cold water, they thanked the old man and set out for home. The torch burned out after the first hour, but by that time the sky was beginning to lighten in the east. Stephen seemed embarrassed at the trouble he had caused, and they did not speak of the matter the whole trip back. They picked their way across the rocks to the shore and then headed west back to Höfn, arriving at mid-morning. Stephen went back to work on the longhouse, and Osric, finding his morning class waiting for him, resumed teaching where he’d left off. It was no secret that Stephen had run away and Osric had gone after him, but no one spoke of it. Ake and his superiors Beyond the Pass must have known, but after his third day back Osric allowed himself to believe they were going to let his misdeed pass without making an issue of it. Whether they would punish him in some other way, perhaps by permanently disqualifying him from ever being recruited to work Beyond the Pass, he did not know and was too afraid to ask.  
 
    By mid-winter, Stephen was as well-adjusted as any worker at the village. His abortive escape attempt seemed to have cured him of any rebellious inclinations. At times he would still sit alone, silently weeping, but the fuming rage was gone. Such was the pattern followed by most of the younger children who came to Höfn—although very few of them attempted escape, and those who did invariably went west to Hella and were promptly sent back. 
 
    More problematic were the older children, whose attitudes were not as malleable. Most of these were ostensibly volunteers, which generally meant that they’d been sold into slavery by their parents, who could not afford to feed them. Anger and resentment among teenagers proved more difficult to extinguish—all the more so because the object of their anger was less well-defined: whereas Stephen could blame his fate on monstrous barbarians from the north, the older children, who been born into poverty and sold out by their own families, were angry at the world. 
 
    Osric found it difficult to comfort these young people, in part because he didn’t know much more than they did about their situation. A boy Stephen’s age could see for himself—given enough time—that their captors were not the monsters he had imagined, but the older children could sense the secrecy and the subtle threat of violence that lay hidden just under the surface of the seemingly idyllic settlement. They had heard rumors about what lay beyond the pass, and had heard stories about what happened for those who went to see for themselves. 
 
    “I think they are evil,” said a quiet, dark-haired boy named Nikolai, echoing Stephen’s words from six months earlier. School was done for the day, and Osric and Nikolai had gone for a walk along the beach while waiting for the supper bell to ring. 
 
    Osric hesitated to reply, knowing that the simple truisms that had placated Stephen wouldn’t work on Nikolai. Stephen’s notion of evil had been impersonal, almost elemental. He’d thought the Norsemen were literal monsters, who delighted in tormenting innocents, and his own experience eventually proved him wrong: the foreman who oversaw his work and the other Norsemen in the village were, for the most part, kind people who treated him fairly. Nikolai’s view, Osric knew, was more subtle: he saw these kind, decent people as puppets of a malevolent power that lived beyond the pass. He didn’t know what the people Beyond the Pass were up to, but he was certain it was nothing good.  
 
    Osric found it difficult to argue with this notion because he believed essentially the same thing. Nikolai’s words were, in fact, an uncomfortable reminder of just how little progress Osric had made toward his goal of bringing this mysterious principality under the mantle of Christendom. Imparting morsels of the gospel to his students was all well and good, but he was convinced it was for naught if he did not reach the rulers of this place. If the people Beyond the Pass were not brought under the auspices of Rome, Christianity would never take root among those who did their bidding.  
 
    It had been made abundantly clear to Osric, though, that he would never be allowed Beyond the Pass unless he played by the rules and kept his mouth shut. So far, no one had interfered with his teaching, but he suspected this was due more to benign neglect than any deliberate plan. The Dvergar were so desperate for teachers that they couldn’t afford to be picky about the subject matter. Even so, Osric was careful to avoid sensitive subjects, going so far as to skip over entirely the story of Moses freeing the Israelites from captivity. His heathen students were a long way from a complete understanding of Christian doctrine in any case, and he didn’t want to do anything to jeopardize his chances of one day being recruited to work Beyond the Pass. 
 
    “Sometimes what we think is evil is just a matter of perspective,” Osric said. 
 
    “You said yourself that the Dvergar are outside of God’s grace,” Nikolai said. “How can people in a state of sin accomplish anything but evil?” 
 
    Osric winced at the sound of his own words assailing him. Nikolai was a quick study, and he had no difficulty seizing on theological concepts and applying them to their own situation. “The Greeks were strangers to the gospel as well,” Osric reminded him, “but they produced much wisdom.” 
 
    “The Greeks spoke openly, allowing their arguments to be exposed to the daylight of reason. Thieves and assassins work in secret. The Dvergar’s own secrecy condemns them.” 
 
    “It does no good to speak of such things,” Osric chided him. 
 
    “You are a coward, father.” 
 
    “Do not talk to me that way.” 
 
    “Or what? You’ll turn me over to the Dvergar?” 
 
    Osric sighed. “I am your friend, Nikolai. We’re in this together. If we are to survive and do any good here, we must remain silent for now.” 
 
    “There is no good to be done in this place,” Nikolai said. The supper bell rang, and Osric was glad, because he was afraid that what Nikolai had said was true.  
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Twenty-five       
 
    The attack came just after dawn, four weeks after the oil well was finished. Some threescore Indians armed with tomahawks, camouflaged by the morning sun, managed to get within fifty feet of the eastern side of the island before one of the Mi’kmaq raised the alarm. The first had reached the partially constructed eastern wall of the palisade before the settlers could even get their weapons. The Norsemen always worked with their guns nearby, but O’Brien had judged it would be a waste of manpower to set permanent lookouts. Visibility across the swamp was good enough that a watchman might buy them a few seconds, at most. Whether those additional seconds would have bought them a few lives was a question that would haunt O’Brien long after the attack. 
 
    O’Brien had on the western side of the island, overseeing the construction of a barge intended to transport oil barrels to Sjávarbotn. Up till now, they had stored the filled barrels on pallets on the west side of the island, within view of the tents where the men slept. This was due more to the lack of any good way to transport the barrels across the swamp to Sjávarbotn than any tactical considerations: floating the barrels across the swamp the way they had done with the pine logs had proved awkward and time-consuming. So for now the three-hundred-some barrels sat in plain sight, about eighty feet west of the eastern wall—which was, at this point, the only wall. 
 
    O’Brien ordered the three men helping him with the barge to grab their weapons and he ran up the slope to the pile of logs where he’d left his rifle. The other riflemen went for their guns as well; those who had no rifles grabbed axes.  
 
    The Indians streamed around the wall on both sides, meeting Mi’kmaq armed with axes and shovels. The battle might have gone far worse were it not for the fact that the ground sloped sharply here, giving the defenders the higher ground. Four of the attackers fell almost immediately, three hewn by axes and the fourth brained by a shovel. The next wave was greeted with a cacophony of gunfire. Only one attacker, hit in the chest, fell, but a moment of terror swept through the others. Whatever tribe these Indians belonged to, they’d never witnessed gunfire up close, if at all. Their hesitation gave the riflemen enough time to chamber another round. A muscular warrior, his face painted ghostly white, screamed a war cry and his men rallied, pressing the attack once again. The Mi’kmaq, now as worried about friendly fire as the enemy attack, attempted to fall back. One of them slipped and was clipped with a tomahawk at the base of his skull. He fell to the ground. Gunshots rang out again. Three attackers fell. A Mi’kmaq, having turned to run up the hill toward the riflemen, cried out as a bullet hit his shoulder.  
 
    O’Brien, firing his rifle from behind the stack of logs, watched the unfolding carnage in horror. The smoky haze that hung over the camp failed to conceal the reality of the situation: O’Brien had done everything wrong. The eastern wall, intended to give the settlers at least some minimal cover from an attack, now served to protect the attackers and conceal their numbers. He should have set a watchman as soon as it had begun to block their view, but he’d wagered that the lack of any report of hostilities in the area meant that the balance of power would hold long enough for them to finish the palisade. They could flee to the safety of Sjávarbotn, but that meant abandoning both the well and their oil supply. Retreating was not something they wanted to do unless they had no other choice—but thanks to the wall, there was no way to know if they faced forty attackers or four hundred.  
 
    The decision was made a moment later, when another alarm went up from the south. Glancing to his right, O’Brien saw what had provoked the cry: twenty or more canoes, each manned by two Indians, were converging on the island from that direction. O’Brien’s view was blocked by riflemen and the well to his left, but he assumed more canoes were incoming from that direction. Another round of gunshots sounded, and several of the men advancing from the east fell. More continued to pour around both ends of the wall. If it were only the men attacking from the east, the defenders might have a chance to hold them off, but they couldn’t fight a battle on three fronts. Their only chance was to retreat to Sjávarbotn and hope that the Indians were more concerned with taking the fort than cutting off their escape route. 
 
    O’Brien ordered the retreat, having to repeat the order three times to be heard over the ongoing gunfire. He had, at least, thought to drill the men on their escape plan: the riflemen would hold off the attackers while the others trudged across the swamp to Sjávarbotn. Once the first group was clear of the camp, the riflemen would retreat in two groups, those with cover following the men in the open. As the Mi’kmaq and Norsemen without rifles fled through the camp to the swamp, the riflemen continued to fire, cutting down the last of the visible attackers. By the time the next wave of attackers appeared, only the riflemen remained on the island. After another round of fire, O’Brien ordered the first group of riflemen to retreat. This element of the plan had worked better in their drills: faced with an actual attack, the Norsemen, even those standing on open ground, refused to flee.  
 
    They might hold off the attackers to the east indefinitely, except that the Winchesters only held ten rounds. And if the Indians approaching in canoes cut them off from Sjávarbotn, it wouldn’t make any difference: they’d be surrounded by an overwhelming force, and their sacrifice would be for nothing: without rifles, the men on Sjávarbotn would be unable to hold the ship. They’d lose the island and then the ship, and they’d all be slaughtered. The nearest canoes were now only a hundred feet from the island. The attackers would hit land in a few seconds, and then it was just a short run up the hill. The only good news was that the Indians seemed to be focusing their attack on the island rather than those fleeing to Sjávarbotn. 
 
    O’Brien slung his rifle over his shoulder and again shouted the order to retreat. He began naming men individually, ordering them to retreat. This was the problem with men who believed they’d go to Valhalla if they died in battle: they didn’t know when to quit. At last Asger obeyed, dropping his gun to his side and turning to run after the other men. Bjorn and several others followed. Those still standing continued to fire, dropping men as they came around the wall. The first canoes had hit ground and Indians were now running toward them from the south. When the eastern approach was clear, O’Brien sounded a general retreat and then turned to run toward Sjávarbotn. A cessation in gunfire told him the others followed.  
 
    He splashed into the swamp, his boots sinking into the muddy floor. The water was about two feet deep most of the way to Sjávarbotn, making for slow and exhausting travel. Ahead of him, the first group of men were climbing over the gunwales into Sjávarbotn. To his left and right, canoes continued to race toward the island. He counted over forty of them. When he was about a third of the way to the ship, he heard shrill cries coming from behind him: the attackers had taken the island and were warning the men in the canoes to focus their attacks on the fleeing men. The canoes in the lead abruptly changed course, aiming to cut off the retreat. When he’d trudged another twenty feet, it had become clear they weren’t going to make it. 
 
    As he took a breath to order his men to stand their ground and fire, O’Brien’s boot struck a rock. He lost his balance and fell headlong into the swamp, clutching his rifle in front of him. By the time he got to his knees, the canoes were almost on them. Fortunately, the Norsemen had not waited for his orders: standing in a ragged line across the swamp, the men opened fire. The canoes to the north were closer, so the men concentrated their fire in that direction. Several of the Indians were hit, and they slumped back in their canoes or fell overboard. A bullet struck the lead man in a canoe headed straight for O’Brien, but the second man was unscathed. With a grin on his face, the man threw aside his oar as the canoe’s momentum carried it toward O’Brien. He gripped a picked up a tomahawk. 
 
    O’Brien, on his knees in the muck, with only his upper body out of the water, leveled the rifle at the Indian. The gun was covered with muck, and dirty water poured out of the barrel. If he were armed with a musket, he’d be as good as dead, but Gabe had claimed the rifle cartridges were waterproof. Assuming he was right, the only question was whether the gun was too gummed up with muck to fire. As the Indian pulled back his tomahawk to take a swing, O’Brien pulled the trigger. A hole appeared in the man’s cheek and he fell to the side, capsizing the canoe. His body slammed into O’Brien and he was pushed underwater. For several seconds, the Indian’s body jerked and flailed on top of him, knocking his rifle out of his hands and thwarting his efforts to get his head above water. At last the man was still, and O’Brien shoved him aside. Forcing himself to remain calm, O’Brien raised his head enough to take a breath, using the dead man’s body as camouflage. He vainly raked the floor of the swamp looking for his rifle while all around him Norsemen continued to fire. A few had run out of ammo and were standing ready to attack with the butts of their rifles. As the firing wound down, though, O’Brien saw that the immediate threat had been dealt with: the canoes to the north were capsized, empty, or manned by the wounded and the dead. 
 
    The bad news was that more attackers were now splashing toward them from the direction of the island, and at least twenty canoes were still bearing down on them from the south. After altering their course to intercept the Norsemen, this group had disappeared behind a small island overgrown with bushes, but the first few canoes had now appeared on the far side, heading toward Sjávarbotn. They were less than a hundred yards away, and the Norsemen were out of bullets. 
 
    “Run!” O’Brien cried, and this time the Norsemen needed no encouragement. They ran as quickly as they could through the swamp, but Asger was still twenty feet from Sjávarbotn when the canoes were on them. With no weapon to defend himself, O’Brien could do nothing but press on toward Sjávarbotn. 
 
    Fortunately, the swamp this close to Sjávarbotn was too shallow even to allow a canoe to pass, so the Indians ran aground before they could attack. As their boats slid to a halt, the Indians leaped out and began splashing through the water toward the Norsemen. Asger, in the lead, had just put his hands on the gunwale. O’Brien, the oldest and slowest of the men, had fallen behind all but one of the Norsemen, a stocky man named Stigr. From behind him, he heard a whoop followed by a groan and then a splash as the Stigr’s body hit the water. 
 
    His lungs burning, O’Brien forced himself to keep putting one foot in front of the other in the vain hope that he’d reach Sjávarbotn before he too was cut down by a tomahawk. It didn’t matter, he told himself. Pleiades would go on without him. They’d lost the well, but they’d proven they could do it. They’d inflicted enough casualties that he didn’t think the Indians would risk trying to take Sjávarbotn, and enough of the crew had escaped to bring her back to Höfn. Reyes and the Committee would try again, with someone else in charge—someone who wouldn’t make so many stupid mistakes. 
 
    All of these thoughts ran through his head as arrows began to zip through the air around him. Yelps and screams sounded from behind him, followed by the sound of men falling into the water. As men ahead of him continued to vault over the gunwales, those who had fled earlier had lined up on the deck to fire arrows at the attackers. O’Brien allowed himself the hope that he might make it after all. Another Norseman, to his left, stumbled, falling onto his hands and knees. This was Karfi, one of the men who had joined them at Svartalfheim. His curses were cut short as his neck was cleaved. O’Brien heard at least three men splashing through the water behind him. More arrows flew, and more men fell. A hand reached down to him from the deck and he grabbed it. Fritjof hauled him over the gunwale and they fell together to the deck. As O’Brien lay gasping for breath, Fritjof scrambled to his feet, grabbing his bow from the deck. 
 
    By the time O’Brien crawled to the gunwale, the battle was over. Someone had dragged the crate of spare ammunition up from the hold, but it wasn’t needed. The attackers, their numbers significantly decreased, did not try to take Sjávarbotn. Asger took aim at an Indian tending to a wounded man, but O’Brien ordered him to stand down. The Indians were allowed to drag away their dead and wounded unmolested. The Indians had lost at least thirty men, and many more were wounded. The Norse had lost three. Only one other man, the Indian who had been shot in the shoulder, had been seriously wounded. Bjorn, who had received medic training at Svartalfheim, tended to the wound, using sterile bandages and alcohol from the ship’s hold. 
 
    Most of the Indians had already retreated to the island, where they jeered and taunted the men on Sjávarbotn. They hacked at the oil barrels with their tomahawks and axes that had been left behind until the ground was covered with the thick, black goo. After tearing apart the derrick, they beat on the spigot for some time before discovering they could open the flow by turning the wheel on top. At some point, probably from an unintentional spark, the oil caught fire. This provoked yelps of fear and then joy from the natives, as the store of oil barrels erupted into an inferno. The fire spread quickly across the oil-slicked ground to the palisade wall. The lumber was still green, so it did not burn readily, but as the flaming oil continued to run across the ground and pool around the logs, the wall eventually succumbed. After a couple of hours, the Indians grew tired of the choking black smoke that hung in the still air and they boarded their canoes to row back upriver. O’Brien and his men watched helplessly as everything they had worked for went up in smoke. 
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Twenty-six              
 
    After his immediate panic subsided, Osric quickly grew into the role of teacher. Höfn still felt like an uncomfortable mixture of a strange culture and a stage play, but in the classroom at least, he felt he understood what he was doing. The recruits were, for the most part, eager students: they had been pre-selected for aptitude from among the population at Höfn, and education was offered in part as a reward for hard work. He was even able to teach his students some of the Gospel: among the few books in the school’s library were Frankish translations of Genesis and several of the books of the New Testament. The hardest part was dealing with the constantly changing student population: in addition to the work around Höfn that often pulled students away, there was frequent turnover. New students appeared almost weekly, while others—generally the more advanced students—mysteriously vanished, presumably recruited to fill some position Beyond the Pass. Despite this, after three months Höfn began to feel almost like home. 
 
    Almost from the beginning, Osric was called upon at times to be a counselor and surrogate parent to the recruits. Unlike the other recruits, who cycled through the longhouse dorms on their way to a semi-permanent “family,” Osric remained permanently assigned to the same longhouse where he’d started out. New arrivals tended to be traumatized and asked a lot of questions, which put Osric in the awkward position of having to explain that certain things were not talked about at Höfn. It was one thing to explain taboo subjects to an adult; it was quite another to explain the concept to a ten-year-old child who would never see his parents again. 
 
    “I hate them,” fumed one little boy named Stephen, sitting on a bench in the longhouse next to Osric. Stephen had arrived three days earlier from Frankia. Osric gathered that Stephen’s family had been killed in a Viking raid of a village north of Paris. Stephen had hidden out in a barn for two days after the raid, where he was found by men in Eirik’s employ. It wasn’t clear to Osric that Eirik’s men were involved in the raid, but such distinctions were lost on Stephen. “They are wicked, wicked men,” he seethed through clenched teeth, tears running down his cheeks. “I will hate them forever.” 
 
    Osric did his best to comfort Stephen but did not attempt to dissuade him of these sentiments. Young children were adaptable, and Osric knew that even now the boy was trying in vain to convince himself that his anger would last. Stephen was put to work repairing the roofs of the longhouses, and although he was surly for the first few days, he found that if he worked hard and did a good job, he was rewarded with food and time to play with the other boys. His occasional tantrums were ignored by the foreman and gradually less frequent. After eight weeks, he was allowed to attend Osric’s classes in the afternoon, which he enjoyed greatly. At times, though, Osric would find the boy sitting alone, staring into space with tears on his cheeks, speaking quietly to himself. Sometimes Stephen would pound on his own legs or chest with his fists, as if trying to remember the pain of seeing his family killed. 
 
    One day, Stephen didn’t show up to class, and none of the other students would say where he was. A few days earlier, Stephen had threatened to run away to Hella, a village about twenty miles down the coast to the west. Osric had informed him that Hella was populated by Norsemen as well, and in any case it was well-known that the people of Hella did not welcome runaways from Höfn. Stephen had responded that he would head east, but Osric had not taken him seriously: there were no settlements to the east. After a five mile walk along the coast, he would come to an impassible cove, and the only thing to the north was a rugged, desolate mountain range that extended many miles inland. Worried that Stephen did not realize the futility of the task he’d set for himself, Osric set his class to practicing their letters and went after the boy.  
 
    This was a violation of security protocol: he was supposed to alert Ake or one of the men on guard duty at the docks, but Osric knew what they would do: nothing. Runaways were expected to learn the hard way just how dependent they were on the community at Höfn. Unless Stephen traveled into the valley Beyond the Pass, no one would bother him until he returned to Höfn—at which point an appropriate punishment would be meted it. 
 
    Osric had hoped to catch the boy before anyone realized either of them was missing, but Stephen had a head start of over an hour. Osric traveled east along the coast and then turned north at the cove, as he assumed Stephen must have done. It was now mid-October, and the days were growing very short. If he didn’t find Stephen in the next two hours, he would be forced to stumble home over the rocks in the dark or risk freezing to death. He’d had no time to gather food or water, nor even a torch to light his way back to Höfn.  
 
    As the sun sank below the mountains, he caught sight of a distant light in the hills to the north. Had Stephen lit a fire? If so, he was better prepared for this journey than his would-be rescuer. Night came more quickly than Osric expected; he was not yet accustomed to the way darkness swept over this land like a shroud. Realizing the way behind him was as arduous as that ahead, Osric pressed on, using the light as a guide. 
 
    He spent the next several hours clawing his way over rocks, frequently stumbling and banging his knees and elbows. His progress was so slow as to be nearly imperceptible, and he might have given up entirely if the movement of his limbs weren’t the only thing staving off the chill. Slowly, the light grew closer. Eventually the rocky terrain gave way to a gently sloping plateau, but Osric’s hopes of traveling more quickly were dashed the first time his toe hit a boulder jutting out of the ground, sending him sprawling onto his face. He spent another hour picking his way across the plateau, sometimes on his hands and knees, before he could make out the source of the light. It was a torch wedged into a cleft in a rock wall at the far end of the plateau, obviously put there as a signal: someone was expecting him. 
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Twenty-seven                        
 
    The fire burned all night, illuminating the river and the woods for a mile around with a surreal orange glow. Black smoke blotted out the stars and filled the crew’s sinuses with an acrid, sulfurous taint. Fritjof had wanted to row Sjávarbotn downstream to escape the smoke, but O’Brien held out some hope that they might be able to salvage some supplies from the camp once the oil on the surface had burned off.  
 
    By morning, the flames had subsided considerably. Puddles of oil still burned, and plume of fire some six feet tall roared at the top of the well shaft. At some point during the night, the heat had ruptured the well head, so oil gushed directly from the vertical pipe.  
 
    No supplies of any value remained. Most of the food stores remained on board Sjávarbotn, but nearly everything else had been at the camp. Axes, shovels, picks, saws, and hammers had all disappeared, along with copper cookware and every other sort of tool. The tents and bedrolls that hadn’t been taken were burned beyond any possibility of use. The unfinished wall had burned down to nothing. About the only thing that remained was the pile of pine logs, which had been stacked on higher ground where the oil hadn’t flowed. It was all O’Brien could do not to fall to his knees in despair. 
 
     They spent a somber day aboard Sjávarbotn. No one spoke; there was nothing to say. The expedition had failed. Short of a miracle occurring, there was nothing to do but wait for the order to embark for home. O’Brien, knowing everyone was hoping for him to produce a miracle, couldn’t muster the strength to do anything but sit in the prow and stare at the great plume of flame that was all that was left of the oil well. 
 
    “I’m not going home,” a voice said from behind him. Dorian. O’Brien didn’t respond. “I can’t do it. The voyage over here nearly killed me. I’d rather die here than go through that again.” Dorian sat down next to him. 
 
    “The voyage back will be quicker,” O’Brien said.  
 
    “I don’t care,” Dorian said. “I’m not going.” 
 
    “You’re going to stay here alone?” 
 
    “If no one else stays, yes.” 
 
    “I can’t spare any men. And I won’t abide mutiny.” 
 
    “I understand. But I’m worthless on a sea voyage anyway. Have me hanged if you need to. I’m not going back.” 
 
    “I don’t think that will be necessary,” O’Brien said. “If you stay, you’ll be dead fast enough.” 
 
    “What if we all stay? We can give the well another shot. We know we can do it now. We just need to be more careful.” 
 
    “The well is on fire. We’re down three men and short on food. Odds are that our only allies knew this attack was coming, if they didn’t instigate it. Our chances of getting more food are slim.” 
 
    “We can go farther upriver. There are more people we can trade with.” 
 
    “How far? Twenty miles? Forty? We don’t even know where these Indians came from. For all we know, the Indians a hundred miles upriver are allied with them.” 
 
    “Then we’ll go two hundred miles.” 
 
    O’Brien laughed. “You want to sail two hundred miles upriver? I thought you didn’t want to be on the boat.” 
 
    “I’m okay if I can see land,” Dorian said. “It’s those endless sea billows I can’t tolerate.” 
 
    “We don’t know if we’ll hit oil two hundred miles north. I don’t think the basin extends that far.” 
 
    Dorian thought for a moment. “What if we go south?” 
 
    O’Brien was growing impatient. “There’s nothing south of us but the bay.” 
 
    “Yeah. What if we go to the bay?” 
 
    “What are you talking about, Dorian?” 
 
    “When I was researching oil drilling, I found a lot of information about offshore rigs. I didn’t look into it that much because it seemed impractical, but… how much more difficult can it be?” 
 
    “You want to build an offshore oil rig. In the Gulf of Mexico. During the Middle Ages.” 
 
    “Hey, you’re the one who wants to build a spaceship.” 
 
    O’Brien smiled. It was easy to forget just how absurd their ultimate goal was. “All right, I’ll humor you. What’s involved in building an offshore oil rig?” 
 
    “It’s the same principle. We drill for oil, just like we did here. But the first thirty feet or so is water instead of sand. The bay is pretty shallow a long way out. We just have to be far enough from shore to be safe from Indian attacks.” 
 
    “We’d need to build a platform to drill from.” 
 
    Dorian nodded, growing excited. “A tripod for stability. Strap several of those pine logs together. We’ll need more lumber.”  
 
    “I think there are a couple axes left in the hold.” 
 
    “Then we’ve got everything we need.” 
 
    “How far out are we talking?” 
 
    “How far would we need to be to be safe from attack?” 
 
    “Theoretically they could paddle those canoes for miles out to sea, but they’d be extremely vulnerable. If we were half a mile from shore, we could pick them off with rifles before they ever got close.” 
 
    “And we can raise the platform above sea level, so even if they got close, they’d never get to us.” 
 
    “The legs would be vulnerable.” 
 
    “To what? Tomahawks?” 
 
    “Fire.” 
 
    “You think Indians in canoes with torches are going to be able to burn through a six-foot-thick timber column?” 
 
    “With enough fuel, yes. And we’ve just given them an endless supply.” 
 
    “Assuming they can put out the fire. That well might burn for a hundred years.” 
 
    “Or the next hard rain might put it out.” 
 
    “Fine. Then we put it out ourselves. Use the explosive charges in the hold. Cap the well, bury it, cover it with concrete.” 
 
    “We’ll run out of food before we finish the platform.” 
 
    “Then we sail upriver first. Find someone to trade with. Hell, take food by force if we need to. We tried getting along with these people, and look where it got us.” 
 
    O’Brien nodded thoughtfully. He didn’t particularly want to start a war with the Indians, but there was something say for making a show of force. They’d put up a good fight at the fort, but it needed to be clear to every tribe in the area that the Norsemen were not to be messed with. “What if we could figure out who attacked us?” 
 
    “You’re thinking of a counterattack?” 
 
    “Why not? Better than randomly attacking some tribe down the river. And we know the people who attacked us have food, not to mention axes, shovels and a lot of other useful stuff. We almost beat them when they were at full strength, with every advantage. They’re not going to stand a chance against twenty riflemen in a stealth attack.” 
 
    “How will we figure out who they are?” 
 
    “Chegaoo and I will go talk to Chiggilli. I’d give you five-to-one odds he knew about this attack. Either the Indians who attacked us are his allies or he sold us out to his enemies to save his own skin. I’ll give him a choice: either he tells us who attacked us, or we take what we need from Chiggilli’s tribe.”  
 
    “What if Chiggilli warns them we’re coming?” 
 
    “If we lose any more men, we won’t have a big enough crew to get home. That means we’re stuck here, which means our mission has failed and we’re as good as dead. Dead men have nothing to lose.” 
 
    “In other words…” 
 
    “In other words, if Chiggilli betrays us again, he’d better hope his enemies are thorough. Because anyone who is left alive is going to come back and burn his village to the ground.” 
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Twenty-eight                        
 
    Chiggilli was, to put it mildly, surprised to see them. O’Brien couldn’t be certain whether he was surprised that they’d had the temerity to visit him after the attack or that they were alive at all. One thing was certain: he was well aware of what had happened at the camp, and who was responsible: he gave up the name of the tribe before Chegaoo even asked. 
 
    “Chiggilli says it was the Makawaki people,” Chegaoo said. “They are his enemies, the tribe who has been attacking villages along the river. He says that if you had allied with him, he might have been able to warn you of the attack.” 
 
    “Asshole,” O’Brien said, maintaining a straight face. He handed the chief a map of the river he’d brought from Svartalfheim. “Tell him to point to the Makawaki’s location. “I want to know how many fighting men they have, as well as how many women and children. And anything else of tactical value he can tell me. Tell him we will take the spoils, but the women and children are his, assuming we’re successful. If we fail…” 
 
    Chegaoo nodded. He knew what O’Brien had in mind for Chiggilli’s people if they failed.  
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    O’Brien’s men attacked three days later. The Makawaki people lived in several small villages occupying a two-mile stretch that began about eighteen miles upriver. Following Chiggilli’s instructions, Asger and Chegaoo had taken a canoe ten miles upriver and then proceeded overland, thoroughly reconnoitered the area. It didn’t take them long to locate the storehouse where most of the Norsemen’s supplies had been taken: following the sound of steel axes striking wood, they located the largest village in the area and the spied on the residents until they determined where the tools were being stored. The chief’s hut was nearby. The village’s inhabitants numbered around two hundred, with about sixty fighting men. Most of these were hunting or gathering food at any given time during the day, leaving only about twenty warriors to defend the village. Many of the women tended to wounded men, whose moans and cries could be heard well into the woods around the village. The people showed no sign of expecting an attack. The trick would be getting in and out before the other villages and the men hunting nearby could respond to the sound of gunshots. 
 
    On the morning of the third day after O’Brien’s meeting with Chiggilli, a strong wind blew out of the south, carrying rainclouds with it. Fritjof skillfully piloted Sjávarbotn up the river, faster than any canoe could travel, running it into a sandy bank about Asger and Chegaoo had identified two days before, about a mile southwest of the main Makawaki village. Chegaoo and two other Mi’kmaq leapt out of the boat first, followed by the sixteen Norsemen with rifles, led by Asger. The Mi’kmaq, armed with bows and knives, would be the vanguard of the attack, silently eliminating anyone they came across between the river and the village. With any luck, the riflemen wouldn’t have to fire until they reached the village. O’Brien, Dorian and Fritjof remained on Sjávarbotn with the wounded man and three other Norsemen. While O’Brien and Dorian kept a lookout, the others furled the sails in preparation to row downstream when the war party returned. 
 
    O’Brien set the timer on his cuff the moment Chegaoo’s feet hit the shore. He estimated it would take the men six minutes to get through the woods to the village, assuming they didn’t meet significant resistance along the way. The first gunshot sounded at five minutes and twenty seconds. It was quickly followed by a hundred more. Either the war party had reached the village faster than expected, or they had run into resistance. He waited nervously, scanning the woods for any sign of movement. The gunfire ceased as quickly as it started, which was a gun sign: a protracted battle meant certain failure. They had no backup plan: if the war party hadn’t returned by the time O’Brien’s timer hit fifteen minutes, he and the others left on Sjávarbotn would have to decide whether to take their own lives or risk being skinned alive or disemboweled by the Makawaki. Seven men would never be able to row Sjávarbotn fast enough to outrun canoes, and they had nowhere to go even if they could. As the timer hit fourteen minutes, O’Brien’s fingers anxiously gripped the pommel of the knife at his belt. 
 
    A few seconds later, he heard men crashing through the woods. This was followed by the sound of distant war cries and then more gunshots. Soon a Norseman named Halfdan emerged from the woods, his rifle slung over his back. In his hands he carried a shovel. Halfdan bounded onto the sandy bank, hurled the shovel onto the deck, and then spun around, moved a few feet to his left, and brought the rifle to his shoulder. As he did, Chegaoo burst from the woods, carrying a huge wicker basket in front of him. Two of the men onboard hefted the basket, which was full of corn flour, into the ship and then helped Chegaoo over the gunwale. He fell to the deck, panting, his mostly naked body covered in sweat.  
 
    Several more Norsemen followed, one carrying an axe in each hand, another with a sack of grain, still another with his arms wrapped around three shovels. As the Norsemen deposited their spoils onto the deck, they moved aside and took aim at the unseen threat behind them. The war cries grew louder, and once there were ten riflemen lined up on the shore, they began to open fire. The last six men out of the woods, among them Asger and the two Mi’kmaq, threw their treasures onto the deck and climbed aboard. The riflemen continued to fire, creating a great cloud of gray smoke that slowly dispersed as it drifted upriver. In between the explosions, O’Brien heard a shout from behind him and saw that a man was pointing upriver at a line of canoes moving quickly toward them. Fritjof ordered the riflemen to the boat, and in near-unison they slung their rifles over their shoulders, took up positions along the sides of Sjávarbotn and heaved her into the water. They splashed through the river after her, vaulting one by one onto the deck. Several men near the bow had already taken up their oars and began to row the big ship downriver. As the smoke cleared, O’Brien saw at least a dozen near-naked men running toward them through the woods. 
 
    Moving with incredible speed and precision, the rest of the Norsemen threw down their rifles and took up their oars. By the time the Indians had reached the bank, Sjávarbotn was nearly a hundred feet downriver and moving fast. A few of the men on the bank hurled spears, but these splashed into the water or bounced harmlessly off the gunwales. The men in the canoes, at least some of whom were armed with bows, were a bigger concern. Even with the Indians pausing in their paddling to fire their bows, Sjávarbotn could not hope to outrun canoes. Fritjof had kept tight to the eastern bank, preventing the Indians from approaching from that direction, but a dozen canoes had come along their starboard side and at least another score were closing from behind. Arrows zipped over their heads and thunked into the gunwales. One Norseman was grazed on his shoulder, and another slumped over his oar with an arrow shaft protruding from his right ear.  
 
    O’Brien crawled to a discarded rifle and ordered the four men nearest him to drop their oars and return fire. After peaking over the heads of the oarsmen to see the size of the contingent following them, he ordered the four men closest the stern to do the same. With only sixteen men rowing, Sjávarbotn wouldn’t move much faster than a man could walk, but they’d never make it the twenty miles to the bay with Indians in canoes harassing them with arrows the whole way. Their only hope was to scare off the pursuers before more Makawaki could arrive, either by water or land.  
 
    As the men in the stern grabbed rifles and moved into position, he and the other four men near the bow opened fire on the Indians to starboard. O’Brien wounded three men before running out of bullets. He scrounged around the deck until he found a crate of ammunition amid the chaotic mess of corn meal, tools and other treasure. As the men near him continued to fire, he supplied each of them with replacement magazines and then tossed a box of cartridges to the stern before reloading his own gun. By the time he’d taken aim again, the immediate threat had passed: the Indians alongside of them, having taken heavy losses, stopped firing and fell behind. Noticing that arrows were no longer coming at them from the rear either, O’Brien stood and saw that their pursuers upriver had fared no better. The Indians in the canoes nearest Sjávarbotn were mostly dead or wounded, and those farther back seemed uninterested in meeting the same fate. O’Brien was about to breathe a sigh of relief when a sharp pain hit him in the rear of his thigh. He fell to the deck, marveling for a moment at the mysterious pain that roared up and down his leg.  
 
    “Hold still!” Dorian shouted at him, pinning him face-down on the deck. As blood pooled under his right knee, it dawned on O’Brien that he had an arrow sticking out of the rear of his leg, just below his buttock. He cursed his stupidity: he’d been so concerned about the Indians pursuing them that he forgot there might be more ahead of them.  
 
    “To your oars!” Fritjof growled, and O’Brien, pinned to the deck and nearly insensate with pain, could do nothing but hope Fritjof knew what he was doing. He heard Indians shouting from ahead of them, and more arrows zipping overhead, but no one else was hit. There were a series of thuds as something hit Sjávarbotn’s hull, and then he heard nothing but angry cries receding in the distance. 
 
    “I think we’re clear,” Dorian said, helping him to the gunwale. “Careful with that leg.” 
 
    Peering over the gunwale, O’Brien saw nothing ahead but wide-open river. The canoes had fallen far behind. Dark blotches began to encroach upon his vision and he slumped to the deck, unconscious. 
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Twenty-nine       
 
    Camp Yeager was shut down in October, before the new mine ever produced an ounce of coal. After the ship carrying Osric was tailed from Scotland to Normandy, the Committee decided maintaining the mine was too big a risk. Svartalfheim had enough coal to survive the winter, if they stopped using coal for anything other than heating and doubled the occupancy of the better-insulated buildings during the coldest weeks of the winter. Surviving the next winter was another matter entirely. 
 
    Winter in Iceland was like being on another planet. High temperatures hovered around freezing, with less than five hours of daylight. With the coal shortage stopping most outdoor work and the oil shortage making it impossible to use torches and lanterns, the inhabitants of Camp Yeager were going to have to spend nearly all their time indoors for at least five months. Bodies produced heat, meaning that the more people they packed into a building, the less oil they would need, but there was a limit—both physical and psychological—to how many people could coexist in a given amount of space for five months. 
 
    When the first buildings at Camp Armstrong were constructed, the plan had been to heat them with geothermal energy. This, however, had proved unworkable. The land nearest the underground magma deposits that powered the machinery in Hell was largely unsuited for building, as it was rocky and unstable. Thus most of the buildings were a quarter mile or more away from the heat source, requiring heat to be pumped long distances through insulated pipes. This would require so much labor, and so much heat would be lost in transit, that in the end it was decided that coal—which was in ready supply at Camp Yeager—was a better solution. 
 
    Pleiades’ reliance on coal was always going to be temporary, and the process of converting to fuel oil for heating had been underway for some time. With the shutdown of their only coal mine, this process was accelerated. Alma’s engineers had already built a small refinery which would purify petroleum and separate it into gasoline, kerosene, fuel oil, lubricants and other materials. Before the refinery could do them any good, though, they had to have something to refine. 
 
    The engineers had designed the furnaces to be capable of running on a variety of oils, from thicker vegetable oils to thinner fuel oil derived from petroleum. In case of a petroleum shortage, they could rely on vegetable oils, more readily available in medieval Europe, as a stopgap. When the coal ran out in March and no word had yet been received from O’Brien’s expedition, it was looking likely that a stopgap solution would be needed to get them through the next winter. 
 
    The problem, as with many issues facing Pleiades, was one of scale: it was almost impossible to buy the amount of vegetable oil Svartalfheim would need to get through the winter. Eirik’s men could spend all year combing markets in towns along the Mediterranean for palm, olive, and coconut oil, and still not gather enough. In Europe at this time, oil was used almost exclusively for cooking and for burning in lamps. For heating, people used wood, peat or coal. Vegetable oils were not produced in large enough quantities to be economical for heating. 
 
    One option was to set up their own merchant house in a city like Venice or Constantinople. If they offered a high enough price, word would get out and dealers would come from all over the region to sell to them. The problem with such a tactic was that it would tend to draw the attention of the very people whose notice they were attempting to escape. A lumber operation or mine could be operated in relative isolation, but an oil-buying enterprise could not. This was particularly true in the south of Europe, where the Dvergar could not count on political cover from Harald and Hrólfr. Every drop of oil would help, though, so most of Eirik’s ships were sent to the Mediterranean to buy—or, when necessary—steal oil. Recruiting and the procurement of all nonessential resources was put on hold. Ships were sent to Denmark, Norway, and along the coast of Normandy, Britain, and Portugal as well.  
 
    The primary source of oil for lamps in northern Europe at this time was a plant called false flax. The oil from false flax was a bit more expensive than the Mediterranean oils, but it could be bought in markets throughout most of Europe. Eirik’s ships would make port at Rouen, Nantes or Portsmouth and his men would travel overland for miles to buy all the lamp oil they could find. Even with most of Eirik’s fleet tied up for this purpose, though, they would not have enough to get through the winter. 
 
    Reyes pored over charts, diagrams and ledgers, hoping to find some solution. It was absurd and even pathetic, in a way: a space program doomed by a lack of vegetable oil. But there was no way around it: even if they could go back to coal, they’d have the same problem: coal could be purchased, but buying the quantity they would need in any one location—or even several locations—would draw too much attention. They could import firewood from Camp Glen, but even if the coal furnaces could be adapted to burn wood, they wouldn’t produce enough heat to make the buildings livable. In any case, all the firewood their two lumber operations could produce would be needed to heat the various satellite locations. The satellite facilities depended mostly on coal for heating, but many buildings at these locations still had wood-burning stoves or fireplaces that could be used to supplement the furnaces. 
 
    Ivar and his men, no longer needed for digging coal, were reassigned to a task Reyes at first thought quixotic: combing the countryside of Normandy for rapeseed plants. Rapeseed, a plant with bright yellow flowers that was prized for its oil-rich seeds, grew wild throughout much of Europe. The men were trained to locate and recognize the plant, equipped with scythes and wheelbarrows, and assigned to a knar, which would sail along the coast in search of easily accessible rapeseed fields. Often they would pay local farmers to transport the cut plants from the field to the coast in oxcarts. The plants would be laid out to dry and then loaded onto the karve to be transported to Höfn. The dried plants would be stored at Svartalfheim until the onset of winter made harvesting rapeseed impossible, at which time the men would be brought back to Iceland to spend the next several weeks stripping seeds from the plants. The seeds would be fed into a press to extract the oil, which would be mixed with the other oils that had been gathered to produce a consistent blend that be used to fuel the furnaces. Another two-dozen men were reassigned from Camp Lindberg, a titanium mine in Norway, as mining titanium was no longer a priority. Initially conceived partly as a make-work effort for the unemployed miners, the operation ended up producing nearly a quarter of the oil they needed to get through the winter. 
 
    From spring to the next fall, efforts to procure heating oil occupied most of Eirik’s manpower and ships, and about half of Pleiades’ manpower overall. Shipbuilding and other construction were largely halted. Some other work did go on, particularly in the area of weaponry. Gabe wanted to be prepared for a full-on attack in the event their presence in Iceland was discovered by some belligerent prince in Europe. Alma’s engineers continued to work on other technical problems, such as the development of vacuum tubes. This work too would likely grind to a halt when the cold made the poorly insulated wood framed dormitories and houses unlivable and people had to be moved en masse into Hell. 
 
    As the summer ended once again and the days began to shorten, Reyes became increasingly anxious. Even with all the oil that would be produced from the collected rapeseed plants, they had less than half of what they needed to get through the winter. Navigating the North Atlantic became increasingly treacherous in the winter, making it risky to attempt deliveries of oil beyond October. If November passed and O’Brien didn’t return with a shipment of oil, he was unlikely to attempt the voyage until the spring. By that time, if no other solution was found, hundreds at Svartalfheim would be dead of the cold.  
 
    The Committee met at the end of October to discuss emergency measures, but there remained only two options: evacuation and Gabe’s hail-Mary plan of sealing up the most valuable personnel in Hell. Evacuation would spell near-certain doom for the project, and it would require reassigning ships that were currently being used to deliver oil and dried rapeseed. Already they’d had to stop importing grain and other foodstuffs in the hopes that they had enough food stocked to survive the winter. As winter neared, the window for evacuation narrowed. The production of rapeseed oil went well, and the supplies of other oils continued to grow as karves arrived from the Mediterranean. The Committee determined that they had enough oil to heat most of the vital buildings for most of the winter. It seemed inevitable, though, that at least some would die.  
 
    Death was commonplace among the Norsemen, but it usually came suddenly, with no warning. Men died in raids or in shipwrecks, and women often died in childbirth. But they never had to prepare weeks in advance for some of their number to freeze to death. There simply wasn’t enough room for everyone in the buildings that would be heated. They had doubled up the previous winter, and this winter the floors would be completely covered with sleeping mats. A few could be taken in at Höfn, but some would have to volunteer—or be selected—to sleep in the unheated buildings.  
 
    In the end, there were more than enough volunteers. Many people, given the choice of spending the winter in a dimly lit, stifling cave with several hundred others, opted to take their chances aboveground. Reyes informed them this was likely a death sentence, but few were swayed. Her own house was newer and somewhat better insulated than most of the timber framed buildings, so she volunteered to stay there, opening it up to two other families, for a total of sixteen people. They had a fireplace for heat, and Sigurd had been stocking up wood scraps from his various projects, as well as driftwood and peat. The leftover vegetable matter from the rapeseed oil extraction process was divided amongst all the houses that would be occupied for the winter. Nothing that could be burned was wasted; one morning Reyes found Sigurd prioritizing the pieces of furniture he had laboriously built over the past fifteen years. 
 
    By the end of November, there was no longer any question of evacuation. Even if the ships could be spared, there was no place to go: the satellite locations were doubling up on sleeping accommodations as well, and there wasn’t enough food at these locations to go around in any case. Transporting people to more hospitable climes was also out of the question: if they moved one person to Granada or Italy, they would have to move hundreds, creating a huge security problem. It would only take one of them whispering to the wrong person about a secret Viking stronghold in Iceland to doom the entire project. In any case, sea ice and rough weather made travel to and from the European coast so treacherous in the winter that they were better off taking their chances in Iceland. 
 
    Fewer and fewer shipments of oil arrived each week. Most of the ships were half-empty, having embarked early in an attempt to beat the weather. A half-empty ship was worse than useless: the crew would have to be housed for the winter, and they would use more fuel than they carried. As December wore on, Reyes was forced to accept that O’Brien had failed. She had gambled on the conversion to oil, and she’d lost. As a result, work on Pleiades had halted and people were going to die. Leaving the mine running would have been a risk, but at least they’d have survived the winter. 
 
    On December 13, in the failing light of the afternoon, a knar was spotted approaching the harbor at Höfn. Word was sent to Reyes, who hurried to the shore. The sun had set by the time she arrived, and she stood on the dock next to the watchman, shivering in the cold wind, peering into the blackness. Several knars were still unaccounted for, but she hadn’t expected any more to arrive before spring. Ordinarily the ship crews were expected to be largely self-sufficient during the winter months, subsisting through a combination of trading, raiding and hunting. Assuming he wasn’t a fool, a coxswain wouldn’t risk the voyage to Iceland in December unless he had a full knar of important cargo. If this were Jorgunn or Armund arriving from the Mediterranean with a hold full of olive oil, it could mean the survival of several hundred people, and quite possibly that of Pleiades. 
 
    As she peered out at the rough waves, barely visible in the dim light of the stars, her comm crackled. “Not now, Gabe,” she snapped. Gabe, the only other person with a radio within a thousand miles, had been trying to get her to agree to attend a demonstration of some new weapon he was working on. 
 
    “Not exactly the welcome I was hoping for, chief,” said the voice over her comm.  
 
    Reyes’s heart jumped. “O’Brien?” she said, hardly believing it. 
 
    “Good to hear your voice, chief,” O’Brien said. “Fritjof says it’s too rough for a night approach, so we’re going to set anchor until sunrise. We’ve come too far to risk our cargo now.” 
 
    “Your cargo? You mean…?” 
 
    “Two hundred barrels of petroleum, chief. You know anybody who needs it?” 
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Thirty                    
 
    The oil would get them through the winter. There would be no margin for comfort and no non-essential use, but everyone at Camp Yeager would survive the winter. The refinery was ready to go, and Alma’s engineers had it up and running the day after the barrels were unloaded. The vegetable oil would last until the end of January, at which point they would switch over to petroleum. 
 
    Because he had lost so many crew members, O’Brien had been able to leave only four men—Chegaoo, Dorian, Asger and Bjorn—behind to man Camp Hughes while he was gone. They wouldn’t have the manpower to produce any petroleum, but O’Brien was confident the offshore platform was safe from attack. It had taken his men nearly six months to build the platform, using essentially the design Dorian had outlined: a timber deck on a tripod made from three legs made by strapping eight pine logs together. They had stationed the platform about a half mile into the Gulf, where the water was about forty feet deep. The legs could be extended to sixty feet, putting the platform twenty feet above the level of the water. The legs were not attached to the sea floor, but rather rested on feet that were weighted down with rocks. Removing the rocks and jacking the buoyant platform down on the legs turned the platform into a barge that could be towed by a knar. Once the platform was in position, the platform was jacked up and the legs weighted again so that it stood firmly on the ocean floor.  
 
    The drilling rig was set up on the platform, and they drilled for oil as they had on land. In case of an Indian attack, the drill string could be pulled up onto the platform. The platform was essentially impervious to attack: a dozen men with rifles could lay on top of it and pick off men in canoes before they could get within bow range. It would take a force of hundreds to overwhelm them, and after their attack on the Makawaki, the Indians in the river valley were not anxious to try. 
 
    When they struck oil, the drill string was removed and stored, and the well was capped. More rocks were added to give the platform more stability. O’Brien designed a simple crane system to allow barrels to be loaded onto a pallet and lifted from the deck of a knar and back again. Because the ship could maneuver right under the crane, it was actually easier than transporting the oil from the well on land. 
 
    In March, three knars were sent from Höfn, carrying men and empty barrels. The knars would travel south and then west in the Caribbean, and finally north to Camp Hughes. Twenty of the men would remain at Camp Hughes to supplement the four O’Brien had left behind. These men—most of them little more than boys—were what passed for engineers at Camp Orville. Essentially they had the equivalent of a high school education with an emphasis on machine shop and some basic academic familiarity with oil wells. Dorian would remain as the chief engineer at Camp Hughes; O’Brien had no plans to return. 
 
    Once the well was producing again, the barrels would be filled, and the three ships would return to Höfn. One of the three would stop first at Camp Orville to let Aengus know the oil well was up and running. Orville and Wilbur would need to produce a lot more knars and barrels. 
 
    The first two knars returned to Höfn in June. They were unloaded and, after the crew had a few days to rest, sent back south with another load of empty barrels. The third knar, arriving three weeks later, got the same treatment. After that, knars were sent every two weeks or so, to ensure a steady supply of oil to be refined and stored at Svartalfheim. Fuel oil would be stockpiled for the winter while gasoline and diesel would be stored for use in vehicles and machinery. Kerosene would theoretically be stored for eventual use in jets or rockets, but they were so far from needing a large supply of kerosene that expending the resources to build additional tanks seemed like a waste. In all likelihood, most of the kerosene produced over the next few years would have to be burned. 
 
    The relative warmth and long days of summer were a relief to the residents of Svartalfheim, who had spent much of the past year underground or huddling together against the cold. People moved back into their houses and dormitories. Once enough fuel oil had been stockpiled to make it through the next winter, Reyes gave the okay to proceed on several projects that had been put on hold during the crisis. Construction on new buildings resumed, and the manufacture of many new diesel- and gasoline-powered machines began. 
 
    Gabe, working with Alma’s engineers, developed a smokeless propellant similar to cordite that he intended to use to replace the black powder used in the ammunition for the Winchesters and the other guns they’d produced. Gabe’s constant agitation for bigger, better guns with which to defend Svartalfheim was at odds with Reyes’s understanding of LOKI, which she summarized as: “any battle that required canons was already lost.” If explosive artillery had been used in a battle in tenth century Europe, history would have recorded it, which meant that it had not happened. At best, then, canons would be worthless; at worst, they would draw the attention of the Cho-ta’an or half a dozen power-hungry princes of Europe. Thus Gabe had focused his weapon-making efforts almost entirely on small arms. The need for a more powerful, smokeless propellant for these guns was one thing they agreed on. 
 
    The surfeit of kerosene and other petroleum products that could not be readily used sent Gabe in another direction of weapons development. With O’Brien’s help, he developed a substance similar to napalm from petroleum waste products and coconut oil. Gabe figured incendiary devices would be effective against a ship-based attack on their stronghold and would not be as conspicuously anachronistic as cannons: the Byzantines had used a weapon called “Greek fire” as early as the seventh century. While he and O’Brien developed incendiary bombs, Ibrahim ibn Muhammed built powerful counterweighted trebuchets that could launch the bombs as far as three hundred yards out to sea. 
 
    Work more directly related to Pleiades continued as well. In addition to the problem of amassing the physical resources and manpower to build the rocket, two major technical problems remained. The first, and most pressing, problem was the manufacture of vacuum tubes, which would be needed for radio communications. They would also be needed for any sort of automated computers, but a computer using vacuum tubes would have to be the size of a small mountain—and use all the geothermal energy in Iceland—to match the processing power of the nanotech computers in the spacemen’s wrist cuffs. Transistors—to say nothing of semiconductors—lay far beyond the Dvergar’s capabilities. Any serious computation, such as calculating orbital vectors, would have to be done with their wrist cuffs.  
 
    By that summer, the year 907 A.D., Alma’s engineers had built some prototype vacuum tubes, but these failed too often to be used in any practical application. Initial tests of the amplification of the wrist cuff radio signals had shown promise, but to boost the signal strength enough to reach more than a few hundred miles required a lot of power and a lot of tubes, both of which factors increased the chances of failure. At this point, communicating by radio with Camp Orville in Nova Scotia, or even Camp Glen in Norway, remained out of the question. As with computation, the wrist cuffs remained the better solution. Reyes had suggested a spark transmitter system might work as a stopgap, but Alma was convinced she’d have reliable shortwave transmission working within a year, and redirecting resources to a spark system would only delay things. 
 
    Pleiades could limp along for a while—perhaps indefinitely—using only ship-based communication, but the ultimate success of their endeavor depended on the success of Alma’s efforts: orbital rendezvous was too complex for the crew of the capsule to manage alone. They would need real-time assistance from people on the ground., and the wrist cuffs were not powerful enough to communicate to each other from the surface to orbit. They’d only been able to talk to the crew of Andrea Luhman thanks to the ship’s powerful antennae. Without at least one powerful transmitter and receiving antenna on the ground, they’d never manage to rendezvous with the Cho-ta’an ship. Ideally, in fact, they’d have several ground transmitters, spread widely from east to west, to lengthen the window of contact between the ground and the crew of the capsule.   
 
    The other big challenge—not nearly as pressing, but just as vital to the success of their mission, was manufacturing pumps. While the first stage of a Titan II rocket could be powered by kerosene, the second and third stages needed a fuel with a higher specific impulse in order to reach escape velocity of 25,000 miles per hour. Higher specific impulse meant more energy per pound of fuel.  
 
    The logical choice for this was hydrogen. To be stored, hydrogen had to be cooled and pumped into tanks at very high pressure—as did the oxygen, which would be used as the oxidizer for all three stages. Cooling and liquefying gases required pumps that could produce pressures over 5,000 pounds per square inch. This was usually done with a centrifuge spun by a powerful electric motor. A team of engineers had been working on the problem for seven years, and so far had been unable to produce a pump that consistently produced over 500 psi.  
 
    Additionally, the pumps were large and inefficient, which was not a problem at Camp Armstrong, but ultimately they would also need to build pumps with similar capability that would be carried by the Iron Dragon itself: rocket thrusters produced tremendous pressure, and the pumps had to be powerful enough to overcome that pressure to get the fuel and the oxidizer into the combustion chamber. If the pumps failed, the rocket would essentially blow itself out. 
 
    There were other problems as well—particularly the myriad issues involved with attitude control, including the design of sensors and attitude control thrusters—but these were dwarfed by the matters of communications and propellant control.  
 
    All of these problems had, of course, been solved before, generally hundreds of years in the past, from the spacemen’s perspective. Their wrist cuff libraries contained millions of pages of technical reference material documenting exactly how vacuum tubes, turbopumps and attitude jets were constructed. They possessed hundreds of pages on both the Titan II rocket and the Gemini spacecraft. There were, however, three main problems with trying to build a spaceship from such documentation. 
 
    The first was that the documentation was incomplete and, in rare cases, inaccurate. There really was no manual for building a Titan II rocket. The development of the rockets—originally designed as warhead delivery mechanisms—had been a complex project involving dozens of firms and thousands of people over many years. The documentation that existed was mostly written after the fact, by third parties doing their best to reconstruct the process. It was like trying to reconstruct Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony by reading descriptions written by people who had attended a performance. 
 
    The second problem was the reliance of the documentation on existing twentieth-century technology. A simple valve or switch that you could pick up at any hardware store in the twentieth century might take an engineer a week in Hell to produce. Often there was a cascade effect, where a seemingly simple part required the fabrication of several other parts, some of which required custom machines to fabricate, which required the creation of other tools, and on and on. Both the vacuum tube project and turbopump project had been prone to this phenomenon.  
 
    Finally, there was the problem of a lack of precision in the tools and machines at Camp Yeager. Early in the project, they had standardized on the old American system of measurement—feet, pounds and gallons—rather than metric, because those were the measurements used in the documentation for the Titan II and the Gemini capsule, as well as most of the other machines they were building. This was all well and good; the problem was that an imperfectly tempered cutting edge might wear a sixty-fourth of an inch, resulting in the fabrication of parts that were slightly too large or too small. These parts would be incorporated into other machines, and so on, propagating and often amplifying errors until parts that were supposed to fit together didn’t. In one case, an early turbopump prototype seized up and exploded, killing an engineer. After that, Alma ordered an audit of all the machines, and the more egregious errors were corrected, but fabricating machines built of hundreds of interlocking parts that would work flawlessly at high temperatures and velocities was still a challenge. 
 
     It remained a source of frustration for Alma and many others on the project that they had not yet produced a single working aircraft of any kind. From a strict engineering perspective, it could be argued that it was not necessary to master the construction of aircraft before they built a rocket. A rocket was not an airplane, and flying an airplane was very little like flying a spacecraft. In some ways, knowing how to fly an airplane would be a liability: early Gemini astronauts had failed in their efforts at orbital rendezvous because they’d expected the capsule to move like an airplane. 
 
    Realistically, though, trying to get a craft into space without first having mastered atmospheric flight was trying to run a marathon before you’d learned to crawl. There were so many things that could go wrong with manned space flight that they wouldn’t have a clue whether they could do it until they managed to at least get an airplane to Mach one. If nothing else, it was a way of making concrete steps toward the goal of building a machine made from finely engineered components that would stand up under extreme conditions. There was a lot more room for error with a steam shovel than with a jet airplane. 
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Thirty-one              
 
    After three years at Höfn, Osric concluded that he would never be recruited Beyond the Pass. He had committed some sin in the eyes of the Dvergar that disqualified him for a higher level of service. Or perhaps he was simply too old. He watched as many younger men and women—and often boys and girls, some of whom could barely read—were selected over him. Even angry young Stephen and rebellious Nikolai had been promoted over him. In rare cases, a candidate would turn down the offer, opting to stay at Höfn, but most of the residents at Höfn seemed to view the village as a waypoint on a journey. Ironically, those who wanted it the most were usually the least vocal about it: it was well-known that the ability to keep a secret was one of the most prized qualifications in candidates.  
 
    Osric never spoke of his own desire to be promoted, but sometimes he would overhear his students whispering about it or speculating about what went on Beyond the Pass. It was clear that most of them had no idea what the Dvergar were up to; speculation ranged from the scandalous to the absurd. Still, the desire to be promoted could not be extinguished: everyone knew the Dvergar were engaged in something very important, and that Höfn was merely a front for it. They saw the ships arriving, almost daily now, and the mule carts loaded with barrels or crates of cargo, and they saw strange men and women passing through their village, and they wondered what it was all for. Once you knew that your life was a façade, it was difficult not to pine for the real thing, even if you had no idea what the real thing was. 
 
    The beautiful Greek woman, Helena, had come to interview him once a year for three years. She had been charming and pleasant and had asked strange and interesting questions about his life before Höfn and what he saw in his future. He had always been honest with her, except for the lies he had been instructed in Rome to tell. He told her that he had been called by God to minister to His sheep, and that he tried to do that in his work at Höfn. He also told her he believed God had plans for him beyond this place, but he could not say what those plans were. Each time Osric thought the interview had gone well, but Helena never returned to inform him he’d been selected, as she did for so many others. 
 
    Osric thought he had an idea what the problem was: the Dvergar thought his loyalties were divided. They thought that if God or Rome gave him orders that conflicted with his obligations to the Dvergar, that he would obey the former—and of course, they were right. He’d received no orders from Rome but to minister the miners and, if possible, to their masters, but he did not pretend to be able to divine or control the will of God Himself.  
 
    That said, he’d begun to doubt his early, naïve belief that the Dvergar were wicked people. They were, he knew, outside of the salvation of God, but as he’d told young Stephen, even heathens were allowed a measure of grace. The Greeks and the Chinese had both built great civilizations, despite being heathens. Virtues were, to some extent, self-reinforcing, and perhaps certain groups of heathens, having been granted a supply of piety by their Creator, managed to multiply their talents and produce something of worth despite remaining in a state of sin. Conversely, evil was destructive: the tower of Babel fell because the corrupted motives of the builders turned them against each other. Perhaps, he thought, I am called to turn the Dvergar’s tower of Babel into a temple of God. 
 
    He felt, though, that he was in an impossible situation: to be of use to the project, he needed to remain pure of motive. But as long as his loyalty was to God, the Dvergar would not select him. It would take a miracle to prove his worth to them, the way God had proved Daniel’s worth to Nebuchadnezzar, but there was no lion’s den at Höfn—just a classroom of frightened peasant children. 
 
    By the time of his fourth interview with Helena, he had made peace with his situation. Perhaps he was meant for greater things in the future, but he would not get there by worrying about the present.  
 
    “You can still kill me, you know,” he said to Helena, as they stood on the beach watching barrels being unloaded from a knar. She had asked whether he resented them for bringing him to Höfn. 
 
    Helena, for once, was speechless. “What did you say?” she said after she had recovered. 
 
    “I apologize. I did not mean to shock you. I meant that if I cause you trouble, you could have me executed. I will not resist. It is considered a great honor in my religion to be martyred for the faith.” 
 
    “We aren’t going to execute you for your religion.” 
 
    “I was brought here under penalty of death.” 
 
    “Not for your religion.” 
 
    “Then I wasn’t brought here for fear that I might report what I have seen to Rome?” 
 
    “Fair enough,” Helena said. 
 
    “Forgive me, I know I am not supposed to speak openly about such things.” 
 
    “It’s all right, Osric. Speak what’s on your mind.” 
 
    “We both know what these interviews are about. I have been here four years. I see people disappearing Beyond the Pass.” 
 
    “You want to see for yourself.” 
 
    “No. Well, yes. But that is not the main reason I want to be selected. I think that I may be of greater use closer to the heart of your organization.” 
 
    “To us or to your God?” 
 
    “I serve God by serving my fellow men.” 
 
    “But you hope to transform our project.” 
 
    “It is the mission of every Christian to transform the world around him. Surely I wouldn’t be the first Christian to be selected?” 
 
    “No. Nor even the first priest. There are three others, that I know of. But you are different, Osric. There is something about you that I can’t quite pinpoint.” 
 
    “You still think I will somehow report to Rome about all I’ve seen? I assure you I have neither the desire nor the means. My mission is here.” 
 
    “It’s not that,” Helena said. “I have excellent intuition about people. To be honest, I think you would tell your superiors in the Church everything, if you could. I suspect you’ve already told them what you saw at the mine.” Osric opened his mouth to protest, but Helena held up a hand to silence him. “You do such things not out of malice, but because you sincerely believe, all evidence to the contrary, that the Church is the manifestation of God’s will on Earth. You believe you would be doing us a favor.” 
 
    “I would see all earthly powers bow to Rome,” Osric replied cautiously. 
 
    “Yes, and it’s that untainted idealism that makes you dangerous, whether or not you have any contact with the Church.” 
 
    “I mean no harm to you or your people,” Osric said. “I will submit to your authority, and if I find that my conscience will not allow me to fulfil the duties you’ve given me, I will decline respectfully and candidly and accept whatever punishment you consider appropriate. You needn’t worry about me grumbling in secret or fomenting unrest.” 
 
    Helena sighed. “I know all this, Osric. You don’t see it, but it’s these very traits that make you dangerous. Our project relies on a singular sense of purpose. The greatest threat to that sense of purpose is a competing ideology.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, I do not understand.” 
 
    “Of course not,” Helena said with a pained smile. “Osric, the fact is, we’re in desperate need of people like you. You are an excellent teacher, probably the best we’ve had at Höfn. Your talents are being wasted here. Some of my peers have raised concerns about the religious indoctrination you incorporate into your lessons—oh, yes, I assure you we know all about your curriculum. I assured them that a little religion is a good thing.” 
 
    “But only a little.” 
 
    Helena shrugged. “Humans are religious creatures. Something is going to fill that space in their souls, one way or another. I only get concerned when religion overwhelms the rational faculties.” 
 
    “Ah, now you are talking like a Greek.” 
 
    Helena smiled. “My father was a great scientist and philosopher. I take after him in some ways. He taught me about Aristotle’s Golden Mean—the desirable state between two extremes. My interpretation is that religious fanaticism is undesirable, but so is anti-religious fanaticism.” 
 
    “Aristotle was very wise,” Osric said, “for a heathen.” 
 
    Helena laughed. “And you are cagier than you let on, Osric. St. Paul said that faith is the assurance of things not seen, but I have always found that faith works better when supplemented with firsthand experience. Would you like to see for yourself what it Beyond the Pass?” 
 
    “Yes,” Osric said. “Very much.” 
 
    “Then I will recommend to my peers that you be extended an invitation. Don’t make me regret this.” 
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Thirty-two              
 
    Camp Armstrong—more commonly referred to by its inhabitants as Svartalfheim—was like nothing Osric had ever seen. It was much bigger than he imagined, with its dozens of buildings and nearly two thousand residents. At the same time, it was somewhat disappointing: he had been expecting the Tower of Babel, and instead he found a scattered assortment of turf longhouses and nondescript rectangular buildings. Any ordinary village in England was more picturesque than Svartalfheim. 
 
    His excitement at being promoted Beyond the Pass quickly turned to frustration, as he realized that he would remain in the dark as to most of the goings-on at the camp. Women and men—for there were far more of the former than the latter—walked to and from the buildings, discussing matters in hushed tones that were so far beyond Osric’s understanding that the snippets he caught were little more than gibberish. About half of these people had jobs he could at least comprehend: there were butchers, carpenters, men-at-arms, and many others, as well as quite a few teachers like himself. The rest of the inhabitants were “engineers,” of some kind or other. Osric gathered that there were many different types of engineers, and he saw that they worked and socialized in distinct groups, but in most cases he had no idea what they actually worked on. 
 
    The one exception were the engineers who worked on the machines that were used in and around Svartalfheim. The steam shovels, of which he had seen one model at the coalmine, remained the most overtly impressive, but there were dozens of other, smaller machines that were just as ingenious and useful. There were drilling machines, sawing machines, stone-cutting machines, nail-driving machines, and several others. Most of them were powered by engines that burned a clear liquid that Osric gathered was derived from the stuff in the barrels that were arriving in shipments several times a week now. The barrels were transported by mule cart to a building called a refinery, which was surrounded by several steel tanks as large as a house. He learned that much of the work at Svartalfheim was actually done underground, in a vast cave the Eidejelans called Hell. What this work consisted of, he had only the faintest inkling. 
 
    It became apparent within his first few weeks at Svartalfheim that much of the work that went on there was not work at all, in the ordinary sense. The engineers—at least the better and more senior ones—seemed to spend most of their time not actually building machinery, but rather thinking of ways to build different, or better machinery. Operation of the existing machines was left to students or less experienced engineers. There were, Helena had informed him when first arrived, three buildings full of people whose job was simply to keep track of which problems still needed to be solved and who was working on them. Osric had thought she was joking. As he continued to observe the inhabitants over the following months, though, he found that these “managers” took their jobs very seriously. He began to think of them as monks, wrestling with seemingly insoluble problems, sometime alone and sometimes in concert—except that instead of grappling with problems like free will or the existence of evil, they dealt with matters of physics and alchemy. Shortly after he arrived, there was no small amount of rejoicing over the successful development of a process to fabricate something called “vacuum tubes.” The enthusiasm over vacuum tubes, however, quickly gave way to despair over their efforts to build “turbopumps.” It all sounded like nonsense to him, and he knew better than to press for explanations. 
 
    It was becoming more and more difficult for Osric to imagine that the Eidejelans were evil. They treated him well and were generally kind and respectful to each other, despite the fact that they obviously hailed from many different lands. Although their project was clearly of a massive scale, their day-to-day activities seemed mundane. There were no demonic rituals or strange incantations, as far as he could tell. In fact, most of the people seemed to lack strong religious inclinations. Some of the Norsemen met on occasion to praise Odin or give thanks to Freya, and their funeral ceremonies were grand affairs with much talk about gods and Valhalla, but daily life was, for Osric’s tastes, almost painfully secular. There were no Christian church services, and to his shame he had not yet broached the matter with the authorities. If the engineers were monks, problem-solving was their religion. 
 
    Among the Eidejelans were three individuals who were treated with special deference, almost as if they were dukes or bishops. Their accents were curious as well; they spoke Frankish tinged with hints of another, vaguely Germanic language, that the three of them sometimes used with each other. Their names were Gabe, O’Brien, and Reyes. Reyes was nominally in charge of Svartalfheim and apparently the rest of the Eidejelan operations, although she often deferred to Gabe, O’Brien, or one of the other members of a group called the Operations Committee. 
 
    Osric saw little of Reyes; she was nearly always in her office in the largest administrative building. She always seemed tired and anxious to him, as if she were bearing a great weight. She never spoke to Osric, but from the way he occasionally saw her interacting with others, he grew to like her. Despite not knowing the nature of the Eidejelans’ project, he often found himself praying that God would grant her strength for her task. 
 
    O’Brien was something of a mystery to Osric; he was good-natured but always seemed a bit ill at ease with himself. Osric gathered that he had sacrificed much during the early years of their project, and these days he spent most of his time with his wife, Helena, and their son. 
 
    Osric was not fond of Gabe, Reyes’s second-in-command, who was in charge of Svartalfheim’s weapons and defense. Osric had met men like Gabe, who were more comfortable in wartime than in peace. Such men, he thought, had a cruel streak that would find its way to the surface if it were left dormant too long. Behind Gabe’s sardonic smile was a desire to cause pain. 
 
    The next year year at Svartalfheim was much like Osric’s three years at Höfn. He spent his days teaching and his nights reading. He was excited to learn when he arrived that Svartalfheim had a library containing, among many other books, the complete works of Aristotle and Augustine. Many of the other books were in languages he didn’t recognize, much less understand. He hoped someday he would be able to read them. 
 
    He did start a small church his second year at Svartalfheim, with the blessing of the Committee, which seemed to have been swayed by Helena’s argument that a little religion was a good thing. He later learned from a candid conversation with Helena that some of the Committee members hoped that indoctrination into Christianity would make the Norsemen less susceptible to superstition, which at times conflicted with their responsibilities.  
 
    The church never grew beyond twenty people, due more to the all-consuming nature of Pleiades than any competition from the Norse religion or any of the dozen other pagan sects that were represented at Svartalfheim. One of his first converts was Nikolai, the young man who had been convinced of the wickedness of the Dvergar. Nikolai’s attitude had softened since arriving at Svartalfheim; he now worked as an engineer in Hell. 
 
    Osric got along well with the others at Svartalfheim, but he never quite felt at home. To his students and churchgoers, he was an authority figure; among the engineers and other teachers, he was an oddball. Most of those who came to Svartalfheim left their previous lives behind to become Eidejelans, but Osric clung to his religion and the authority of Rome. He missed his brethren in the priesthood, and he was wracked with guilt that he’d not given a confession in ten years. He was, like Abraham, a stranger in a strange land. 
 
    The person he felt closest to was, oddly enough, Nikolai. The two of them often went for long walks in the hills north of Svartalfheim. But toward the end of Osric’s tenth year in Iceland, Nikolai grew increasingly withdrawn. He lost interest in walks and philosophical discussions, spending more and more of his time in the cave, working on whatever it was that he did. Warm weather was precious in Iceland, but Nikolai spent almost the entire summer of the year 918 underground. When he missed Osric’s Sunday service two weeks in a row, Osric went to see him in his dormitory. 
 
    “What is troubling you, Nikolai?” he asked. 
 
    “I can’t talk about it, Father,” Nikolai replied. “My work….” 
 
    “I know, it’s a secret. I’m not asking you to break your vow. But surely you can speak in general terms? Are they making you work on something that violates your conscience?” He knew that Gabe had been working on new weapons—horrible bombs that would splatter flaming goo on men, burning their flesh and sucking the air out of their lungs. He had seen them testing them in the hills. 
 
    “What if I was, Father? What should I do?” 
 
    “You must stop.” 
 
    “And then what? They’ll kill me, and someone will fill my place. It will make no difference at all.” 
 
    He assumed Nikolai’s talk of killing was hyperbole: Executions were rare at Svartalfheim, and they were reserved for those who committed serious crimes, such as murder or treason. He knew of one man who, after getting drunk and speaking too freely in a tavern in Portsmouth, was hauled back to Svartalfheim to be disemboweled while he was still alive. The Eidejel took betrayal seriously, but they would not kill a man simply for refusing to do his job. “They will find another job for you. You are a talented engineer.” 
 
    “What if I was the only one who could do it?” Nikolai said? “What if Pleiades would fail without me?” 
 
    Osric thought for a moment. He had to admit, the question made him uncomfortable. He believed Reyes was a good person, but she’d given the order to have that traitor tortured to death, because she had believed it necessary for the survival of the project. If traitors weren’t deal with harshly, it would only be a matter of time before someone found them out. What would Reyes do to Nikolai if his work were critical to the success of Pleiades, and he refused to do it?  
 
    “Things can’t be that dire,” Osric said, aware that he was ducking the question. 
 
    Nikolai was silent for some time. At last, he said, “Who do you confess to, Father?” 
 
    “I pray to God and to Mary to intercede for me,” Osric said. “I have no one else to confess to.” 
 
    “For four years?” 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    “Could you have asked for forgiveness before you left? For any sins that you might commit while you’re here, I mean.” 
 
    Osric thought of the lies the Pope had instructed him to tell. “Grace is not a treasure that can be accumulated in advance, I’m afraid.” 
 
    Nikolai nodded slowly. After a moment, he said, “I have done terrible things. I am afraid I will do more.” 
 
    “I can offer you absolution for the things you have done,” Osric said, “but your confession must be sincere. You cannot confess while harboring the intention to sin again.” 
 
    Osric nodded again, a somber look on his face. “I have to go, Father. I have work to do.” 
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Thirty-three                        
 
    Camp Jemison, Jutland (Denmark): September 8, 908 A.D. (25 years after the lander crash) 
 
      
 
    Camp Jemison, near the east coast of the southern part of the Jutland peninsula, was the smallest of all of the Eidejelans’ operations. It consisted of twelve men who lived in a single timber frame building near a gravel pit. On any given day, eight of these men would be digging in the gravel with shovels. Two more would be pushing wheelbarrows up a path to a covered shelter near a creek, where the gravel would be dumped into a hopper and mixed with water from the creek. The mixture would fall into a centrifuge powered by a small waterwheel in the creek. The water, gravel and sand would spill out of the centrifuge and slide down a chute away from the site. Gold, which was heavier than the gravel, remained in the bottom of the centrifuge. The gold—mostly fine particles smaller than a grain of sand—was scooped out periodically and put in cloth bags. These were deposited in a heavy wooden chest, to which only the foreman, named Lars, held the key. Once a month or so, a karve would arrive, and men from the ship would travel the twenty miles overland to pick up the bags of gold and carry them to the karve. The karve, which was usually already loaded with wheat flour, cotton, flax, or some other good, would then return to Höfn, or sometimes one of the satellite locations along the coast, usually by a circuitous route to avoid being tracked.  
 
    The men at the mine were armed with swords or spears, but there was no other security, the idea being to leave as little a temporal footprint as possible. Gold would not officially be discovered in this area until the twentieth century, and then it would only be trace deposits, barely worth panning for. After poring over mining records and geological data for several weeks, O’Brien had picked this spot for surveying. He had deliberately passed over several larger, more concentrated deposits of gold partly in eastern Europe because those sites were too obvious: whether the Cho-ta’an knew what they were up to was unclear, but the Cho-ta’an knew the value of gold, and they had access to the same historical records as the Eidejelans. If there were any Cho-ta’an left alive on Earth, it would only be a matter of time before they located the Eidejelan mine. 
 
    O’Brien’s hunch had paid off: there was more gold in this area than the historical record indicated—perhaps because the Eidejelans had exhausted it before anyone else thought to look for it. Camp Jemison had been their primary source of gold for three years now. The gold from this site was the chief ingredient in the counterfeit coins that came from the mint Eckart had created: they produced better-than-real versions of Saxon, Frankish and Byzantine currency. 
 
    There was little chance of local interference: the farmland in this area was poor, so it was sparsely populated. The few shepherds and fishermen in the area were well aware that the gold mining operation was under the protection of Harald Fairhair and, by extension, his erstwhile ally, King Olof of Denmark. So while each bag of gold extracted at Camp Jemison was worth more than one of the local peasants would earn in a lifetime, the miners did not worry much about thieves or brigands. Stationing another twenty men to guard the operation would only have drawn attention. That had been the reasoning of the Committee, anyway, but the Committee had not anticipated the Cho-ta’an’s own hunger for gold. 
 
    The three Cho-ta’an who had survived the crash thirteen years earlier had used gold from the beginning to buy the loyalty of human allies. Gold was used in many components in Cho-ta’an spacecraft, and, knowing the value of gold in medieval Europe, they had salvaged as much of it as they could. It was enough to buy them a contingent of mercenaries who were willing to overlook their benefactors’ strange appearance and behavior in exchange for more money than they had seen in their lives. After the Viking siege of Paris ended and Kulchirran was killed in Scotland, Gurryek and Tharres, worried that the authorities in Paris had learned of the presence of the aliens in Frankia, had fled south to the same estate where they had engineered the plague. Having lost contact with their own ship, they were now blind to the spacemen’s movements and could do little but wait and ponder their next move. 
 
    The gold soon ran out, and their human minions deserted them. One of them evidently decided he could keep the money flowing a little longer by alerting the local authorities to the aliens’ presence. Tharres and Gurryek were forced to flee the estate on foot. They were separated, and Gurryek was captured by a Burgundian mob who, Tharres learned later, turned him over to the bishop at Toulouse.  
 
    Gurryek was apprehended two days later by the retinue of a knight named Bruno, who had been summoned by the Duke of Burgundy to defend the duchy against Viking invaders whom the King of France had allowed to pass down the Seine. The Duke was in some financial difficulty at the time, and as a result, Bruno’s retinue—fourteen men in all—had not been paid for some time. Tharres convinced them he had a secret cache of gold near Toulouse with which he could make them all rich men if they let him live. Bruno, unsure why he should risk his life and that of his men to save Burgundy when the King himself couldn’t be bothered to defend the country, agreed to follow Tharres to the gold. Bruno’s men located a steed for the alien, giving him a long cloak with a hood to hide his appearance. 
 
    There had, in fact, been a gold mine in Salsigne, near Toulouse, which Tharres had hoped to exploit in the future. Although the ancient Romans had mined iron at the site, gold would not officially be discovered there until the late nineteenth century. Tharres had promised the knight a hidden cache of gold, not a mine, but this misrepresentation might have been forgiven if the gold were easily accessible. Unfortunately, the ore was mixed with pyrite and other minerals, making it difficult to extract. Tharres demonstrated that the gold could be extracted with some effort, but Bruno’s men were not interested in becoming minors. Worse, they would be thieves, as the mine was in territory that was technically the property of the Duke of Burgundy.  
 
    By this time, though, Bruno and his men were already facing the Duke’s wrath for deserting, and their options were limited. Tharres begged their forgiveness, claiming that he would make it up to them by bringing them to a place where silver could be picked up from the ground. This claim had some truth to it: Tharres knew the locations of several future silver mines in Saxony. But the Bruno’s men, who had been promised gold, demanded that Tharres make good on his promise. Unfortunately, the Salsigne site had been their best bet for gold; he knew of no other substantial gold deposits in Europe that were not already being mined. Desperate to save his skin, Tharres promised the men he knew of a remote area in Jutland where gold was plentiful. He knew trace amounts of gold had been found there in the twenty-first century place in Jutland, and he hoped it would be enough to convince the men of his worth. Bruno, now nearly as desperate as Tharres, agreed. The men traveled overland across Frankia and Saxony, explaining to anyone along the way that they were escorting an elderly priest who suffered from leprosy. Finally they arrived in Jutland, where Bruno, reconnoitering the area Tharres specified, found a gold extraction operation already underway. 
 
    Tharres, deducing that men at the mine worked for the survivors of the crash, found himself in the position to solve two problems at once: his men would kill the miners and steal the gold, leaving the foreman alive so Tharres could interrogate him about the location of the spacemen’s stronghold. To assuage the Bruno’s conscience and ensure him there would be no undesirable repercussions, Tharres informed him that these men were outlaws trespassing on land owned by the King of Denmark. That Bruno and his men were trespassing as well was left unmentioned. 
 
    The battle was over in a few minutes. One man slit the throat of the man standing watch, and another doused the miner’s quarters with oil and set it on fire. The rest of the miners, save the foreman, were killed as they ran out of the building. The foreman had been identified the previous day and was easily identified by his blazing red hair and thick beard. Despite this, Bruno’s men had nearly murdered him in their enthusiasm: he lost his left eye and his right hand before Tharres managed to put a stop to the fracas. Bruno’s men suffered no losses and were overjoyed to find a fortune in gold in a chest hidden under the floor of the miner’s quarters. Bruno, the fifth son of a minor nobleman whose estate had been lost to Norse advances a few years earlier, decided a career as an outlaw was more promising than an attempt to secure some pittance by risking his life for the Duke of Burgundy. Tharres assured Bruno he knew of many more caches of gold and silver. 
 
    Bruno and his men spent the next three days at the miner’s quarters, drinking the miners’ beer and making plans for spending their gold. Tharres had them tie the foreman to a tree. While Bruno’s men caroused, he interrogated the foreman until he finally confessed that he knew of a place called Höfn, in southeastern Iceland, which was a façade hiding a clandestine operation of some sort. The man had told some version of this story several times over the past three days, with the location changing from the Shetlands to Ireland to the Orkneys to Norway, but the Höfn version rang true to him. He cut the foreman’s throat and informed Bruno and his men that their next destination was in Iceland.   
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Thirty-four       
 
    One day in early Autumn, one of the other teachers, a woman named Ingrid, burst into Osric’s classroom and told him to come with her immediately. Ingrid had been working with some of the more advanced students on a sort of mathematics that was foreign to Osric. He suspected these students were working on the machines called rockets, which were vertical tubes with a rounded cone at the top and fins like a fish’s on the bottom. The rockets would soar into the air on a plume of fire and then fall back to the Earth a minute or two later. Osric had never seen one up close, but he gathered that some of them were as tall as a man. The rockets had no practical purpose that he could discern, but these days he saw one about once a week. There was no telling where the rockets would launch from: sometimes he saw them in the east, sometimes in the west, sometimes far in the north. Occasionally he would even see one at night, far out to sea. Knowing the Dvergar’s obsession with secrecy, he was at first confused by their willingness to draw attention to themselves in this way, but eventually he understood their strategy: they launched so many rockets, from so many different locations, that it would be impossible for anyone to determine where they originated. Osric hoped Ingrid was inviting him to see one of the rocket launches up close. 
 
    “Might my students come as well?” Osric asked. 
 
    “Of course!” Ingrid cried excitedly. “All of you! Come!” 
 
    “All right, that’s enough for today,” Osric said. “Let’s see what Ingrid has to show us.” 
 
    By the time Osric was out the door, Ingrid was halfway across the campus, running toward the northwest. Fearing that he’d lose her, Osric ran, trusting that his mostly younger and more spry students would keep up.  
 
    As they ran past the buildings of the campus, Osric noticed the place was practically deserted. Did everyone know about this demonstration but him? Ingrid, heading up the gravel path into the hills, continued to outpace him, and Osric ran faster. After rounding several small hills, he found himself coming up on a crowd of several hundred people who had lined up along a fence made interlinked wire. All of the uniformed security officers who ordinarily patrolled the campus at Svartalfheim, armed with swords and pistols, seemed to be here.  
 
    As Osric approached, he saw that beyond the fence was a road made of asphalt that extended over a hundred yards both to his left and to his right. At the end of the road, on his left, was a large rectangular building that was about three stories tall. In the side facing him was a large door that was open, and emerging from the opening was the most amazing contraption Osric had ever seen—more amazing than even the steam shovel. 
 
    The thing rolled on the ground on three rubber tires of the sort that the Eidejelans used on many of their vehicles. It had on the front of it a device that moved so quickly that it took Osric a moment to realize that it was moving at all: it was a sort of bladed fan that spun like a screw, blowing wind along the contoured edges of the machine. The machine made a terrible racket, louder than any of the machines he had heard at Svartalfheim. Osric realized as the machine gained speed that the screw was a means of propulsion: rather than using an engine that caused the wheels to turn, the machine relied on the movement of the fan blades to pull it forward. But why use such an absurd method of locomotion? The long, fixed wings extending from the body of the thing should have been a clue, but Osric didn’t figure it out until the machine had leapt into the air. 
 
    It leapt into the air! Osric could hardly believe it. A great metal machine, as big as a karve, soaring into the air like a bird. Gasps and cheers went up from the crowd. Some, like Osric, were shocked into silence; others seemed to have had some idea what to expect from the demonstration. Osric couldn’t imagine how many engineers had worked on this thing. As the machine continued to rise, the sound of its motor faded and it became a barely visible dot in the sky, its painted gray exterior blending into the clear blue sky. Osric supposed the machine was made of steel, or perhaps the lighter metal the engineers called aluminum, which was mined somewhere north of Svartalfheim. He would not have guessed that even a machine made of the lightest wood could fly, but he couldn’t deny what he was seeing. It was wonderful. 
 
    The machine turned to the left, making a broad arc in the sky to turn back toward the crowd. Osric supposed the machine could go higher, perhaps higher even than the birds flew, but it stayed low so the spectators could see it—or perhaps because the pilot was still learning how to fly it. There was, Osric saw now, a sort of glass bubble at the top of the machine, in which the head of a man was visible as the machine roared overhead. Cheers went up again, and several people congratulated Helena and O’Brien, who stood nearby. Osric supposed that O’Brien had worked on the design of the craft, but as the machine circled back again, he saw the reason for the broad smile on O’Brien’s face: the pilot was his son, Michael. 
 
    Michael, who was only eighteen, was a combination of the best and worst of his parents: he was brilliant, handsome, arrogant and supercilious, with a seemingly endless supply of nervous energy. He held the title of engineer, like a thousand other people at Svartalfheim, but it had been clear to Osric since Michael was a boy that he was a different breed. Everyone took notice when Michael entered a room, and Osric realized now that he hadn’t seen Michael for several weeks. Was there another secret facility, somewhere even more remote, where they tested flying machines?  
 
    “It’s called an airplane,” Ingrid said, coming up alongside him. “I’ve known about it for a year, but I couldn’t say anything. They needed me to teach their engineers how to perform something called differential equations. They were having problems with turbulence.” 
 
    “Turbulence,” Osric repeated. It was one of those pidgin Latin words the Eidejelans used for some arcane concept of interest to engineers, like amplitude, acoustic or refrigerate. Whatever turbulence meant in the context of airplanes, it was clearly undesirable. 
 
    “It’s called a P-51 Mustang,” Ingrid said. The airplane had arced again, and Osric saw that it was lined up with the road it had launched from. Michael was bringing the airplane back to the ground. 
 
    “What on Earth is a Mustang?” Osric said.  
 
    “I asked the same thing,” Ingrid replied. “Apparently it’s a kind of horse. A corruption of the Latin mixta.” 
 
    More pidgin Latin, Osric thought. Animalia mixta were mongrels. Fitting for a machine built by Vikings to be flown by a man who was half-Greek and half-Irish. He liked the sound of this word. 
 
    The airplane was now on the ground, still moving fast but slowing as it neared the building at the far end of the asphalt road. The crowd erupted into cheers again. 
 
    “It’s marvelous, isn’t it?” Ingrid said. 
 
    Osric nodded. It really was. He had been expecting a Tower of Babel, but the Eidejelans had surpassed his wildest imaginings, building a machine that could carry a man higher than the tallest building ever built. It was an act of phenomenal hubris, and yet Osric couldn’t help feeling proud. It was an unprecedented accomplishment, and Osric had contributed to it, in a small way. For the first time since arriving at Höfn, he felt he was where he needed to be. Perhaps he was not called to save the Eidejelans. Perhaps it was enough for him simply to be a part of this. 
 
    As the Mustang rolled to a stop, one of the uniformed officers opened a gate in the fence to let O’Brien and Helena onto the asphalt. The glass canopy on the top of the Mustang folded to the side on a hinge, and Michael climbed out of the machine and dropped to the ground. O’Brien and Helena met him at the plane, shaking his hand and hugging him. O’Brien pointed across the strip of asphalt to where Reyes, Gabe, and several other members of the Committee waited on chairs lining the rear of a raised wooden platform. Michael waved to the crowd and then the three of them turned to walk to the platform. 
 
    While Michael and his parents traversed the asphalt, Reyes got up from her seat and walked to a podium at the front of the platform. With a smile on her face, Reyes raised her hands to silence the crowd. She reached forward to adjust a device of some kind that had been affixed to the podium, and for the moment the air was filled with a horrible screeching sound. Osric, seeing that the engineers in the crowd didn’t seem concerned, swallowed his worry that something had gone terribly wrong. 
 
    “Sorry about that,” Reyes said. “We’re still working out the bugs with amplified audio.” 
 
    Amplified audio, Osric thought. What a bizarre way of speaking. 
 
    “Thank you all for coming,” Reyes went on. “As I’m sure you realize, this is a big day for us. We’ve worked a very long time to be able to accomplish manned flight, and all of you here have been a part of that—many of you without even realizing it. All of us on the Committee and the aeronautics team appreciate your faith in us and this project. You may not have known what you were working toward, but you put your all into it anyway, believing that we are building a better future together. Secrecy was necessary to get us to this point, because there are those who would stop us or steal our wealth and technology for themselves if they could. Secrecy will still be paramount going forward, but this flight marks a milestone in this project. To be honest, it simply isn’t possible to keep an aerospace project secret from the people working on it. As I’m sure most of you know already, the overarching project that Svartalfheim and all our auxiliary sites are working toward is something called Pleiades. In Greek mythology, the Pleiades are the seven daughters of the titan Atlas. It is also the name of a constellation of stars, billions of miles away from us. Pleiades is where we are going.” 
 
    Confused murmurs and a few cheers went up from the crowd. Many, including Osric, seemed to be waiting to see if Reyes was joking. 
 
    “I know it sounds absurd,” Reyes went on, “but an hour ago, most of you would have said the same of building a machine that allows a man to fly. Frankly, I never really believed we would get to this point, and we still have a long way to go. But this flight today proves it’s possible. We are going to put a human being into space. We are going to do this not simply to show it can be done, although that’s reason enough. We’re doing it because the future of humanity depends on it. In this world, the nations quarrel with each other, but where I am from, all of humanity is united in a war for its survival against a single enemy. If that war is lost, humanity is doomed. The Norse call it Ragnarök, the end of all things. 
 
    “I intend to win that war, and to do so, we must take the fight to our enemy, across the stars. The ship that will take us there will be called the Iron Dragon, and today we have made the first small steps toward making that ship a reality. I may be crazy, but I’ve gotten us this far.” 
 
    The crowd erupted into cheers. Even Osric found himself cheering. It was good to hear Reyes talk this way. She seemed twenty years younger, the way she must have been when she and the others first founded this settlement. 
 
    “Make no mistake,” Reyes went on. “Our enemies are still out there, hunting us, waiting for us to slip up and reveal ourselves so they can strike. It should go without saying that not a word of what I’ve said must leave Svartalfheim. Our purpose and our location must remain secret. My hope is that knowledge of our goal will inspire all of you to redouble your efforts on this project. We’ve made a lot of progress, but there is still much work to be done. And on that note, I will turn the podium over to our pilot, Michael O’Brien.” 
 
    Cheers and applause went up from the crowd as Michael walked toward the stage, stopping along the way to shake hands with many of the men and women clustered to the side of the stage, whom Osric assumed were the engineers who had built the airplane. As he neared the stage, though, a disturbance broke out among the engineers farther back. One of the security officers was trying to prevent a tall, lean man from getting to the stairs. A loud bang rang out, followed by shouts and screams. The security officer disappeared from view, and the tall man ran up the stairs. Osric’s chest tightened as he realized he knew the man: it was Nikolai. 
 
    The weather was sunny and warm, but Nikolai wore a bulky wool coat. Reyes, still at the podium, began to back away, holding her hands in the air. The Committee members at the back of the stage got to their feet. All around the stage, people continued to shout and scream. The crowd was in chaos. 
 
    Thoughts raced through Osric’s head. What had Nikolai said to him? I have done terrible things. I am afraid I will do more. Had Nikolai been talking about his work on Pleiades or about what he was planning today? Perhaps both. 
 
    Osric realized during those surreal seconds, watching him cross the stage toward Reyes, that Nikolai had never changed his opinion of the Eidejelans. He’d always believed they were evil. He’d played a long game, the same as Osric, but he’d been better at it. He’d insinuated himself into the heart of the program, making them dependent on him. Maybe he’d been sabotaging the project in subtle ways up until now, but decided he wasn’t doing enough to stop them, or maybe this is what he’d had in mind all along. At the last moment, he’d given Osric a chance to stop him, to talk him out of it, but Osric, blinded by his own need to see the good in both Nikolai and the Eidejelans, had failed. 
 
    It might have been far worse if that security officer at the base of the stage hadn’t noticed something was wrong and drawn attention to Nikolai. It gave Eckart just enough time to tackle Reyes, putting himself between her and Nikolai. 
 
    The blast ripped the stage to pieces, knocking those standing nearby to the ground. Osric was a good hundred yards away, and he felt it in his eardrums. Hot wind roared over the crowd, and they were showered with pebbles and wood debris. Sand got in Osric’s eyes, blinding him, and he heard nothing but ringing. Something hard struck his forehead, and he fell to his knees, choking on the smoky air, tears pouring from his eyes.  
 
    When he could hear again, his ears were filled with screams. Someone tripped over his legs, and a boot trampled his hand. Slowly, the smoke began to clear, and as he blinked away the last of the sand, he looked around. The crowd around him had mostly cleared out, but a few dozen people remained in the immediate area, nursing minor injuries or helping others who were hurt. Ingrid and his students seemed to be gone. On the other side of the asphalt, things were much worse: the stage was a mass of charred, smoking debris. Dead and bleeding people lay on the ground all around. A security officer was cradling a small, dark-haired woman in his arms. Reyes. She wasn’t moving. 
 
    Osric became aware of a man shouting orders. He tore his eyes away from Reyes’s limp body to see Gabe standing to the side of the stage, looking unhurt. Many others were standing around, looking dazed, but Osric didn’t recognize any of them. He didn’t see Michael, O’Brien or Helena. He couldn’t tell if any of the other Committee members had survived. There was only Gabe, standing there in the rubble, unscathed, as if he’d been spared by the Devil himself. Of course Gabe had survived. This was his moment. Osric had somehow always known it. There had been good in Reyes, but Reyes was dead, and now Gabe was in charge. And he was going to rain hellfire down on anyone who had anything to do with this sabotage. 
 
    Osric, feeling Gabe’s eyes on him, turned and stumbled, unthinking, away from the site. He had to get away from here. Away from Gabe. He made his way up the path back to Svartalfheim, ignoring the people in his way who shouted questions at him. He found himself some time later, sitting on his cot in his little room in the dormitory, staring into a little hand mirror one of his students had given him as a gift. A rivulet of blood was drying on his forehead, stemming from a place on his scalp where he’d been struck by piece of the stage. He went down the hall to the wash room and cleaned up as best he could, then returned to his room. His faculties were beginning to return to him, but thinking about what to do next made his head hurt. He was so tired. He just wanted to lie down on his cot and go to sleep, but something in the back of his head told him there was no time for that. 
 
    Nikolai had told him what he was going to do. I have done terrible things. I am afraid I will do more. How much more obvious could he have been? Nikolai was a member of Osric’s congregation. He had confessed to Osric. Osric would have to admit to this. If Osric lied to them, they would know. They always knew. Helena could see right through him. Helena was dead, though. Or was she? 
 
    It didn’t matter. Gabe wouldn’t wait for confirmation. He would have Osric tortured to death just to make a point. They couldn’t punish Nikolai; he was already dead. But they would need to punish someone. Osric was not afraid of death, but he was afraid of Gabe. Gabe would make him suffer for what he had done, and for what he had failed to do. 
 
    He had to run. A crazy thought. No one runs. Running will just make you look guilty. There’s no place to go. The people in the settlements to the west will send you right back here. And to the east…. 
 
    To the east. The lone shepherd. What had he said, so many years ago? I won’t shed a tear if they lose a few strays. Did that shepherd still live in his little house against the cliff? Was he still alive at all? Would he take Osric in, perhaps help him get to the fishing village to the northeast? The workers had nearly completed a defensive fence around Svartalfheim, but there were still gaps where a person could slip through. 
 
    It was worth a try. He had no other options. If he stayed, he would die, slowly, and in great pain. If he ran, he might still perish, but even death from exposure was preferable to what Gabe would do to him. Osric would not commit suicide, but he could not be blamed if he died in an effort to save his own life, no matter how vain that effort might be. He had one chance, now, while Svartalfheim was in chaos and no one was looking for him. 
 
    He would run.  
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Thirty-five       
 
    Tharres had lost all his possessions in the flight from the estate in Burgundy, including his personal computer with the record of Earth’s history. He now had only his own memories to rely on. He only remembered the locations of the gold deposits in Salsigne and Jutland because he had spent a great deal of time since the crash studying such things. He’d lost his compass as well, which meant that he would be relying on medieval navigational technology to get to Iceland. 
 
    They purchased a boat in southern Jutland, proffering enough gold dust to forestall any questions about who they were or how they had come into such wealth. They sold their horses and their tunics and banners that bore the markings of Bruno’s family, convinced that Tharres would lead them to enough riches to buy a kingdom of their own. 
 
    The ship, which they christened Goldleaf, was a Danish-built knar that could be rowed by a crew of twelve men. As none of the men had any sailing experience, Tharres also hired a Danish coxswain named Ask, who assured Tharres he’d sailed from Jutland to Norway and Iceland on many occasions. They set sail on a sunny June day, with a strong wind out of the south. 
 
    The wind carried them along the eastern coast, and they rounded the tip of Jutland two days later. The wind remained strong as they bore to the west. When they reached the Orkneys, they would turn northwest toward Iceland. Tharres hoped to make landfall just to the southeast of Reykjavik and then sail along the coast to the east, looking for the settlement the foreman had called Höfn. The man, delirious with pain, had been consistent in his description of the settlement, saying it was located just inland of a natural harbor in the southeast of Iceland. 
 
    They were about two hundred miles south of Iceland when the weather changed. A wind blew from the south, carrying with it black clouds that obscured the sun. The inexperienced men struggled vainly with the sail as the sea turned rough and they were pelted with stinging rain. Before they could get the sail furled, the mast cracked, and oars were useless against the maelstrom. Over the next two days, as the storm raged on, Goldleaf was blown hundreds of miles off course. The clouds finally cleared, and one of the men spotted land off the port bow. As another bank of storm clouds moved in, they rowed furiously toward land. They pulled the boat in on a desolate, rocky shore and turned it upside down to huddle underneath it as the rain and wind continued for several hours. They spent a night sleeping under the boat, shivering in the cold. 
 
    When the weather abated the next morning, Ask took a look around and proclaimed that they had arrived in Iceland. Tharres, who was increasingly dubious of the coxswain’s expertise, had his doubts. These doubts were confirmed the next day, when Bruno’s men encountered the crew of a Norse ship who had been blown aground by the same storm. The men were friendly enough but unexpectedly well-disciplined for a Viking crew; their coxswain, a man name Jorgen, did most of the talking. Tharres, not wanting to spook the strangers, had hidden himself in the rocks while they were some distance off. 
 
    Jorgen informed Bruno that they were in a place called Greenland. Jorgen’s crew intended to remain there until the winds were favorable again. As the storm had ceased and the winds were now strong out of the southwest, this caused some puzzlement among Bruno’s men: unless the Vikings intended to travel farther west, the wind was as good as it was going to get. Jorgen was pleasant but noncommittal in the face of their questions; he made it clear that although he had no room in his ship for more men, his crew would do what they could to repair Goldleaf’s mast. He even offered them some provisions, in case their voyage took longer than expected. 
 
    Bruno had told him they were mercenaries on their way to take part in the fighting in Northumbria. If Jorgen was surprised they had gone so far off course, he didn’t show it. When he asked which side they intended to fight on in Northumbria, Bruno told him they hadn’t decided yet, provoking guffaws from Jorgen’s crew. These Norsemen apparently had no great affinity for the kinsmen fighting the Saxons.  What drew Tharres’s attention, though, as he peered through a cleft in the rocks, was the item Jorgen pulled from his pocket as his men were leaving to return to their ship: Tharres couldn’t get a good look from his hiding place, but the way Jorgen glanced at it and then toward the horizon, he was almost certain it was a compass.  
 
    The Norsemen embarked six days later, when the wind shifted again. They sailed southwest. Goldleaf’s mast had been repaired four days earlier, but Bruno, at Tharres’s urging, coached four of his men to feign illness, preventing them from departing for Northumberland. When the Viking ship’s sail was only half-visible over the horizon, Goldleaf set sail after it. By this time, Tharres had told Bruno and his men a very fragmentary and self-serving account of the Eidejelans, not unlike the one Gurryek, unbeknownst to Tharres, had told the Pope. The Eidejelans, Tharres explained, used occultic divination to locate gold deposits and other great wealth, which they would use to install a false Pope and establish a new Roman Empire under the control of the Antichrist. Bruno, Ask and the others became convinced that they were not only going to get very rich; they were going to save all of Christendom in the process. 
 
    A key step in the process of establishing the reign of the Antichrist, Tharres told them, was to first establish dominion over an untamed land far to the west, rich in gold and populated by heathen savages. The Eidejelans would take advantage of the naivete of the savages, converting them to their cause through the teaching of a false gospel. They would create of the savages a great army that would sweep across Christendom, deposing the rightful rulers of Frankia, Saxony and Burgundy. Bruno’s men had been called to stop them and establish a new kingdom in the land across the sea, with Bruno as king. 
 
    The truth was that Tharres had begun to doubt the veracity of the foreman’s claims about a secret stronghold in Iceland. The man had said a great many things under duress, most of which were so fanciful that Tharres had dismissed them out of hand. He began to wonder if the foreman had sensed that Tharres was receptive to the Iceland story and had seized on it as his only chance to make the pain stop. In contrast, Tharres had no doubt that Jorgen and his men were in the employ of the spacemen, and that they would lead him directly to one of their bases. 
 
    For three days they followed the Vikings across the sea, often losing sight of the ship as it dipped below the horizon. It vanished for the last time the evening of the third day, and for another four days they sailed alone on the open sea. At last one of the men spotted land, and they sailed close to shore and then rowed south until they found a beach where they could land. They had barely dragged Goldleaf onto the beach when they were accosted by nearly naked men who emerged from the woods and surrounded them, jeering at them with strange cries and brandishing flint-tipped spears. Bruno and his men drew their swords, but Tharres urged them to remain calm. Unarmed, he took a step forward and removed his hood. The Indians gasped and fell back in fear. After a moment, one man dropped his spear and fell to his knees, prostrating himself before Tharres. Several others quickly did the same, and soon the entire group lay on the ground before him. 
 
    “Tell your men to put away their weapons, Bruno,” Tharres said. “We find ourselves among allies.” 
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Thirty-six              
 
    Edward, King of the Saxons, sat on his horse at the crest of a hill overlooking the burning buildings of the village below. It was just past noon on a crisp Autumn day, the morning fog having given way to the gray haze of smoke from the Viking fortifications. Near the center of the village, a hundred or so men huddled together: this was where Edward’s troops had rounded up prisoners. Only a few corpses were visible from Edward’s vantagepoint, mostly Norsemen.  
 
    The men of Wessex had come upon the Vikings at Lincolnshire suddenly just after dawn, slaughtering the watchmen before they could raise an alarm, and moving quickly to take control of key points in and around the town. It had been a skillfully executed assault, but their success was due as much to the sloppiness of the defenders. The Norsemen had traded raiding and adventure for a quiet life of farming in the English countryside, and now they were as vulnerable as the Saxons had been a few generations earlier. Edward smiled at the reversal: it had been a long time coming.  
 
    Since the Danes first invaded the shores of Northumberland over a hundred years earlier, the rulers of Mercia and Wessex had resisted the advance of the Norsemen as best they could, but the invaders had been too numerous—and the defenders too scattered and disorganized—to forestall the conquest of most of Britain. The year Edward’s uncle, Æthelred, became king, the Great Heathen Army arrived and began its advance across the island, conquering Northumbria and East Anglia. Æthelred’s brother-in-law, King Burgred of Mercia, appealed to Æthelred for help against the Vikings. Æthelred and his brother, Alfred, led a West Saxon army to Nottingham, but were unable to oust the invaders, and Burgred was forced to buy off the Vikings. The invaders defeated Burgred and drove him into exile. 
 
    The Vikings next turned their attention to Wessex. After several defeats, Æthelred died and was succeeded by his brother Alfred, because Æthelred’s sons were too young to take the throne. After Alfred defeated the Vikings at Edington, the Viking leader, Guthrum, accepted Alfred’s authority in Wessex. A compromise between the two leaders resulted in the Danelaw, the area of northern England in which Danish law held sway.  
 
    Upon Alfred’s death, Edward, then twenty-five years old, succeeded to the throne and began his long struggle to take England back from the Norsemen. His cousin, Æthelwold, son of Æthelred, allied with the Danes against him, but was killed in battle. Now, eight years later, Edward had overseen his first great victory over the Norsemen, here in the Northumbrian county of Lincolnshire. He hoped this victory marked the turning of the tide against the Vikings in England. 
 
    Hearing a horse approaching, Edward turned to see Ceolwulf, the leader of the Mercian army, coming up the path toward him. The Mercians had joined with the Saxons in the battle against the Danes; victory would have been impossible without Ceolwulf and his men. “We’ve taken the abbey,” Ceolwulf said. “The Danes we weren’t able to capture are on the run. Once we dig in, they’ll find it difficult to retake the town.” 
 
    Edward nodded. “Very good, Ceolwulf. What of the bones?” The remains of Saint Oswald, who had been King of the Northumbrians shortly after the fall of the Roman Empire, were interred at the abbey in town. Retaking the Good King’s bones from the Norsemen had been a major motivation for this offensive. 
 
    “We’ve confirmed the ossuary is inside,” Ceolwulf replied. “My knights are guarding the place. We’ll wait for a priest to arrive before moving the bones.” 
 
    “There are no priests at the abbey?” 
 
    “All fled before the battle, save one, and his loyalties are uncertain. In any case, he was wounded when one of my men mistook him for a Dane. I don’t think he’d survive the journey to Gloucester.” 
 
    “You’re moving Oswald to Mercia?” 
 
    “That was our agreement.” 
 
    Edward nodded. “Indeed. You get your saint and I get Essex.” 
 
    Ceolwulf frowned. “Oswald deserves better than to be a bargaining chip between kings.” 
 
    “Forgive me, Ceolwulf. I’m a bit giddy. I suppose I never really believed this day would come.” 
 
    “You require no forgiveness this day, Edward. You’ve done a great thing, uniting our people against the Danes. I only hope that your confidence in our future success is warranted.” 
 
    “Perhaps the Good King will intercede for us, assuming your men treat him with the respect he deserves.” 
 
    “We certainly endeavor to. There was another matter I wanted to bring to your attention.” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “This priest, the one who stayed behind at the abbey. He’s an odd one.” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “When my knights entered the abbey, he ran toward them with a knife. There was no mistaking who we were. No Christian priest would think he was in danger from knights of Mercia.” 
 
    “Perhaps he is not really a priest.” 
 
    “He was wearing a priest’s robes and has the look of a Saxon. He has been muttering to himself in Latin since we captured him. This man—he calls himself Osric—is no Norseman.” 
 
    “Is he mad? Why would an English priest attack Mercian knights?” 
 
    “I think he wanted us to kill him. It would explain why he stayed behind when the other priests fled. He seems to be wracked with guilt about something. He keeps talking about ‘fiery missiles’ in the sky.” 
 
    Edward groaned. “This again. The superstitions of fishermen.” Edward had received numerous reports over the past three years of fiery plumes ascending into the sky and disappearing. The reports had come mostly from the crews of fishing ships and sometimes shepherds on remote islands in the north. The plumes seemed to originate far out to sea, sometimes to the west, sometimes to the east, sometimes to the north. Speculation had arisen that the fiery missiles portended the end of the world. Having more pressing concerns to attend to, Edward hadn’t wasted any resources investigating the claims. 
 
    “Some of my own men have seen them as well,” Ceolwulf said. “My cousin, Rowan, who is the nephew of the Count of Cheshire, claims to have seen a light, brighter than a star, streaking straight up into the sky. Rowan is as sober a man as I’ve come across, unlikely to be unsettled by a falling star.” 
 
    “What was Rowan’s assessment of this omen?” 
 
    “I don’t believe Rowan thinks it was an omen at all.” 
 
    “He must have ascribed some importance to the event, or he would not have mentioned it to you.” 
 
    Ceolwulf nodded. “Rowan thinks the missiles are a sort of weapon, like the flaming projectiles sometimes hurled into cities during a siege. Rowan thought they were perhaps testing these weapons at sea to avoid detection.” 
 
    “A ship-based catapult?” Edward asked dubiously. 
 
    Ceolwulf shook his head. “The way Rowan described it, the missile seemed to fly under its own power. It headed straight up, gathering speed as it went.” 
 
    “Rowan is mistaken. An unliving thing flying under its own power is impossible.” 
 
    “According to the teachings of our natural philosophers, yes. Have you heard the rumors of the Dvergar?” 
 
    “Dwarves?” Edward. “This is hardly the time for jokes, Ceolwulf.” 
 
    “It would explain these sightings, though, if there were someone capable of imbuing objects with the power of unaided flight.” 
 
    “All things can be explained through sorcery.” 
 
    “Not sorcery. Only a sort of science beyond the understanding of our philosophers. You must admit, it is strange that this priest should be babbling about such things at a time like this.” 
 
    “The priest has heard the same stories as we, no doubt. His presence at this momentous battle has obviously put him in an apocalyptic frame of mind. It would be unwise to draw conclusions from his rantings.” 
 
    “Perhaps,” Ceolwulf said. “But… well, there must be some explanation for these sightings. Either they are portents of something or they are evidence of a kind of science that is beyond our ken. Either way, it would behoove us to look into them, would it not?” 
 
    “You suggest I speak to this mad priest.” 
 
    “I suggest that if he is mad, you will but waste a few minutes of your time. If he is not, you may gain some insight. If you intend to speak to him, I’d suggest you go to the abbey without delay. The man is not long for this world.” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    The priest, Osric, was weak and pale, having received a mortal belly wound, and his voice was weak, but he spoke coherently, at least at first. He lay on a couch in a small room in the rectory, clutching a stained wad of cloths against his abdomen, as Edward and Ceolwulf sat nearby. 
 
    “I was wrong to have aided them,” Osric said, so softly that Edward had to lean in to hear him. “It was a test, and I failed. I thought I could redeem them, but I was wrong. I am being punished for my pride now. When I heard that the Saxons were coming, I knew I would die here.” 
 
    “Is that why you attacked my men?” Ceolwulf asked. 
 
    “Did I?” Osric asked. With some effort, he focused his eyes on Ceolwulf. “I was… agitated. I’ve not had a full night’s sleep in weeks. I never expected to make it to England, and I half-expected the Danes to murder me when I arrived. Then I heard the Saxons were on the march, and the monks fled. They entreated me to come with them, but I was in no condition to run, so I stayed behind. I waited in the abbey until the door was flung open and men ran inside. I… I suppose I panicked.” 
 
    “Then you did not intend my knights to kill you?” 
 
    “I… forgive me, I don’t know what I intended. Perhaps I did.” 
 
    “Whom did you aid, Osric?” Ceolwulf asked. “The Dvergar?” 
 
    “Dvergar…” Osric repeated, now staring blankly at the ceiling. “Some call them that, I understand. They are only men, though men with… knowledge that no other men have. They know how to do things that I thought impossible. Things that should be impossible. The… province of the Almighty God Himself.” 
 
    “What sorts of things?” Edward asked. 
 
    “They build… machines. Terrible machines that… dig and drill and grind and cut. Before I ran, I saw a machine that flew.” 
 
    Ceolwulf glanced at Edward, who remained stony-faced. 
 
    “Where are these people?” Edward asked. “What do they want?” 
 
    “A place called… Svartalfheim, in the southeast of the island you call Iceland. Beyond a village called Höfn.” 
 
    “You were a prisoner at this place?” 
 
    “A prisoner? No, I… I was a teacher. I thought… I tried to teach them. I thought I had been called to redeem their efforts for the Lord, but… something happened. A terrible thing, yes, but the scales fell from my eyes. I see now, this thing they are doing, this project.” For a moment, Osric’s voice grew stronger and his eyes focused on Edward. “It is madness! If the Lord struck down the Tower of Babel for mankind’s pride, then what will he do to these people? It is terrible to contemplate!” Osric winced and closed his eyes as if in great pain. Tears rolled down his cheeks. 
 
    “What is this project you speak of?” Edward asked. 
 
    After some time, Osric opened his eyes and spoke again. “I tried to tell the monks, but they… believed me to be addled from my voyage. I was very tired and frightened. But I spoke the truth. The Pope. Is it still Sergius? He has to be told!” 
 
    “Told what, Osric?” Ceolwulf asked. 
 
    “What they are doing. At Svartalfheim. They make terrible weapons for waging war on men. And the rockets. It is an assault on heaven itself!” 
 
    “You speak of the fiery portents in the sky?” Edward said. 
 
    “Portents, yes,” Osric said, his eye closing. “Portents of war and destruction. Could it ever have been anything different? I was a fool to think it. Such power in the hands of those….” Osric’s words became an incomprehensible murmur. 
 
    “Osric!” Edward said. “Speak to us. What are these people planning? Do they mean to attack England?” 
 
    “England,” Osric murmured. “England is nothing to them. They will conquer all of Christendom and then heaven itself. The seven daughters of Atlas, sprawled at their feet. You must tell him. You must tell him. I failed, in my pride. But Rome… Rome must know. Forgive me….” 
 
    Osric’s words turned to a murmur again, and he soon lost consciousness. Ceolwulf put his hand on the priest’s shoulder to try to rouse him, but Edward shook his head. “We will learn nothing more from him,” the king said. “Leave him be.” 
 
    “I had hoped he would explain the missiles,” Ceolwulf said. “We know nothing more of them than we did an hour ago.” 
 
    “But we know where your Dvergar live.” 
 
    “You are convinced then?” 
 
    Edward shrugged. “I’m convinced this priest spent some time among a people in Iceland who possess knowledge that we do not. Call them men or Dvergar, call it philosophy or sorcery, it makes no difference to me.” 
 
    “What do you make of his talk of an assault on heaven?” 
 
    “Allegory or delirium. Who can say? If half of what he says is true, though, these people are a threat to England and perhaps all of Christendom. I would like at least some independent confirmation, though, before I pursue the matter further. I shall make some inquiries with the bishops to determine whether a priest named Osric went missing.” 
 
    “And if he did?” 
 
    “Then I shall send word to Rome. If we are to defend England from Dwarves and devils in addition to Vikings, we are going to need more men than can be mustered from Wessex and Mercia.” 
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Thirty-seven                        
 
    It was three days before anyone knew Osric had fled. His absence was noted much earlier, but it was assumed he’d been killed in the bombing. There was so much carnage that it was difficult to tell how many had been killed or who they were. In the end, sixteen fatalities were identified, including Joseph Poncella, who had been sitting right behind the podium, and Eirik, who died trying to save Reyes. The rest of the dead were engineers who had worked on the Mustang. Many more were wounded. One of these was Reyes, who had been struck by a piece of debris despite being shielded by the security officer. She remained unconscious and non-responsive. Their chief medical officer, a Saxon woman named Beatrice, suspected brain trauma. Lacking diagnostic tools more advanced than a rudimentary x-ray machine, there was little they could do for her but keep her comfortable and hope for the best. 
 
    With Reyes incapacitated, Gabe was now in charge at Svartalfheim. He had a lot of questions about the bombing—whether Nikolai had acted alone, what his motives were, and how he had managed to smuggle so much explosive material out of Hell being chief among them—but for the first few days he had his hands full with damage control. One of the dormitories was converted to a makeshift hospital, and many people were pressed into emergency services as nurses or blood donors. Svartalfheim had three “doctors,” none of whom would have been qualified to hand out an aspirin in the 23rd century but who were, by medieval standards, paragons of medical knowledge. For three days, they were busy doing everything they could to keep the wounded alive. 
 
    After helping with the wounded in the immediate aftermath of the bombing, Sigurd spent a sleepless night at Reyes’s bedside. Their three daughters were now old enough to take care of themselves, and Sigurd, anxious and desperate to feel of some use as the chaos continued to unfold at Svartalfheim, went to Gabe the next morning, volunteering to help in any way he could. Gabe deputized him as acting Chief of Security. 
 
    Sigurd poured all his energy and rage into the job. He declared Hell off limits until Nikolai’s work area could be investigated and an audit could be conducted of all weapons and explosives. Every security officer who hadn’t been injured or killed in the blast was working around the clock to assist with the wounded, tally the dead, clear debris, calm tensions or—most critically—guard the passes. All traffic in and out of Svartalfheim, with the exception of critical shipments of supplies, was suspended. Gabe thought it unlikely that Nikolai had executed the bombing as a diversion to assist an escape attempt, but there was always the possibility that a disgruntled resident would take advantage of the situation. And, of course, anyone who did so would jump to the top of Gabe’s list of suspects. So when Sigurd pointed out that Osric hadn’t been cleared for access to the stage area and thus was very unlikely to have been mutilated beyond recognition by the blast, Gabe assumed the worst. 
 
    “He may simply have panicked and run,” O’Brien said. This was the first official meeting of the Operations Committee since the bombing. There were a lot of empty chairs in the meeting room: Half of their member were dead or wounded. “Nikolai was a student of his and a member of his little church. Osric is smart enough to know how that looks.” 
 
    “It looks like he’s a collaborator,” Gabe said.  
 
    “I don’t believe it,” Helena said. “Osric isn’t the sort to be involved in sabotage.” 
 
    “What would Nikolai need Osric for anyway?” Sigurd asked. “Osric had only Level One security access. With enough time and patience, Nikolai could have done this by himself.” 
 
    “The note indicates otherwise,” Gabe said. After Osric’s disappearance was noted, security had searched his quarters and found a long, rambling note in Nikolai’s handwriting condemning the “diabolical machinations” at Svartalfheim. It included passages lifted directly from the Book of Revelation. 
 
    “I’d say the note is inconclusive,” O’Brien said. “It shows the influence of Christian teaching, but it also shows a knowledge of written Frankish and twentieth century chemistry. So what?” 
 
    “Leaving Svartalfheim without permission is a capital offense,” Sigurd observed. “It doesn’t matter whether he had anything to do with the bombing.” 
 
    “It matters if we want to understand what happened,” Helena said. 
 
    “Drawing conclusions is premature,” O’Brien said. “I want to punish someone for what happened to Reyes and the others as badly as the rest of you, but the fact is that Nikolai is dead, and we have no solid evidence to indicate anyone else was involved. Nikolai’s co-workers denied knowing what he was up to, and Nikolai didn’t implicate anyone in his note. Until we find Osric or something else turns up, we don’t have any basis for punitive action.” 
 
    “What are we doing to find him?” Gabe asked. 
 
    “Our resources are stretched thin, as you can imagine,” Sigurd said,” but I’ve got men checking all the villages within a hundred miles. If he’s anywhere in Iceland, we’ll find him.” 
 
    After another three days, though, no sign of Osric had turned up. By this time, the situation at Svartalfheim was beginning to take on a semblance of normalcy again. A thorough investigation of Nikolai’s work area turned up nothing of note, and the audit of weapons and explosives indicated that nothing else was missing. Anyone who’d any contact with Nikolai was interviewed. For all indications—except for Osric’s disappearance—Nikolai had acted alone. 
 
    Everyone who could be spared was reassigned to the search for Osric. No one in any of the nearby settlements had seen the priest, and the prevailing theory was now that Osric had slipped and fallen into a ravine. Even Gabe seemed willing to let the matter drop. Sigurd, however, wasn’t so sure. He sent boats from Höfn to the east and the west, instructing the crew to inquire about the priest at the remote fishing villages along the coast. A week later, the coxswain of the boat that had headed east reported that a man matching Osric’s description and claiming to be an emissary of the Pope himself, had begged his way onto a karve bound for Hordaland. 
 
    Sigurd reported this to Gabe, who called an emergency meeting of the Operations Committee. The mood was even more somber than that at the last meeting. Reyes remained in a coma, and Ibrahim ibn Muhammed, an engineer who had been with the project almost since the beginning, had succumbed to his injuries. Many others were still incapacitated. Work had resumed in Hell and elsewhere at Svartalfheim, under a cloud and at a reduced pace. Even if they didn’t know the details, everyone could feel it: more than ever, Pleiades was running on borrowed time. 
 
    On top of everything else, more bad news had arrived: a karve that was supposed to deliver a shipment of gold from Jutland had arrived with an empty hold. The crew reported that the gold collection site had been abandoned, the bodies of the workers torn apart by wild animals. Evidence at the scene indicated the site had been attacked by armed men.  
 
    “So that’s it then,” Gabe said. “Svartalfheim is burned.” 
 
    “How much did Alaric know?” Sigurd asked. Alaric had been the foreman at Camp Jemison. 
 
    “Enough,” Sigurd said. 
 
    “The evidence we have points to bandits,” O’Brien said.  
 
    Gabe shook his head. “I might be willing to risk it, but we’ve also got our runaway priest to worry about.” 
 
    “Hordaland is Harald’s territory,” Sigurd said. 
 
    “Even Harald doesn’t track every ship into and out of Norway,” Helena said. “If Osric managed to get onto a ship, we have to assume he’s resourceful enough to evade capture long enough to get to a church. Either he catches a ship bound for Frankia or England, or he goes south until he reaches one of the missionary churches in Norway. Once he makes contact with an agent of Rome, it’s over.” 
 
    “It sounds like we’re disposing of the hypothesis that Osric had nothing to do with the bombing,” Gabe said.  
 
    Helena shook her head. “Osric had no way of knowing there would be a ship about to embark for Norway. He panicked and ran, and he got very lucky. For our purposes, though, it makes little difference. Osric was always loyal to Rome. I knew that and I let him in anyway. This is my responsibility.” 
 
    “You couldn’t have known this would happen,” Sigurd said. 
 
    “She’s right, though,” Gabe said. “It doesn’t matter. We know what Osric is going to do. He’ll make a beeline for a church or a monastery, and eventually news of our operation is going to get to Rome.” 
 
    “The one we need to worry about,” said Helena, “is Theophylact, the Count of Tusculum.” 
 
    Gabe nodded. “Historians believed Sergius was basically Theophylact’s puppet. The good and bad news being that Theophylact was definitely the sort to have made use of twenty-third century weapons if he’d had the chance.” 
 
    “Which means that he doesn’t get his hands on our tech,” O’Brien said. 
 
    “Or he kept it a secret,” Helena said. 
 
    “You want to let Rome in on the conspiracy?” O’Brien asked.  
 
    “I’m just listing possibilities,” Helena replied.  
 
    Gabe shook his head. “If there’s one thing we’ve learned from this debacle, it’s that religiously motivated people are unpredictable. The Church leadership in this period is as corrupt as they come, but it only takes one principled ideologue to ruin everything. No way we’re expanding our circle of trust to include the Church leadership.” 
 
    “I agree,” Sigurd said. “Trusting Harald and Hrólfr was a calculated risk. Trusting Rome would be foolishness.” 
 
    “We may not have a choice,” Gabe said. 
 
    “How so?” O’Brien asked. “Rome has no military.” 
 
    “They don’t need one,” Helena said. “They have influence.” 
 
    “Influence over whom?” O’Brien asked. “Even if the Pope—or this Theophylact—could muster every ship in the Mediterranean, he’s not going to get a fleet past Harald.” 
 
    “You’re assuming we can trust Harald,” Gabe said. “This has always been a marriage of convenience. We know the Pope has a security arrangement with the Norsemen. I don’t think we can count on Harald to be on our side in a political fight between us and Rome.” 
 
    “We have to assume the worst,” Sigurd said. “Gabe is right. Svartalfheim is burned.” 
 
    “That leaves us only one option,” Helena said. 
 
    O’Brien shook his head. “We’re not ready.” 
 
    “We’d better get ready, then,” Gabe said. “From the point on, all resources are to be redirected toward Operation Ragnarök. O’Brien, send word to the satellite facilities. The wolf is on the loose.” 
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Thirty-eight                        
 
    “It would seem that miracles do occur on occasion,” Theodora mused. 
 
    “Indeed,” Theo replied. “After all this time, a message from our prodigal priest, by way of the King of Wessex, of all people.” 
 
    “I understand Edward fancies himself the King of the Anglo-Saxons these days,” Theodora said. 
 
    “Does he? Well, delusions of grandeur aside, he has his hands full with the Danes in the north of his country. He’ll not spare a ship to help us deal with the Dvergar.” 
 
    “Nor will the Franks or the Lombards,” said Theodora, “and for the same reason. There’s only one king that might be able to answer this threat, and I doubt he is inclined to do so.” 
 
    “You still believe Harald Fairhair is in league with these Dvergar, as you call them?” 
 
    “I do, now more than ever. What I’ve learned over the past several years dovetails with what Gurryek told us, and with the message from Edward’s emissary: there exists a network of men and ships, with the blessing of Harald, working in concert for some grand, secret purpose. I’ve suspected for some time the nexus of the conspiracy is in Iceland; Osric’s dying words merely confirm it.” 
 
    “It matters little where they are if Harald and Hrólfr are protecting them. Rome depends on the Norsemen for its own protection from the Lombards and Saracens. If we turn on them, they’ll leave us to be destroyed by our enemies.” 
 
    “Perhaps we don’t have to turn on them,” Theodora said. “You remember those counterfeit coins I discovered?” 
 
    “The ones with more gold than the real ones, yes.” 
 
    “I’ve done some more investigating lately. I authorized my moneylender to offer a bounty for the counterfeit coins if the merchant holding the coin can tell him where he got it. He has been recording where the counterfeits are coming from. Three weeks ago he told me that most of the coins passed through one of six cities, all in Normandy or Denmark. Each of these cities is in a county controlled by a close relative of Harald Fairhair.” 
 
    “Meaning what exactly?” 
 
    “Meaning that the counterfeit money is coming from Harald.” 
 
    “The King of Norway is counterfeiting Byzantine coins?” 
 
    “No, you halfwit. He’s accepting counterfeit coins. A lot of them.” 
 
    Theo nodded, now understanding. “It’s a quid-pro-quo relationship.” 
 
    “Exactly. Harald is giving the Dvergar protection and cover for their conspiracy, and the Dvergar are paying him well for it.” 
 
    “But if that’s the case, then Harald’s loyalty to the Dvergar might go no deeper than our loyalty to the Norsemen. It’s just a business arrangement. All we have to do is offer Harald a better deal.” 
 
    “Or convince him his deal isn’t as good as it appears.” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    It would have been bad form for the Pope to travel to meet the Norsemen, but as it happened, he was planning a trip to Paris that spring to consecrate a new cathedral.  
 
    Hrólfr, now officially recognized as the Duke of Normandy, was summoned to Paris, and word was sent to Harald that his presence at the meeting would be advisable. The ostensible reason for the meeting was a proposed expansion of the role of the Norsemen in providing security for papal interests in Europe—and of course, this wasn’t far from the truth.  
 
    Now in his fifth year as Pope, Sergius had grown resentful of the subordination of his authority to the Count of Tusculum, sometimes openly challenging Theo’s directives. In the matter at hand, though, the two men were of one accord: whatever sort of evil had taken root in Iceland, it could not be allowed to spread throughout Europe, and the Norsemen were the only ones with the power to stop it. Responsibility for seeing that this happened would fall solely on the Pope’s shoulders: neither the Count of Tusculum nor his accursed wife would be in attendance at the meeting. 
 
    The meeting would take place in the main hall of an abbey just outside Paris. Sergius arrived three days early, along with a retinue of advisors and the twenty armed men responsible for the Pope’s security. These men were on Theo’s payroll—a source of constant irritation for Sergius, and one of the matters he hoped to address with Hrólfr. Since Hrólfr’s conversion to Christianity and his formal acceptance of the title of Duke of Normandy, the Norsemen had increasingly been called on to settle political disputes throughout Europe. Their reputation as fearsome warriors as well as their disinterest in the internecine squabbles that plagued the continent had made them the obvious choice to defend papal interests against the Saracens, Lombards, and other potential enemies of the Pope. At this point, of course, the papacy had already been essentially captured by the Count of Tusculum. Unbeknownst to Theo, Sergius planned to make overtures to Hrólfr to replace Theo’s men with a bodyguard of Norsemen, helping to ensure the independence of the papacy. 
 
    Harald’s ship was delayed by bad weather, and by the time he arrived, six days after the meeting was scheduled to start, Sergius and Hrólfr had, with the help of several advisors on both sides, already hammered out the details of the Norsemen’s augmented role in papal affairs. Hrólfr was more than happy to provide forty men to protect the pope at no charge, as the arrangement increased his own prestige and potentially gave him more influence in Rome. Theo would not be happy about it, but Sergius hoped to mollify him with the news that he had been able to secure a pledge from the Norsemen to take on the Dvergar. 
 
    There were twenty men in the hall, including Sergius and Hrólfr. Half of these were Sergius’s bodyguards or Norsemen charged with Hrólfr’s protection; the others were advisors, including the man Theo had picked to be Sergius’s head of security, who was called Ignatius. The group was discussing the Saracen threat in the Mediterranean when the door to the hall opened and a yeoman announced the arrival of the King of Norway. A moment later, Harald entered and fell to one knee at the sight of the Pope. 
 
    “Arise, my son,” Sergius said. “And welcome. I understand the weather was against you.” 
 
    “Thor has not taken kindly to my conversion,” Harald replied, getting to his feet. Anxious murmurs arose around the table. 
 
    “You’d do well not to invoke pagan gods in this place,” Sergius chided. 
 
    “Forgive me, Your Holiness. I did not intend to taint the proceedings. It would appear, though, that I’ve come purely for the pleasure of meeting Your Holiness.” He turned to face Hrólfr. “Greetings, cousin.” 
 
    “Hail, Harald,” Hrólfr said. “It is good to see you. It is true we’ve concluded much of the business, but only because we did not wish to trouble you with details.” 
 
    “In truth,” Sergius said, “there remains a matter of some importance I would discuss with both of you. It can certainly wait for the morrow, though, if you are weary from your voyage.” 
 
    “I would not be much of a Viking if a jaunt down the river tired me out,” Harald said. “The worst of the storm passed before we made port at Le Havre last night. If I may?” He gestured toward the empty chair on the Pope’s right. 
 
    “Please,” Sergius said, with a nod, and Harald took a seat. 
 
    “What is this matter that was too important to mention until now?” Hrólfr asked. He’d clearly been enjoying being the primary recipient of the Pope’s attention. 
 
    “Before we proceed,” Sergius said, “I would request that the secretaries and advisors leave the room. This is a matter of some delicacy. You may of course retain any men you feel are necessary for your own security.” 
 
    “My cousin and I are growing older,” Harald said, “but we are not yet so feeble that we cannot defend ourselves from a single bishop.” He waved his hand. “Leave us.”  
 
    “Good. Then I shall dismiss my guards as well,” Sergius said. “Ignatius, please take your men outside.” 
 
    Ignatius raised an eyebrow at him. “Your Holiness, perhaps it is not wise—” 
 
    “Harald and Hrólfr are good Christian men and stewards of Christendom, ordained by the Lord Himself,” Sergius said. “I have nothing to fear from them.” 
 
    Ignatius, chastened, gave a bow and followed his men out of the room. 
 
    “Tell us, Your Holiness,” Harald said, “what is this matter that is so private that we must dismiss our advisors? I understand you’ve already suggested replacing your bodyguards—a proposal that I don’t imagine will go over well with our friend the Count.” 
 
    Sergius frowned at the mention of Theo. “Theophylact’s concerns are of little importance,” he said, although even now he was doing the man’s bidding. “I wish to speak to you of the defense of Christendom.” 
 
    “The Saracen threat is well in hand, as we’ve discussed,” Hrólfr said. “We can perhaps spare a few more ships, but—” 
 
    “I do not speak of the Saracens,” Sergius said. He reached into a small leather purse he had hidden inside his gown and set it on the table. Opening the purse, he produced a small gold coin. “Our Lord has said, ‘Render unto Caesar what is Caesar’s, and unto God what is God’s,” he said, holding the coin between his thumb and forefinger. “To whom does this coin belong?” 
 
    “It’s a Byzantine solidus,” Hrólfr said.  
 
    “Is it?” Sergius asked, looking at Harald. Harald’s face remained expressionless. 
 
    “It matters little whose face is on the coin,” Hrólfr said. “What matters is who holds it.” 
 
    “That is true,” Sergius said. “Before it was in my possession, it was held by a woman named Theodora, the wife of the Count. She has informed me that this is not, in fact, a Byzantine solidus, but rather a very cunning counterfeit.” 
 
    “If that’s the case, it’s a matter for the Byzantine authorities,” Hrólfr said. “Why do you trouble us with such things?” 
 
    “Theodora is a clever woman,” Sergius said. “She first came across one of these coins several years ago. Since then, she has conducted an investigation to determine their source. I am informed that most, if not all of the counterfeit coins currently in circulation passed at one time through the treasury of the King of Norway.” 
 
    Harald shrugged. “I can hardly be expected to inspect every coin that passes through my kingdom. It certainly looks genuine.” 
 
    “Indeed it does. It is curious, though, that they seem to originate in your treasury. And from there, I am told, a great many of them then passed through Normandy. This would be expected, of course, if the counterfeiters were paying you for some service.” 
 
    “Do you intend to accuse my cousin of something?” Hrólfr asked. 
 
    “I make no accusations,” Sergius said, “I merely note that if Harald were in league with some power that is hostile to Christendom, that would endanger his very soul, to say nothing of his standing as a divinely appointed ruler.” 
 
    Harald stared at Sergius. “You know nothing of any such power,” Hrólfr said.  
 
    “I know more than you might imagine,” Sergius said. “There is a creature imprisoned at the Vatican. Some might call it a demon. It has told me of a secret stronghold in the north, the nexus of a conspiracy to dominate Europe. For many years I lacked enough information to act, but recently I received a report from a man who saw the place with his own eyes. I suppose, though, that you have seen it yourself.” He met Harald’s eyes, daring the king to lie to him. 
 
    “Not for many years,” Harald said, after a moment of thought. “It was part of our agreement.” Hrólfr remained silent, deferring to the king. 
 
    “Of course,” said Sergius. “They wouldn’t want you to know how far they’ve come.” 
 
    Harald sat back in his chair, letting out a deep sigh. “Many years ago, when I was just one jarl among many, a ship crashed in Norway. A ship that came from the sky. Aboard it were people from an unknown land, who possessed weapons of unimaginable power. I attempted to capture them, but they eluded me.” 
 
    Sergius turned to Hrólfr. “You know of these people from the sky as well, I assume?” 
 
    Hrólfr, receiving a nod from Harald, continued the story: “The foreigners fled with a group of Norsemen to Normandy, where my men had been raiding along the coast and up the Seine for several years. Not knowing who they were, I allowed them to set up camp along the Seine. When Harald learned of their presence, he launched an attack on their fort, with my blessing. They fled to Iceland.” 
 
    “By the time I had tracked them to Höfn,” Harald said, “I had tired of fighting. They were far fewer in number, but their weapons and cunning gave them an advantage. I had lost hundreds of men to them already, and I judged that it would be better for both of us if I were to leave them in peace, on the condition that they would pay a yearly tribute in gold or silver. I did not know their intentions, but they were no immediate threat to me, and I had many other enemies to deal with. The foreigners seemed to be able to produce precious metals as if by alchemy, and I was happy to take a share in exchange for giving them my blessing for their endeavors. I enlisted the aid of many of my family and allies throughout the Norse lands and Europe, although most of them knew little or nothing of the foreigners. Hrólfr is the only one besides myself who knew of their location.”  
 
    “At the time, we had little choice,” Hrólfr said. “My hold on Normandy, and Harald’s on Norway, were tenuous. Without that gold, we would likely not have survived until today, and we certainly would not be meeting with the Pope.” 
 
    “Have they spoken to you of their intentions?” Sergius asked. 
 
    “They have not,” Harald said. “But the foreigners now have hundreds of ships, and perhaps thousands of men. I shudder to think of that many men bearing the sorts of weapons I saw. Devices capable of hurling a lead projectile three hundred yards or more. I fear we have allowed a monster to grow among us. They have done all they could to remain unseen, but already they are the cause of much speculation. They are thought to be capable of magic. People call them Dvergar. Dwarves.” 
 
    “You are right to be afraid,” Sergius said. “The priest who escaped from their stronghold reported that plans of these ‘Dvergar’ are about to come to fruition. I believe they intend to conquer all of Christendom. It may already be too late to stop them.” 
 
    “I did not get the sense they intended conquest,” Harald said.  
 
    “Whatever their intentions,” Hrólfr said, “we have an agreement with them.” 
 
    “You would sacrifice Christendom in the interest of honoring an agreement with these heathens?” Sergius asked. 
 
    “My concern is Norway,” said Harald, “not Christendom.” 
 
    “You hope the bear will eat you last.” 
 
    “I had hoped for many more years of tribute.” 
 
    “You won’t get it,” Sergius said. “When the Dvergar make their intentions known, the payments will stop. You may get another year or two, at most. Would it not be better to raid their treasury now?” 
 
    “Perhaps,” said Hrólfr. “But if what you say is true, we will need many thousands of men to defeat them. I cannot spare the men while maintaining peace in Normandy. The Franks have been endeavoring to encroach on my territory.” 
 
    “Many of the Danes in Northumberland could be enticed to join the campaign if they weren’t in danger of losing their lands to Edward’s forces,” Harald said. 
 
    “I can send word to the bishops to preach a cessation of hostilities in Normandy and Frankia, and I have reason to believe Edward will be amenable to a truce as well. I will dispatch an emissary to speak with him.” 
 
    “Eric will not be pleased,” Harald said. Harald’s son, Eric, had been endeavoring for some time to take back Northumberland from Edward. Eric did not represent Harald in any official capacity, but it was well-known that Harald had some influence with Eric. Some said that Harald used his son to keep his own enemies in disarray. 
 
    “It is only a temporary delay,” Sergius said. “Eric can renew his campaign when we’ve ensured that Christendom will not fall into heathen hands.” 
 
    “Eric is stubborn, but he may be amenable to that,” Harald said. “If you can guarantee the security of our holdings, I believe we can raise an army capable of defeating the Dvergar. But you will have to be content with the salvation of Christendom. The spoils will be split among the Norsemen.” 
 
    “You may keep any treasure or weapons you find,” Sergius said. “But books and machines will be the property of the Church. Additionally, any prisoners must be brought to Rome.” 
 
    “The wealth of the Dvergar is primarily in their knowledge,” Harald said. “You’d be getting the better end of the deal, no matter how much gold we find at Svartalfheim.” 
 
    “Books will do you no good without men of learning to read them, and machines will rust and break if there is no one to operate them. I hope to establish a facility in Rome where the Dvergar’s knowledge can be analyzed and digested. I am open to sharing that knowledge with you, assuming our partnership continues to be mutually beneficial.” 
 
    “With apologies, Your Holiness,” Hrólfr said, “these plans sound more like the machinations of the Count of Tusculum.” 
 
    “I will deal with the Count,” Sergius said. “Your concern is taking the Dvergar stronghold.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” Hrólfr said. “It seems a reasonable proposal to me. We knew we would have to deal with the Dvergar eventually, and it is better to do it now, while they are off guard and we are united.” 
 
    After a moment’s consideration, Harald nodded. “If our arrangement with the Dvergar is to end, then I will be the one to end it.” 
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Thirty-nine       
 
    Tharres, Bruno and the others were escorted to the natives’ village, where they were introduced to the chief of the tribe, a man named Keskoospak. Keskoospak marveled at Tharres’s appearance, but he didn’t evince the abject awe shown by the men at the beach. He was cordial but did not bow to him or Bruno. 
 
    After treating the newcomers to a feast of shellfish, maize and pumpkins, Keskoospak invited Tharres and Bruno to confer in private with him and his son, Kweechanni. It soon became apparent that Keskoospak and the other Indians were not as credulous as they had at first appeared. They seemed to view Tharres as a representative of a race of man they had not yet encountered, different in appearance but just as human as the white men who had come from a land across the sea. Keskoospak had clearly seen white men before; he even spoke a few words of Frankish. 
 
    By capitalizing on the words they had in common and using gestures and drawings in the dirt, Keskoospak and Tharres came to an understanding. These people, Tharres learned, were Mi’kmaq, a group of people who lived throughout Nova Scotia. When Keskoospak was a young man, a tribe of Mi’kmaq to the north of this village was visited by strangers from across the sea. These people brought with them powerful weapons and strange tools, and with the help of a Mi’kmaq chief named Makkapitew, they built a great fort where they cut lumber and built ships like the one the strangers had arrived in. When these ships were finished, they would be sent across the sea to the strangers’ homeland. The Mi’kmaq did not understand why the strangers needed so many ships, but many of their number assisted the strangers in exchange for clothing, tools, and other items. 
 
    Before the strangers arrived, it was widely believed among the Mi’kmaq that Keskoospak would one day sit at the head of the Great Council of all the Mi’kmaq chiefs in the region, but the arrival of the strangers gave unexpected wealth and prestige to Makkapitew. Makkapitew was now the most powerful chief in the area—so powerful that the Great Council rarely met anymore, except to take orders from Makkapitew. Many of the Mi’kmaq came to resent Makkapitew and those who worked for the strangers. 
 
    The strangers provided many goods the people needed, but they also stripped the forests bare of trees, taking away the hiding places for deer and other animals that the Mi’kmaq hunted for food and skins. Worse, the strangers hoarded their weapons and knowledge, trusting only a favored few with steel axes and rifles. The strangers also brought with them plagues, which killed many of the Mi’kmaq, while the strangers and the Mi’kmaq who worked closely with them remained healthy. 
 
    Some of the chiefs met in secret to discuss overthrowing the strangers and taking their fort and weapons, but the strangers and their Mi’kmaq allies were too powerful. Recently, though, Keskoospak received word that Makkapitew had fallen ill and was not expected to recover. Meanwhile, Makkapitew’s only son was away on an expedition far to the south with another group of strangers. Keskoospak had sent men to speak with some of the Mi’kmaq who worked with the strangers cutting trees, and he believed that many of them could be convinced to join an uprising against the strangers. Keskoospak had been waiting for Makkapitew to die or some other omen that would tell him the time was right to attack. His men had taken the arrival of Tharres and Bruno as that omen: he knew that the strangers at the fort had enemies across the sea, and they had thought that some of those enemies had arrived to attack the fort. Keskoospak was disappointed to see that there were so few of them, and that they did not carry guns, as the strangers at the fort did. 
 
    Tharres positioned himself as a shaman and adviser to Bruno, whom he’d built up as the son of a great king in a land called Frankia. He assured Keskoospak that despite their lack of guns, they would have no trouble taking the strangers’ fort if they worked together. They would take the strangers’ wealth and guns. Tharres, who could read the books and papers in which the pale men recorded their secrets, would share with Keskoospak’s people knowledge of the strangers’ medicine, weapons, and other tools. Together, they would unite the Mi’kmaq people into a great nation that was the envy of all the peoples in the land. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Fritjof stood at the stern of the knar, leading his crew in a chant as they rowed the ship into the bay. The wind had died just after noon the day before, forcing them to row the last miles. The crew was exhausted and would be greatly relieved to have a few days to rest at Camp Orville before returning to Höfn with a load of lumber and pitch. 
 
    The sun was getting low in the west, and the glare at first blinded Fritjof to the approach of a dozen canoes. Fritjof tensed and ordered his men to stay alert, but the Indians came alongside without firing a single arrow. Evidently Aengus had finally convinced them to drop the theatrics. The man in the lead canoe, whom Fritjof didn’t recognize, gave him a wave, and Aengus waved back. The canoe went ahead and Fritjof ordered his men to follow. They hardly needed the instruction: most of them had made this voyage several times in the past. 
 
    By the time the knar slid onto the beach, the sun had disappeared behind the trees. It was mid-October, and the days were getting short in Nova Scotia. The shadows brought with them a chill, and Fritjof was glad to be the last man out of the boat. Those near the prow had leapt off while they were still some distance from shore, and many were drenched with cold seawater up to their waists.  
 
    Fritjof climbed over the prow onto the sand and began to walk up the path toward the lodge. Aengus would want to know they had arrived; they’d unload the knar in the morning. 
 
    “Stop!” shouted a man behind him.  
 
    Aengus stopped and turned. His men had begun to follow him toward the trailhead; they were flanked on either side by Indians. The man who had spoken was walking toward him, a stern expression on his face. In his right hand was a tomahawk. 
 
     “I appreciate that you take your job seriously,” Fritjof said, “but this is my eighth trip to Orville. How many knars crewed by Norsemen do you think are—” He broke off as he caught sight of another Indian running toward them from further up the shore, to Fritjof’s left—the direction of the Camp Wilbur, the shipyard. Fritjof knew this man: he was Yangchee, a nephew of Chief Makkapitew. He was running fast, with a look of terror on his face. As he opened his mouth to speak, an arrow pierced his throat.  
 
    Fritjof’s men had drawn their swords before the man’s knees hit the sand. “What in Odin’s name…?” he demanded, trying to determine who had shot the arrow. Several men held bows and were nocking arrows. The others had produced tomahawks. Fritjof’s men numbered twenty-four, but he saw now that they were badly outnumbered. Without a sound, the Indians ran at them. Fritjof ran two of them through before a tomahawk struck the back of his skull and everything went black. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    The knar’s arrival could not have been timed better, from the Tharres’s perspective. In the dim light of dusk, it was difficult to tell one man from another. Bruno and his men, along with eight of the Mi’kmaq and Tharres himself, donned the Norsemen’s garb and made their way up the trail. No alarm had yet been sounded; the Norsemen’s cries as they were fell upon by the Indians would not reach the lodge. With the exception of Yangchee’s attempted warning, everything had gone smoothly. They’d had weeks to prepare. Keskoospak had arranged for an accident to befall the man who had been assigned to handle security of the bay in Chegaoo’s absence; his replacement was loyal to Keskoospak, and he had made sure all of the men at the bay were loyal as well. 
 
    As soon as the knar had been spotted at the mouth of the bay, a runner was sent up the trail with a message to the men at several of the lumbering operations nearby. Carrying a carved wooden whistle, the man ran to a ridge within earshot of the woodcutters and blew the whistle several times at a predetermined interval. The Indians loyal to Keskoospak turned on their Norse foremen and their Mi’kmaq allies, seizing their guns and swords. Meanwhile, Tharres and the others marched to the fort, where a friendly Mi’kmaq waited at the gate for them. The rebellion had begun. 
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Forty   
 
    A watchman in the guard tower at Höfn spotted the first ship just after dawn on April 14, 910 A.D. By the time he had alerted Gabe at Svartalfheim, some sixty hundred ships had entered the harbor, and another hundred were close behind. Every few minutes the phone on Gabe’s desk would ring with an updated count. When the number reached two hundred, Gabe informed the panicked guard on the other end of the line that no further updates on the tally were necessary. He observed wryly to himself, when he hung up the phone, that the Eidejelans’ understanding with the King of Norway seemed to have come to an end. 
 
    The eight trebuchets in the hills near the shore, loaded with incendiary bombs, would provide a formidable first-line defense, but Viking ships moved fast, and the trebuchets required time to load and aim. The Eidejelans simply weren’t prepared for an attack by a fleet this size. There hadn’t been any point: if Harald turned on them, Pleiades was finished in any case. They had made a deal with the devil, depending on Harald and Hrólfr for protection, and now the bill was coming due. 
 
    The phone rang one last time, the guard informing Gabe that nearly fifty ships had reached the shore and least another fifty were going to get past the trebuchets. The defenders were falling back to Svartalfheim. Gabe made an announcement over the camp’s public address system, warning that an attack was imminent, and then opened the drawer where he kept the flight suit he’d worn when he and the other spacemen arrived on Earth so many years ago. He stripped down, put on the flight suit, which still fit—barely—and then put his clothes on over top of it. He checked his appearance in the mirror, found it tolerable, and walked out of his office for the last time. 
 
    Gabe was the only one in the administration building when the news came, as he often was these days. O’Brien, Helena, Sigurd and the others had all left weeks earlier, along with most of the engineers. They stayed as long as they dared, but their spies in Normandy reported that Harald was amassing an army, and there was little question where it was headed. The Committee had taken Reyes with them, against the advice of the medical staff: she had regained consciousness for several brief periods over the past few months but was still in critical condition. It was doubtful whether she would survive a long voyage overseas. Her odds at Svartalfheim, however, were even worse.  
 
    They’d always known Camp Armstrong was a temporary facility, but they had hoped to have a few more years to evacuate. Gabe had recalled to Höfn every ship that could be spared, but there simply wasn’t enough room for everyone at Svartalfheim. Half of the ships had been filled with equipment and supplies for Pleiades, leaving only three hundred for personnel. Some three hundred men had to be left behind. It was understood that when the attack came, they would fight to the last man. Gabe had volunteered to be one of them. 
 
    Gabe had been thirty-four years old when Andrea Luhman was pursued through a hyperspace gate to the Sol system. He was now fifty-nine. Too old to make a voyage across the ocean in a Viking ship, he thought, although Sigurd was eight years older than he. Sigurd was adaptable, though: he’d been a warrior, a father, and a carpenter, among other things. Gabe had only ever been a warrior. He’d tried his hand at engineering, but he’d never been more than competent at it—and he’d only ever made weapons. When Gabe wasn’t fighting, he was preparing for a fight. Whatever happened today, this fight would be his last. 
 
    He walked from the administration building, past a dozen rusty machines, a few longhouses, and two gigantic steel propellant tanks, to the low plateau at the heard of Svartalfheim, in the center of which had been constructed a forty-foot-high guard tower. From this tower, Gabe would be able to see the entire facility. He nodded to the men he saw along the way, who were hurrying to their own posts with bows and spears. The guns had all been packed up and loaded aboard the ships with the evacuees. Sigurd had urged him to keep a few, but Gabe refused: he intended to put an end to the threat of Harald’s army once and for all, and he couldn’t risk the guns falling into Harald’s hands.  
 
    Nearly a hundred men had already gathered on the plateau, around the base of the guard tower. They cheered as Gabe arrived, banging their spears and axes against their shields. Many of these men were veterans of Viking raids, but Gabe knew that some had never raised a weapon against another man. They ranged in age from sixteen to eighty. Most were Norsemen; some were Franks or Saxons; a few came from as far as Egypt or Constantinople. Today, though, they were all Eidejelans, and they were all Vikings. 
 
    This would be their last stand.  
 
    Gabe stopped a few paces in front of the crowd and raised his hands to silence the men. When the clamor died down, he began: “I’ve just received word that a large force of men is on its way to Svartalfheim—perhaps as many as two thousand men. I believe these men are doing the bidding of King Harald or Hrólfr of Normandy, perhaps both. They are Norsemen, and possibly kin of some of you. Fierce men, who will not brook surrender. I do not expect many of us to survive this battle. But we knew this day would come, and we do not fight for ourselves. We fight so that those who have gone on ahead—our sons and daughters, brothers and sisters, may live, and so that their work can go on. Most of you will never know how important that work is. We are building something of eternal significance, of such great value that our enemies will stop at nothing to obtain our knowledge and treasure for themselves. If we let them, they will pursue our friends and families to the ends of the Earth. But we will not let that happen. Every man we kill today will be one fewer that Harald can send after those who have gone ahead. We face death today, but we will not taste defeat. Let a thousand men attack. Let ten thousand men pour over our fences. Svartalfheim will be their tomb!” 
 
    The men erupted into cheers, and the banging of axes against shields started up again. Men embraced Gabe and patted him on the shoulder as he made his way to the tower. He began to climb the ladder to the platform some thirty feet overhead, his weary knees and knuckles complaining all the way.  
 
    Gabe was greeted at the top of the tower by seven men with bows. The wood plank fence that surrounded Svartalfheim was roughly pentagonal, with a twenty-foot-tall guard tower at each corner. These were a bit smaller than the central tower; each was manned only by four bowmen. The fence—twelve feet high and nearly a mile in length total—followed the crest of the hills that surrounded Svartalfheim; in some places the ground had been built up to provide a better defense. Between the fence and the nearest buildings was a buffer zone of some fifty feet, which would give the archers one last chance to eliminate attackers before they could take cover among the maze of structures clustered at the center of the facility. 
 
    Looking to the south, Gabe saw that the forty or so men fleeing from Höfn—watchmen, trebuchet operators and a few stragglers from the village—had arrived at the gate. They were let inside, and they joined their comrades at the base of the tower. Gabe shouted an order to the men below to take their positions, and half of the men, armed with axes and swords, separated from the group and spread out along the inside of the perimeter fence. Those who remained formed two tight rings around the base of the tower, standing shoulder-to-shoulder, the men on the outside carrying bows and those closer to the tower armed with spears. 
 
    Not long after, a shout from the tower to the southeast indicated that the attackers had been spotted. A few seconds later, another shout come from the southwest, and then one from the east. As expected, the attackers were advancing from several directions. The sparse terrain provided no real obstacle to their advance: although travelers usually arrived by way of the pass to the south because it provided the easiest access, there were many places along the three southernmost walls where men could easily climb the low sandy hills. They would be easy targets for the archers in the towers, but a large force attacking from many directions at once could easily overwhelm the defenders.  
 
    Gabe watched silently as hundreds of men, armed with spears, swords and axes, poured toward the fence in several columns three or four men wide. Men in the towers rained arrows down on them, but the attackers held their shield high, blocking all but a few of the missiles. When the attackers reached the fence, they fanned out in both directions, until they were lined up along nearly the entire southern perimeter and began to attack the fence with their axes. Gabe knew it wouldn’t take them long to find weak spots: the fence was never meant to be more than a perfunctory defense against bandits and raiders.  
 
    The archers in the tower with Gabe held their fire, as the aggressors were too distant to target effectively. They would get their chance soon enough. Gabe was unarmed except for his knife; his role in the battle would be to direct fire, rally the men if necessary, and stay alive as long as possible. 
 
    Harald’s men had brought no ladders with them this time, but they didn’t need them: axes would suffice. When the first attacker broke through the fence, only about forty of the attackers had been felled with arrows. Defenders with axes and swords ran to the gap, making short work of the first few men through. Soon another hole was smashed in the fence, about forty yards north, and the defenders nearby ran to block the men pouring through. Another hole was made to the south, and then one on the west. Soon the entire perimeter defense force was busy hacking at men slipping through the fence at half a dozen spots. Archers directed their fire at the men pressing toward the gaps, but there were too many of them. Some sixty men had now been felled outside the fence and another thirty had been cut down as they came through, but the attackers kept coming. When the defenders could no longer keep up with the men coming through the gaps, Gabe pulled a rope that ran a bell atop the tower—the signal that the men defending the fence were to pull back. The defenders turned and ran toward the tower, past the two rows of their comrades. 
 
    When the men were clear, the archers surrounding the tower opened fire. Between these archers and the ones in the towers, they were able to drop the attackers nearly as fast as they came through the gaps. But some slipped through, and others were working at hacking more holes in the fence. Soon, a hundred men were inside. Some tried to climb up the supports of the towers, while the rest streamed through the gaps between buildings toward the central tower. The invaders moved slowly at first, obviously expecting defenders to be hiding among the buildings. A group of men got to the southern gate and hacked at it until they broke the latch, which had been secured with a heavy iron chain. They pulled the gate open, and hundreds more men streamed in. 
 
    By this time, attackers had managed to climb up the sides of the two southernmost towers and were having some success distracting the archers. More men had begun to climb the other three towers. Meanwhile, those advancing toward the central tower had realized the buildings along the way were unoccupied and began to move more swiftly. The bulk of the force was clustered to the south, so Gabe ordered all the archers on the ground to the south side of the plateau. The plateau, which had been created by leveling the top of a small hill, was roughly circular and about a hundred feet in diameter. The nearest buildings were fifty feet from the base of the plateau; several structures had been razed in anticipation of this fight.  
 
    The invaders approached the plateau sporadically at first, giving the archers time to impale them before they got close. As more and more men continued to stream toward the tower, though, the archers were unable to keep up. As men began to reach the plateau, Gabe ordered the archers to the base of the tower. There they would trade their bows for spears, forming the final line of defense before the tower. 
 
    The tower held no intrinsic value, but as long as the defenders held the tower, they could rain arrows down on the attackers with impunity. To take Svartalfheim, the attackers had to take the tower, and Gabe was betting that they would rely on their overwhelming numbers to do it as quickly as possible. If the attackers held back any of their men, enough of his army might survive to pursue the evacuees. Reyes, O’Brien and the others were thousands of miles away by now, but if Harald had the means, he would keep looking for them—and eventually he would find them. Only complete and utter destruction of Harald’s army would stop him. Everything depended on the attackers sending every man he had at the tower. 
 
    Harald’s men did not disappoint. Except for the few men still harassing the archers in the towers, the entire force poured through the facility toward the tower. Most were still clustered to the south, but eager attackers quickly encircled the plateau. With only the archers in the towers to worry about, the attackers moved up the plateau rapidly; men who fell to arrows were quickly replaced by others. A group of attackers met the first line of defenders at the south of the tower, and soon every defender was engaged.  
 
    The defenders were generally better armed that the attackers: their weapons were steel and engineered in Hell to be durable and perfectly balanced. The men wore steel helmets and strong, lightweight armor made of leather and chain mail, with strategically placed steel plates. The defenders were also, Gabe knew, better trained and disciplined. Viking berserkers were all well and good for striking fear into the hearts of villagers, but to defend a tower against an army required men who could follow orders and fight as one. Gabe had spent hundreds of hours drilling discipline and tactics into these men. 
 
    It paid off: his men acquitted themselves admirably, cutting down three attackers for every one of their own who fell. In the end, though, there were simply too many of the invaders. The front line of defenders was soon exhausted, and the others rushed in to fill the gaps. Within a few minutes, there was only one thin line of men between the attackers and the tower. Corpses littered the plateau. 
 
    Gabe had held off as long as he could, hoping that by some miracle, his men could hold out against the attackers, but their defense was nearly depleted, and hundreds of attackers still remained. Soon Harald’s men would overrun the defenders and take the tower—and with it, the rest of Svartalfheim and whatever secrets it still held. As the archers around him continued to rain arrows down on the attackers, Gabe went to the wall of the tower and opened a metal panel with a key hanging on a leather cord around his neck. Inside were two buttons. The one on the left was labeled HELL. The one on the right had no label. When they’d planned this, years earlier, Reyes had suggested the right button be named HEAVEN, but it seemed a little too on-the-nose to Gabe. They’d still been debating it when the bomb went off and Reyes fell into a coma. Gabe had found it hard to find the humor in their situation after that. 
 
     He took a deep breath and pushed the left button. An instant later, the platform under his feet trembled, and there was a sound like a thunderclap. Shouts of terror and surprise erupted around the tower. Gabe turned and peered into the distance, but he saw no sign of the explosion. So that was it. All their work, all their wonderful machines, buried under ten thousand tons of rock by a few well-placed charges of TNT. Anything of value that hadn’t been loaded onto a ship had been carted into the cave, where no one would ever find it. Hell was no more, and all that was left of Svartalfheim were a few empty buildings and broken-down machines—and two gigantic propellant tanks, one full of oxygen and the other of hydrogen.  
 
    The tanks were about a hundred feet from the base of the tower. Reyes had calculated that an explosion of the tanks would destroy anything within a three-hundred-foot radius. Some Eidejelans would die, Gabe knew, but they were dead anyway. There could only be a few defenders left alive in any case, and soon the attackers would begin to scale the tower. That’s right, Gabe thought, watching the men swarm the tower. Come a little closer. We’ll all arrive in Valhalla together and let Odin sort us out. 
 
    The archers around Gabe, seeing that their situation was hopeless, had set down their bows. Knowing what Gabe had to do, they turned to face him. As the last defenders below them continued to fight, Gabe realized the archers were expecting him to say something. Unfortunately, he’d already made his speech earlier; he hadn’t thought about what he was going to say before he pressed the second button. In the end, he decided it was better to say nothing than to say something stupid with his final breath. Besides, it’s not like these guys could do anything about it. They could take it up with Odin in Valhalla. He pressed the button. 
 
    Nothing happened. 
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Forty-one                      
 
    Sunow had just received word that a knar carrying a much-anticipated shipment of food and other supplies had arrived, and he intended to meet the coxswain at the docks to assist the crew in unloading. He knew the crew would be tired, but his father would want the supplies unloaded tonight. Sunow was delayed on his way to the gate, however, by his six-year-old son, David, who had insisted he play a game of hide-and-seek with him before departing. David took the game seriously, hiding under a tarp protecting a stack of lumber on the far side of the fort. By the time Sunow found David and returned him to his mother, Menichk, who was working in the garden near the front gate with their other two children, he heard the men approaching the gate. 
 
    When the gate opened and strangers began to pour inside, wielding swords and tomahawks, Sunow knew something was wrong. The men were met just inside the gate by two Norsemen with swords, and a scuffle broke out. Sunow told Menichk to get the other women and children and go into the lodge. Unarmed except for a hunting knife, Sunow ran to the corner of the lodge and pulled the rope that led to the big bell in the cupola on the lodge’s roof.  The bell rang several times, drowning out the screams and sounds of fighting. Sunow glanced back at the gate and saw that the two swordsmen were on the ground. More than twenty strangers were inside the gate. Most were natives, but a few were white. All the white men and many of the natives wore Norsemen’s clothes, but Sunow recognized few of the Mi’kmaq and none of the white men. The attackers made their way quickly across the hundred yards between the gate and the lodge. The last had barred the gate behind them.  
 
    Besides Sunow, there were perhaps twenty people inside the fort, half of them women and children—and with the gate barred, no help would be coming from outside. As Menichk and the other women and their children who had been working in the yard ran to the lodge, Norsemen swarmed out the door and around both corners to meet the attackers. There were maybe a dozen men to defend the lodge, and most were armed only with axes or spears. The two with rifles closed within about twenty paces and then dropped to a crouch and opened fire. 
 
    Three of the attackers quickly fell, but Sunow could see that the defenders would not be able to hold out long. Already the swordsmen had closed with the Vikings, and Mi’kmaq warriors, throwing off their cloaks, ran howling toward the two riflemen. Sunow saw that he only had a few seconds to get the women in children inside the lodge and bar the door before the attackers got past the guards. He ran to the door and threw it open, calling to the women and children cowering near the fence. The attackers were only twenty paces from the door and were rapidly pushing the defenders back. Menichk had gotten inside with their children, but several other women and children remained outside. If they didn’t get inside soon, they would be locked outside with the invaders. 
 
    The women and children ran to the walls of the lodge and then moved toward the door, dodging to avoid the wild swings of the tomahawk-wielding men who now swarmed around the defenders. Two of the axemen had fallen. One of the riflemen continued to fire, while the other was desperately defending himself against two Mi’kmaq using the butt of his rifle. The last woman, holding a small child in her arms, ran inside. 
 
    Sunow was about to slam the door shut when Menichk grabbed him by the arm. The baby, Kaleboo, was in her arms, and their little girl, Weiopek, clung to her skirt. “I told him to come!” Menichk cried. “I thought he was with me!” 
 
    David. Their son. He was still outside. 
 
    Sunow looked past the men fighting to the fence, where David was hiding behind a bush. He no doubt thought the running and bell-ringing was all part of the game—and this time, he’d picked a terrible hiding place. 
 
    “Sunow, you have to get him!” Menichk cried. 
 
    Several more men on both sides had fallen, including both of the riflemen. The odds continued to favor the attackers, who nearly had the defenders surrounded. At any moment, one of the attackers might break off from the battle and make for the door. 
 
    Sunow turned from the fracas to face one of the older boys. “Banook, I am going to get David. If it looks like the men are going to get inside, close the door and bar the gate. Do not wait for me. Do you understand?” 
 
    Banook nodded.  
 
    “You must save David!” Menichk cried. “You must!” 
 
    “I will protect David,” Sunow said. “Get everyone else upstairs to my father’s office. Go!” 
 
    Without waiting for a response, Sunow ran outside, past the men fighting, to the little boy hiding in the bushes. Naked except for a loincloth, David was wide-eyed and frozen with fear. Sunow dropped into a crouch, sliding across the damp grass on one knee toward the boy, scooped him into his arms and threw him over his left shoulder. He spun around and sprinted back toward the door. The defenders were now completely overwhelmed; only a half dozen were still standing. While the bulk of the attackers remained engaged with the defenders, two swordsmen broke off from the fight and moved toward the door. Sunow saw Banook standing in the doorway, eyes wide with terror, ready to slam the door shut. 
 
    Sunow sprinted toward the two men, drawing his hunting knife from the sheath at his belt as he did so. Still holding David over his left shoulder, he came up behind the closer man, slowing as he neared him. He wrapped his around the man’s neck and then drew the knife quickly across his throat. Sunow felt a splash of warm blood on his hand as the man fell. The other man, now only three paces from the door, heard his comrade’s gasp and glanced back, slowing enough for Sunow to drive his knife though the soft flesh below his chin and into his brain. The man’s body jerked and he stumbled backwards, slamming into the wall of the lodge. Sunow, leaving the knife in the man’s head, lunged through the doorway and Banook slammed the door behind him. Sunow lowered the heavy steel-reinforced timber to bar the door and they ran down the hall and upstairs. 
 
    The others were already waiting for them in the office. There were sixteen of them altogether: Aengus; Sunow and Menichk and their three children; and three other Mi’kmaq women and their children. The office was the safest place in the fort, for one reason: it was where Aengus kept all his books and the records documenting shipments for Pleiades. They did not know at this point who the attackers were, but it didn’t matter: if any of the papers in his office survived the attack, they might eventually fell into the hands of the Cho-ta’an or their other enemies. If that happened, Sunow knew, the project his father had worked so hard for was doomed. Aengus had records detailing shipments to Höfn and satellite locations throughout Europe. The records were encoded and written in Latin, but an enterprising individual with enough patience could identify patterns that would lead them to Camp Armstrong or one of the other satellite locations.  
 
    Aengus had already begun to pile books and papers onto the heavy wooden desk in the center of the room. The office was a square room, about twenty feet on a side, that had two large screened windows that overlooked the front yard of the fort. Menichk, still holding Kaleboo, stood at one of the windows, squinting down onto the yard below.  
 
    “Who are they, Sunow?” she asked. 
 
    “Franks, I think,” Sunow replied. He had met a few of the Franks who worked with the Eidejelans; they resembled the Norsemen but had slightly darker coloration as a rule. 
 
    “Did you see… anything else?” Aengus asked. 
 
    Sunow knew of what his father spoke: the beings called Cho-ta’an, who were the enemies of the human race. His father had told him many times that it was unlikely any Cho-ta’an still walked the Earth, but Sunow knew his father still feared them. 
 
    “I did not see anyone who was not a man,” Sunow said. “But there were many attackers, and they were disguised.” 
 
    As he spoke, a shout came from below. Sunow approached the window to see one of the Franks looking up at him. The fighting in the yard seemed to be over: corpses lay strewn about the yard, and Franks and Mi’kmaq meandered around, spearing the wounded and looking for others hiding in the bushes. Gunshots and shouts sounded in the distance as fighting went on in the woods around the fort. Sunow wondered how many of the Mi’kmaq had turned on them. Perhaps it was only a few, and the defenders only had to wait for the men loyal to Aengus to break down the gate and rescue them. Somewhere below, a loud, repetitive thudding had begun, and Sunow realized that someone was chopping at the door to the lodge with an axe. 
 
    “I am Bruno, King of the Newfound Land,” the man below the window shouted in Frankish. “I claim this fort and the territory around it. Throw down your weapons and open the door. You have my word you will not be harmed.” 
 
    Aengus had shuffled to the window next to his son. “I’ve read every history book of the tenth century,” he muttered, “and don’t know any King Bruno.” Below, the thudding continued. Sunow wondered how long it would take a man to hack through those doors. Ten minutes at most, he thought. And the door to the office was not nearly as strong. 
 
    “They’ve not yet written the books of my deeds,” Bruno shouted. “I am the first king of this new land, which is as of yet unknown in Christendom. Ballads of my greatness will reverberate through the ages.” 
 
    “Not likely,” Aengus muttered.  
 
    Sunow saw that the man at the gate had opened it, and a group of some forty Mi’kmaq warriors, many of them armed with rifles, filed in. No Norsemen were among them. Sounds of fighting in the distance had faded to silence. Sunow’s father, standing next to him, gripped his shoulder to steady himself. The day he had long feared had finally come: Orville and Wilbur had fallen. 
 
    “Look,” Aengus said, directing his attention to a tall man standing alone, near the fence. The man wore a cloak that nearly covered his features, but Sunow could see the man’s unnatural gray skin. 
 
    “Is that…?” Sunow asked. 
 
    “Cho-ta’an,” Aengus said. “They’re persistent bastards, I’ll give them that.” 
 
    Before Sunow could reply, another man strode forward to stand next to Bruno. This was Keskoospak, the Mi’kmaq chief who had long been at odds with Makkapitew. It was no surprise to find that he was involved in this uprising.  
 
    “The reign of the pale men is over,” Keskoospak said. “My warriors have you surrounded. Surrender the lodge.” The thudding down below continued. 
 
    “What do we do, Aengus?” Sunow asked. “Is the fort really lost?” 
 
    Aengus chewed his lower lip, staring coldly at the cloaked man in the distance. Behind him, women and children huddled together, waiting for some word of encouragement from him. Several sobbed quietly; they had lost fathers, husbands and brothers in the fighting. Aengus turned to look at them a moment, and then focused his attention on the pile of papers on his desk. “I always knew this moment would come,” he said quietly. “This whole operation, Orville and Wilbur. It was too good to last. Still, I guess… I guess I thought we had more time.” 
 
    “We can give up the lodge,” Menichk said. “It’s just a building. We can rebuild somewhere else.” 
 
    Aengus looked at Sunow, who met his gaze grimly. Sunow understood: there would be no escape, not for the two of them at least. That gray creature down on the grass, and the men he had in his thrall, would never let them. “Keep the women and children safe, Sunow,” Aengus said. “I’ll see to the papers.”  
 
    Sunow nodded. He shouted down to the men, in Frankish, “You can have the fort and this land, but I want your word that our women and children will not be harmed.” 
 
    “No one will be harmed if you throw down your arms and exit the lodge,” Bruno said. 
 
    “My father and I will not be leaving,” Sunow said. 
 
    “What?” Menichk gasped. “What are you saying?” Most of the Mi’kmaq at the fort spoke little Frankish, but Menichk understood enough to know she didn’t like what she was hearing. 
 
    Bruno shouted from the yard again. “Everyone in the lodge will surrender, or my men will burn it down with you inside it.” The thudding continued. 
 
    “Don’t be a fool, Bruno,” Sunow called. “You gain nothing by burning down the lodge.” He then spoke in Mi’kmaq: “Does this white man speak for you? He threatens to kill our women and children.” 
 
    Keskoospak seemed displeased with this. Sunow doubted it was Keskoospak’s conscience troubling him; he was upset because women and children were valuable spoils of war. The two men conferred for a moment in what must have been a tense and confusing exchange: clearly neither spoke more than a few words of the other’s language. A small hope arose in Sunow’s chest that he might be able to take advantage of their disagreement. There appeared to be only ten Franks left alive, including Bruno. The Mi’kmaq were the ones in control. 
 
    “The white men want your magic,” Keskoospak shouted, when the conference ended. “The things that are written on paper.” 
 
    “We will die to protect it,” Sunow said. “All of us, if necessary.” 
 
    Another conference ensued. As the two men became increasingly agitated, the Cho-ta’an approached. Bruno, Keskoospak and the Cho-ta’an spoke for some time, gesturing animatedly at each other in an effort to be understood. At last, Keskoospak stepped away and spoke again to Sunow in the Mi’kmaq tongue. “They think I do not understand the importance of the magic to them,” he said. “I understand, but I do not care about magic. I am happy with land and women and children. If you send your people out now, my men will not harm them.” 
 
    “And what about the pale men?” Sunow asked. 
 
    “The women and children will be mine,” Keskoospak said. “I will protect them from the pale men.” 
 
    “No!” Menichk cried. “We will not go with these men!” 
 
    “It’s the only way,” Sunow said, turning to face her. 
 
    “Sunow! You would have your children grow up as part of this tribe? These men killed their fathers and brothers!” 
 
    “Menichk, please,” Sunow pleaded. “Can’t you see this is the only chance our children have? If you do not leave now, they will kill us all!” Down below, the thudding continued. 
 
    “And what about you?” 
 
    “My father and I must stay behind.” 
 
    “Stay behind! You will die!” 
 
    “We are dead either way. That thing down there… it wants to know where our friends are, and those men will terrible things to us to make use tell them. It is better for us to die here.” 
 
    “But you don’t know anything! You’ve never even been across the sea!” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter. They would torture me anyway. Please, Menichk. Go with them. Do not tell anyone you were married to Aengus’s son. They will not suspect you.” 
 
    Menichk turned to Aengus. “This is your fault!” she screamed. “Why did you involve us in this? Your grandchildren will be raised by the people who murdered their friends and relatives. Was it worth it, to build your ships to send across the sea, for people we have never met?” She turned again to Sunow. “You ask me not to mention that I am Aengus’s daughter-in-law? You needn’t worry. I will never speak his name again, and I will forbid my children from speaking it as well.” 
 
    “Menichk, please,” Sunow said. “You cannot say such things!” 
 
    “I can and I must, Sunow. I was a fool not to see it earlier. Aengus chose this path long ago. He knew it would end this way, and he did it anyway. Maybe it was worth it. I don’t pretend to understand such things. What I know is that you will be forgotten, old man, and every you built will turn to dust.” 
 
    Aengus had put his palms on his desk and he leaned over the stack of papers, his shoulders hunched, wisps of gray hair hanging down from his head. “Aye,” he said. “The woman speaks the truth, I’m afraid. I chose this path with my eyes wide open. I suppose I’d hoped I’d die before it all fell apart, but here we are. I’m sorry for the pain I’ve caused, but truth be told, if I had it to do over, I’d have done it the same. My son, tell Keskoospak we’ll take his offer.” 
 
    Sunow rested his hand on his father’s arm for a moment and then walked back to the window. “I’ll send the women and children out,” he shouted in Mi’kmaq. “My father and I will follow after we attend to some business.” 
 
    “What? What is happening?” Bruno shouted. Sunow ignored him, turning to face the others. He noted that the thudding had stopped, for now. Sunow walked to David, who was crouched in the corner, dried tears on his cheeks. Sunow knelt down next to his son. 
 
    “Father, are you sending us away?” David asked. 
 
    “It’s the only way to keep you safe,” Sunow said. “Mama will be with you.” 
 
    “What about you and Grandfather?” 
 
    “We have to stay here.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “We have some important work to do.” 
 
    “More important than me?” 
 
    “No, my son. We’re doing this work for you. And for Mama. A long time ago, some people came to Grandfather and asked for his help with something that was very important. Maybe the most important thing ever. Grandfather knew it was going to be very hard, but he said he would help.” 
 
    “And then Grandfather asked for your help.” 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    “And your job is hard too.” 
 
    “It’s very hard. But I will do it, because I promised Grandfather. And now I have to ask you to do something. And it’s going to be hard, but I need you to do it.” 
 
     “What is it?” 
 
    “I need you to take care of your Mama and your sisters. Can you do that?” 
 
    “Yes, Papa.” 
 
    “Good. And I need you to do one more thing. One very important thing.” 
 
    “What is it, Papa?” 
 
    “I need you to remember your grandfather. Your sisters are too young, so you will have to remember him for them, and tell them all about him. His name is Aengus. Can you say that?” 
 
    “Aengus.” 
 
    “Good. His name is Aengus, but because you are very special to him, you get to call him Grandfather. Your grandfather is a great man. Do you know why?” 
 
    David nodded. “Because the people asked him to do a job, and it was hard, but he did it anyway.” 
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Forty-two                      
 
    Gabe pressed the button again. Still nothing. He bashed the button several times with his fist. 
 
    “Motherfucker!” he shouted. How the fuck were they going to build a spaceship if they couldn’t even get a remote detonator to work reliably? 
 
    “What’s happening?” asked one of the archers. 
 
    “I’m going to have to trigger it manually,” Gabe said. 
 
    “You can’t go down there!” the archer shouted.  
 
    “I’ll do it,” another man said. 
 
    “I don’t have time to teach you how a detonator works,” Gabe said. He grabbed the rope that was attached to the bell overhead, extracting the excess from a peg on the wall. The rope was just long enough to be reached from the ground. He threw it over the sill on the north side of the tower, where the fighting was the lightest, and then took off his coat. He climbed onto the sill, threw his legs over, and wrapped his coat around the rope. “Cover me,” he said, as he pushed himself off the sill. 
 
    He clutched his coat as tightly as he could around the rope, trying to break his fall, but he wasn’t as strong as he once was. Fortunately, he landed on top of one of the attackers, who was engaged in a melee with one of the few defenders still standing. Gabe and the surprised man fell to the ground together, and Gabe felt something snap in his right arm as his elbow hit the ground. He rolled onto his back, momentarily blinded by the pain. Around him was chaos. Axes smashed into shields and men screamed as they were impaled by spears. He was vaguely aware that the man he’d landed on was lying, dazed, next to him. The man screamed as someone jammed a spear through his solar plexus.  
 
    Gabe rolled to his left and managed to get to his feet, his useless right arm hanging at his side. He turned and stumbled away from the tower, hoping to get free of the fracas. A man came at him with an axe but fell with an arrow in his chest. As he fell, though, three more men moved in. Beyond these was a sea of attackers with axes and spears. As the fight continued behind him, more attackers pressed forward on Gabe’s left and right. There was nothing to do but keep moving and hope the attackers wouldn’t trouble themselves to cut down an old man running from the battle. 
 
    The first few men were so surprised at the sight of a strangely garbed and apparently unarmed man running toward him that they hesitated to swing their axes. One took an arrow in the throat and another in the left eye. An arrow barely missed a third man, but his comrade with the arrow shaft protruding from his eye socket stumbled into him, blocking his advance long enough for Gabe to slip past him. Something struck Gabe hard in the back, causing him to reel and stumble onto one knee. An axe or sword, he thought, but the bulletproof flight suit took the brunt of it. Pain surged through his right arm as his muscles tensed, and he braced himself with his left. By the time he’d managed to get to his feet again, three more men had fallen with arrows in their chests. Still more attackers swarmed toward him, but Gabe could see daylight behind them. He pressed on, slipping between two men with axes. More men were coming up the slope, but they paid him little mind, as they were intent on taking the tower. 
 
    Gabe made his way down the slope toward the longhouses. When he reached the far corner of the first longhouse, he ventured another look back. The fighting at the base of the tower had all but ceased. Attackers swarmed around the tower; the defenders had been isolated and were being cut down, one by one. Some of Harald’s men, boosted onto the shoulders of their comrades, had begun to climb the scaffolding of the tower. His right arm throbbing, Gabe ran to the massive steel tank labeled LOX. Next to it was an identical tank, labeled LH. Both had big red warnings on them, in Norse and Frankish, to keep fire far away. 
 
    Until three weeks ago, the tanks had been several hundred yards away from the nearest building, as the contents were too dangerous to keep nearby. They’d been moved to the center of Svartalfheim precisely for this reason. Moving them had been an engineering feat in itself: they’d had to build a massive wheeled platform and demolish several buildings that stood in the way. Setting the charge had been the easy part: an engineer had strapped a few ounces of TNT to the tank near the outlet valve. A pair of insulated wires ran from the detonator down a steel conduit into the ground, alongside the longhouses, and up to the button in the tower. Pressing the button would complete the circuit, triggering the detonator. It should have been foolproof, but somehow the wires must have been severed in the battle. 
 
    The valve was protected by a steel box that could only be opened by a key like the one Gabe wore on the band around his neck. He ran to the box, fumbling with the key in his left hand. After a moment, he managed to get the key into the lock, but before he could turn it, he heard someone approaching from behind him. He turned in time to see a huge blond man bearing down on him with an axe raised over his head. Letting go of the key, Gabe dodged to his right as the axe came down beside him. Taking advantage of his attacker’s momentary loss of balance, Gabe threw his left fist into the man’s face, hitting him squarely in the nose. His right arm still hanging useless at his side, Gabe pressed the attack, throwing his left twice more. The third time, he felt something crack, and he wasn’t entirely certain it wasn’t his hand. Stunned, his attacker stumbled backwards, his axe hanging from his hand, blood pouring down his mouth and chin.  
 
    In the distance behind the man, Gabe saw that the attackers had overrun the tower. A dozen men were scaling the scaffolding, and several had already reached the top. The archers were trying to fight them off with their swords. No defenders were left standing on the ground, and the men swarming the tower, realizing the battle was over, had begun to scatter in the hopes of finding either spoils or more men to kill. If Gabe was going to take out Harald’s army, he needed to do it quickly. Several attackers, having noticed the trouble their comrade was having with one strangely dressed old man, were already moving toward him, axes held out in front of them. 
 
    He turned again to the lock, but before he could get his bruised fingers to turn the key, the big blond man’s shadow fell on him again. Gabe dropped to the ground as the axe blade swept over his head. Rolling onto his left side, Gabe drew back his right leg and then thrust it forward, bringing his heel against the man’s left shin, just below the knee. Gabe felt cartilage separate, and the man fell with a yelp to the dirt.  
 
    Gabe pulled himself to his feet again. As his fingers grasped the key, something slammed into his right arm with such force that something cracked. He stumbled to his left and nearly fell to the ground. Agony shot through his arm, clouding his vision. He staggered, fighting to remain conscious. Turning, he stumbled with his back against the tank. To the left was the steel box, still locked. He gradually became aware of several men standing around him. Big, blond men with axes and shields. They were laughing. Gabe started laughing too, because the men were ridiculous. They looked just like Vikings. What the hell kind of backwater planet had he wandered onto this time? 
 
    He realized he was holding something in the fingers of his left hand. A key, he thought, holding it before his eyes. No, half a key. The key was broken. But where was the other half? In the box, he thought. He’d been trying to get the box open. There was something in the box. Something very important. He glanced at the box, hoping for a clue, but was distracted by his sleeve. Something was wrong with it. No, not with his sleeve. With his arm. Is that my arm? he thought. It had a funny dent in it, just below his shoulder, and it was all twisted wrong. Blood was pouring from his fingers to the snow. He tried to move it, which was a mistake. 
 
    His vision went black, and for some time he was aware only of pain. When he regained consciousness, he was still standing, but just barely. He was leaning against the tank, his chin resting on the metal box. Get the box open, he thought. He clawed at the edge of the door with his left hand, but it was no use. It was still locked, and with the key broken off in the lock, he’d never get it open. 
 
    He heard a footstep behind him, and for a moment everything was clear. He shifted his weight to the right and the axe came down alongside his head. It brushed against his cheek and bit into the tendons of his shoulder, making a clang as it smashed into the metal box behind him. Gabe fell to his knees. Something warm flowed down his left arm. Behind him, the men’s laughter grew more raucous. They were toying with him, he realized. The battle had been too easy, and now they were entertaining themselves by tormenting a feeble old man, like a cat trying to get the last bit of fun out of a wounded mouse. Let them, he thought.  
 
    Below the noise of their guttural laughter and taunts there was another sound: the hissing of escaping gas. As Gabe rolled onto his back, he felt the freezing cold air blowing on his face. He breathed deeply despite the pain, trying to muster the energy for one final act of defiance. As the men closed in on him, he managed to get his left hand into the pocket of his flight suit, where he kept the little electric lighter that he’d had with him when the lander crashed twenty-seven years ago. For a moment, his thoughts went to Korey, the man they’d called Fireman because Gabe had entrusted him with the lighter. Korey had died for the Iron Dragon without ever knowing it. Gabe pulled the lighter from his pocket and put his thumb on the button. “This one’s for you, Fireman,” he said, and pressed the button. 
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Forty-three       
 
    Eric Haraldsson, whom history would call Eric Bloodaxe, was not a patient man. Eric, the third son of the King of Norway, had been trying for ten years to west Northumbria from the hands of Edward, King of the Saxons, when he’d received a demand from his father to cease his advance until further notice. Eric had ostensibly been acting independently of Harald, and his father had never made any pretensions in the past of being able to control him, so Eric chafed at the request. He assumed it had something to do with his father’s negotiations with the Christian Pope in Rome, but Eric had no interest in politics. He sent word to his father that his conquest of Northumbria would not be delayed. 
 
    To his surprise, his father replied that if he held off until summer, Harald would send an army to assist him in his efforts. Eric knew that his father and Hrólfr had been amassing men in Frankia and Denmark, he assumed for a campaign in Burgundy or Lombardy. Apparently Harald planned to make quick work of this campaign if he expected the army to arrive in Northumbria by summer. Dubious but enamored of the idea of another two thousand Norsemen under his control, Eric agreed to wait. He could use the time to prepare for the campaign in any case. 
 
    As the weeks wore on and no word was received from Harald, Eric grew anxious. He sent a messenger with a warning advising Harald that unless he heard otherwise, he would resume his advance into Northumbria. He had already mobilized his troops when a directive arrived from Harald, advising him to wait until word had been received of Harald’s campaign in Iceland. Knowing nothing of a campaign in Iceland, Eric was puzzled. June came and went, and still there was no word of the fate of Harald’s campaign. Eric decided to investigate the matter personally. He boarded his personal snekkja and sailed north from Northumbria to Reykjavik. He received a cordial, if cautious, greeting from the people there, who suggested that he sail east along the coast until he got to a place called Höfn. He would find what he was looking for there. 
 
    The village called Höfn was deserted. Fifty or more Viking ships lay abandoned in the harbor, which was lined with a surprising number of shipping docks. A small guard tower—unusual for a tiny Viking village—overlooked the harbor. Longhouses and timber buildings sat empty. Looms had been abandoned mid-thread and a screen of fish had been left to dry in the sun. It was as if everyone in the village had simply dropped whatever they were doing and left. A gravel road leading northward to a pass in the hills offered a clue. 
 
    Eric and his men walked up the path. As they rounded a bend, a great wood fence, twelve feet high and several hundred yards long, came into view. At the end of the wall on either side were guard towers. The road led to a guard house, beyond which was a gate. The gate had been left open and the fence was in disrepair; holes had been torn in it in several locations. Eric went inside. He found only the remains of forty or so wood buildings clustered around a patch of scorched earth more than a hundred yards in diameter.  
 
    Stopping short of the scorched earth, Eric found a broadsword that had been thrust into the ground halfway to its hilt. Nearby lay a single leather boot, and a few feet from this a man’s severed arm, bloated and rotting in the sun. Advancing beyond the buildings that were still standing, he saw now that scattered along the edge of the charred ground were hundreds of wooden shields, sometimes with a man’s partial arm still clutching the handle. All around was the detritus of battle: helmets, boots, axe heads, spears and knives. As the wind shifted, he became aware of the stench of death. Eric couldn’t begin to guess what sort of weapon had done this, or how many men had died. Hundreds, at least.  
 
    Further exploration revealed nothing of value: a few scraps of paper filled with writing that was in no language Eric recognized, empty metal drums and remnants of machinery whose purpose was a mystery. A stairway that seemed to lead down into a cave at first seemed promising, but the way down had been blocked by a cave-in. 
 
    Eric had never given any credence to the rumors of a race of Dvergar who toiled at mysterious projects in a secret stronghold somewhere in the north, but what he had found gave him pause. He found himself wondering who these people were, and what they had done to provoke his father’s ire. Given the quality of the weapons he found, the amount of iron machinery lying around, and the size of the settlement, he supposed the Dvergar—if that’s who had lived here—must have been fabulously wealthy. Little remained of it now, and Harald’s army had been destroyed. Not one man was left alive. 
 
    Having finished their investigation of the site, Eric’s men gathered on the scorched ground at the center of the obliterated settlement. Eric’s dour lieutenant, a man named Gudmund, approached him. He carried a large, round object that he handed to Eric.  
 
    Eric, turning the thing over in his hands, realized it was a sort of helmet. It was constructed of a lightweight material that he had never seen before, and it had a clear visor made from a strange sort of curved glass. He tried putting it on, but it fit too tightly on his head and the visor fogged up almost immediately from his own breath. It seemed odd to him that people capable of such craftmanship would nevertheless design a helmet so poorly. On the back were what appeared to be Latin letters, which read IDL. On the front was another label, which read REYES. He tossed the thing to the side in disgust. 
 
    “It does not appear,” said Thorvald, gazing upon the carnage, “that your father’s army will be of much assistance.” 
 
    Eric smiled at Gudmund’s grim understatement. “Take what weapons you find worth taking,” he said to the others gathering nearby. “We embark in an hour. Northumberland awaits.” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    “Perhaps it is a ruse,” Theo suggested. “Harald’s army may have taken the Dvergar stronghold and he plans to keep their treasure for himself.” 
 
    “That is not the impression my spies give,” Theodora said. “Harald’s ships have not been seen in Normandy, Norway or Denmark. By all accounts, the fleet Harald sent fleet never returned.” 
 
    “They may have turned south. I received word yesterday that Eric has resumed his campaign in Northumberland.” 
 
    “And did you also receive word of the arrival of two hundred Viking ships? If Harald’s army were aiding Eric, we would know it.” 
 
    “But how can a fleet simply disappear?” 
 
    “It seems we underestimated the Dvergar.” 
 
    Theo nodded, rubbing his chin worriedly. “We have no defense against such people.” 
 
    “We have no reason to suspect they are aware of our involvement.” 
 
    “But if they truly plan to conquer Christendom….” 
 
    “I’m beginning to have my doubts about that. It’s been weeks since Harald’s fleet should have arrived in Iceland, and we’ve heard not a word from these Dvergar. If they did defeat Harald’s army, then as you say, we have no defense against them. So where are they? Why have they made no demands?” 
 
    “They are patient people. They act according to their own timetable.” 
 
    “Perhaps. If they do intent to conquer us, we would do well to distance ourselves from their enemies.” 
 
    “You think it’s time for a new Pope?” Theo asked. 
 
    “This one has served for seven years. He begins to chafe at the bit.” 
 
    “And the demon chained up in the basement?” 
 
    “How long has it been since it provided any useful information?” 
 
    “Many years.” 
 
    “Then we are agreed it has outlived its usefulness?” 
 
    “You would have me murder the thing? It’s done no one any harm.” 
 
     Theodora shrugged. “I don’t care what you do with it, as long as the next Pope doesn’t find it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Forty-four              
 
    Antillia was the name O’Brien gave to the tiny Caribbean island where the Eidejelans established Camp Aldrin, the new headquarters for Pleiades. Located about a hundred miles east of Puerto Rico, Antillia was oblong, stretching about two miles from east to west and only two hundred yards wide in places. Most of the island was only a few feet above sea level at high tide. It didn’t appear on any of the maps of the Caribbean, leading O’Brien to suspect it had disappeared sometime before the exploration of the area by Europeans. This was not uncommon with such tiny islands: a direct hit by a hurricane could easily obliterate it. Whatever was left of Pleiades after that would be erased by the corrosive effects of seawater. It was with these cheery considerations in mind that O’Brien selected Antillia as their best bet to escape the destructive whims of LOKI.  
 
    Antillia was uninhabited and had no natural resources to speak of, but setting aside the occasional hurricane, the climate was unquestionably better than that of Iceland. Only a few degrees north of the equator, it was also an ideal place to launch a rocket into orbit. It was, in fact, only about a thousand miles southeast of Cape Canaveral, where the original Gemini missions had launched. 
 
    Relocating Pleiades had always been part of the plan; the security lapses had just moved things up by a few years. In the early years of the project, the Eidejelans had been dependent on the major population centers of Europe for teachers, laborers and warriors, as well as finished goods like ships and clothing, but now that they had a workforce of engineers possessing a vast body of technical knowledge, they were closer to being self-sufficient. They were far less reliant on trade and would not need to recruit more workers, forcefully or otherwise.  
 
    Although several major technical problems remained, much of the work was now a matter of gathering raw materials and fabricating the various components of the Iron Dragon. The forfeiture of Svartalfheim had certainly been a setback: besides the loss of most of their fighting men, they’d had to leave behind many of their tools, machines and buildings. The equipment in Hell alone represented an investment of hundreds of thousands of man-hours of labor. But machines could be rebuilt. The most important thing to be moved from Svartalfheim, besides the engineers themselves, was the library of technical information they had developed over the past twenty years. In addition to the specifications and theoretical work they’d downloaded from Andrea Luhman, they now possessed documents detailing specific solutions to the technical challenges they’d run into in the process of attempting to build an aerospace program. These documents were stored in electronic form on the four cuffs, and the most important ones had been duplicated in paper copies that were stored in one of two airtight steel cabinets, which were transported on two different knars. 
 
    With any luck, they wouldn’t have need of a sizeable defense force again. The island was ideal for defensive purposes, and the local Carib tribes were unlikely to mount a large-scale attack for an island they apparently hadn’t considered worth settling. If Gabe had been successful in destroying the Viking army, it would be years before Harald had the resources to challenge them again—and he’d have to find them first. Only a select few in Europe knew they had fled to the Caribbean, and with the exception of Gabe, they were all now at Camp Aldrin. 
 
    Months went by without any news from Europe. This was not unexpected: with access to the personnel and resources they needed on this side of the Atlantic, their ships no longer traveled east of Bermuda. O’Brien was tempted to send a ship to Höfn to find out for certain what had happened there, but it was too risky. If the ship were intercepted by an agent of the Pope or Harald, the crew might lead them back to Antillia. Maybe it was better not knowing, in any case. O’Brien assumed that none of those who had stayed behind had survived, but it was possible that they had overestimated the danger, or that Gabe had figured out a way to save Svartalfheim. Stupid, stubborn Gabe and his insistence on sending all their guns along with the evacuees. Maybe the attack had come but Gabe and a few others had survived and were even now living out the last of their days at the abandoned facility. Even if they were, O’Brien would never see them again: Gabe knew better than to follow them to the Caribbean. 
 
    The one big concern, from a security perspective, was Camp Orville. A ship that had been expected to return before the evacuation had not arrived in time. The coxswain of that ship was Fritjof, who had been entrusted with a message for Aengus: since Svartalfheim was going to be abandoned, no further shipments of lumber or pitch would be needed there. All ships would henceforth be sent south to Camp Collins, their stopover point in Bermuda. O’Brien had suspected that Fritjof, delayed by bad weather, had opted to head directly to Camp Collins himself rather than return to Iceland, but their men in Bermuda said no ships had arrived from Camp Orville. As the weeks went by with no word from Aengus, speculation arose that Orville and Wilbur had at last fallen victim to LOKI—probably in the form of rebellious natives. In the spring, O’Brien sent a ship to Nova Scotia, but the crew returned a month later, saying that both camps had been abandoned and the main lodge at Orville had burned down. The coxswain, who had been to Orville three times before, was unable to locate any Mi’kmaq he recognized, and the crew, fearing for their safety, boarded their ship to return to Antillia. 
 
    All the satellite locations besides those in North America and Bermuda had been shut down at the same time as Svartalfheim. Sensitive personnel were put aboard ships bound for Höfn or Bermuda. Those whose services were no longer needed were given a month’s pay in silver and released. Rumors of the Dvergar would undoubtedly spread, but none of the ex-employees knew enough about Pleiades to be cause any problems. 
 
    Meeting the dietary needs of the nearly 2,000 people at Camp Aldrin was the biggest challenge the Committee faced initially. Antillia was too small for hunting or farming, and the ships hadn’t had the space to bring live farm animals anyway. They brought with them enough provisions to last a few weeks after reaching their destination, mostly wheat flour and dried fish and meats. For the foreseeable future, they would be heavily dependent on Camp Erhardt, in Bermuda, where several large farms had been established. Longer term, O’Brien hoped to be able to trade for food with the local Indian tribes. 
 
    Reyes’s health responded well to the warm climate. She fared better than expected during the three-week voyage to the Caribbean and came out of her coma six weeks after their arrival. Now fifty-six years old, she remained weak for several months, lacking the endurance and concentration for more than the most basic tasks. O’Brien remained in charge of the program, but Reyes was included in meetings whenever possible. Her recovery buoyed the flagging spirits of the community after the loss of their homes and so many of their men at Svartalfheim. 
 
    After dormitories and a few other essential buildings were constructed, the main priority at Camp Aldrin was to establish shortwave communication with the other facilities. The engineers had already perfected the process of making vacuum tubes, but the project of setting up radios at the satellite facilities had been delayed by the evacuation. They had successfully transported and moved their vacuum tube fabrication facilities, and the engineers set about building transceivers and amplifiers. A year after their arrival at Antillia, they tested their first long-distance shortwave communications between Camp Aldrin and Camp Hughes, nearly 2,000 miles away. 
 
    Word had been sent to Camp Hughes of the abandonment of Svartalfheim; oil shipments now went directly from the platform in the Gulf to Antillia. A refinery was set up at Camp Aldrin, where the petroleum was purified into diesel, fuel oil, gasoline, kerosene, lubricants and asphalt. Petroleum byproducts were also used to make plastics, rubber and vinyl. Two new wells were drilled at Camp Hughes, serviced by the same offshore platform, to meet the increased demand. Oil was no longer needed for heating, but it was used for virtually everything else: smelting iron, running machinery, fueling airplanes and rockets, and powering generators. Without a ready supply of geothermal energy, even the process of splitting seawater into hydrogen and oxygen had to be powered by a diesel generator. And since both liquid oxygen and liquid hydrogen had to be constantly refrigerated, several barrels of oil a day would be needed just to keep stored propellants from boiling away in the Caribbean heat. 
 
    Despite the loss of Orville and Wilbur, Pleiades had no shortage of ships: it had taken nearly three hundred vessels—a collection of knars, karves and snekkjas—to get all the evacuees and supplies to the Caribbean. Once shelters had been constructed on Antillia, many of these ships were repurposed for exploration and resource acquisition. Over the next year, two new camps were established: an iron mine in Trinidad and a bauxite mine in Jamaica for the production of aluminum. The iron ore and bauxite were processed at the mine site; finished iron and aluminum bars were shipped to Antillia, where they would be smelted into tools, machine components and building materials. A small factory was set up at Camp Aldrin to turn sand into glass. Other than food, most of the other resources they would need—such as wool, copper, titanium and gold—had been brought in sufficient quantities from Iceland. 
 
    Construction of buildings at Camp Aldrin proceeded rapidly. There was little usable lumber on the islands in the area, so most of the early buildings were constructed of lumber pulled from snekkjas that were no longer needed for raiding. Later buildings were built with concrete made from cement produced at a plant near the iron mine in Jamaica. Once they’d built a steel fabrication facility, larger buildings were constructed of steel frames and corrugated steel sheets. A medium-sized hurricane would tear the flimsy steel buildings apart, but the odds were against one hitting Antillia within the next few decades, and the buildings weren’t intended to last longer than that. Most of the buildings were clustered at the east side of the island; the launch pad for the Iron Dragon would be constructed at the far west end. An asphalt road would eventually connect the settlement to the launch site. Alongside the road would be an asphalt-covered concrete runway for testing airplanes. Before any of this could be done, though, earth-moving machines had to be built (or reassembled, since many components had been brought from Camp Armstrong) to raise and level the uneven, rocky ground.  
 
    Reyes gradually improved over the next two years, and O’Brien gladly handed the reins of Pleiades back to her. With her recovery came a change in mood among the Eidejelans. Building a rocket capable of reaching orbit no longer seemed like an impossible dream. Gone too was the secrecy of the past decades: engineers now spoke openly of the project, as there was no one around for 3,000 miles but primitive tribes of people who didn’t even speak their language. Reyes still insisted on calling the project Pleiades, but every teacher and construction worker on Antillia knew the name Iron Dragon. 
 
    At the same time, their hard-fought successes thus far reinforced in their minds the stakes of their project and the possibility of failure. On some level, everyone involved in Pleiades—except perhaps Alma—had adopted a sort of defensive myopia, refusing to think about the fate of their project. There were so many ways it could fail, falling victim to external enemies, internal dissent or simply some technical problem that proved to be insoluble in medieval Europe, that they’d been forced to focus on whatever challenge they were currently facing. They had pressed on because as long as their goal didn’t seem absolutely impossible, they felt an obligation to keep going. 
 
    Now, though, the major obstacles had fallen: they had assembled and trained a team of engineers, located the material resources they needed, and built the tools and machines to fabricate the rocket. They’d built vacuum tubes and turbopumps and designed and flown airplanes and small rockets. And they’d done it all right under the noses of the Cho-ta’an and the powers-that-be in Europe. If they failed now, it would be because of some minor oversight or fluke accident—one of the millions of little things that could doom a rocket launch.  
 
    Theoretically, they had several hundred years in which to keep trying, but the Committee was in agreement that the project would be unlikely to survive the death of the two remaining spacemen. In particular, the project was highly dependent on the loyalty the Eidejelans felt for Reyes. The Committee had seen how close Pleiades had come to falling apart when Reyes was in a coma; if it hadn’t been for the imminent threat of invasion to unite the Eidejelans, Gabe and O’Brien wouldn’t have been able to keep the project going. There had been grumblings for years among some of the engineers that they’d be better off using their technological knowledge to overtly change history rather than acceding to the inevitability of a long and destructive war with an alien race of which none of them had any firsthand knowledge, and the new openness at Camp Aldrin only fanned the flames. Their proximity to an untamed continent didn’t help: there was nothing preventing a rebellious contingent from boarding a karve and heading to Cuba or Florida and setting themselves up as gods among the natives.  
 
    As always, their most insidious enemy was LOKI: historically, no evidence had ever been found of an ancient iron mine in Jamaica or a gold mine in Trinidad, which mean that unless there had been a global conspiracy to obscure the truth, those facilities had at some point been destroyed. When and how that would happen was anybody’s guess. That Reyes and O’Brien were able to spend their time worrying about such abstract concerns was, of course, a symptom of their own success: Harald’s army was no longer a threat, and it had been so long since they’d seen any sign of the Cho-ta’an that Reyes allowed herself the hope that they might actually be left in peace to finish the project they had begun so many years ago.  
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Forty-five              
 
    Rebuilding the aeronautics program took until their fifth year at Camp Aldrin. All the engineers had made the voyage from Svartalfheim; the difficult part was constructing new buildings and rebuilding all the machinery they’d left behind. A runway nearly a mile and a half long was constructed between Camp Aldrin and the launch site. New propellant tanks were constructed and the turbopumps were reassembled. Most of the airplane prototypes they’d built over the past few years had to be sunk in the Atlantic, as there was nowhere in the Caribbean to land them. The exception was the P-51 Mustang, which O’Brien couldn’t bear to destroy. It had been disassembled and its components parceled out among several knars. 
 
    Initial testing of rockets had begun in and around Iceland several years earlier. These were mostly solid-fuel rockets no taller than a person. They were unmanned and never made it beyond the stratosphere. Very few were recovered; most were lost in the North Sea. During the last two years before preparations for evacuation began, they had begun testing significantly larger rockets using liquid hydrogen and oxygen and propellants, with mixed success. Most failed to launch, usually due to a problem with the pumps. A few exploded on the launch pad. Two made it into the stratosphere, but the Eidejelans had yet to get an object into orbit. For that, they needed to build a multi-stage rocket, and that feat remained beyond their abilities while they were at Svartalfheim. 
 
    Alma’s engineers had successfully built kerosene-powered turbopumps capable of liquefying hydrogen and oxygen for storage on the ground, but building pumps powerful enough to overcome the pressure in the combustion chamber of a rocket—and compact and light enough to be carried by that rocket—proved more difficult. The pumps needed to spin at nearly 37,000 rpm, injecting fuel into the combustion chamber at a rate of a thousand pounds per second. Building such pumps would be an impressive engineering feat even in the twentieth century, and trying to do it with medieval technology was unthinkable. Still, Alma’s team persisted, fabricating tools capable of ever-increasing levels of precision, confident that given enough time, the problem could be solved. 
 
    Developing a reliable ignition system proved to be another thorny problem. One solution would have been to switch to a hypergolic fuel system for the second stage. Hypergolic propellants, such as the combination of dinitrogen tetroxide and hydrazine, spontaneously combusted upon being mixed together, eliminating the need for a separate ignition system. Later versions of the Titan II rockets had used hypergolic fuels, simplifying their design. The liquid oxygen/liquid hydrogen combination of propellants had been selected primarily because of the ease with which it could be produced from seawater, and it was now beginning to look like that may have been a mistake. Hypergolic propellants had their own problems, however: they had a lower specific impulse than liquid hydrogen/liquid oxygen, meaning that more fuel would be required for the launch. Hypergolic fuels were also more corrosive and toxic, requiring more effort and expense to be put into storing and handling them safely. In the end, Reyes recommended that Alma’s team stick with their original choice. 
 
    One problem that was well-known in relation to rockets using liquid propellants in general and the Titan rockets in particular, known as “pogo oscillation,” was a positive feedback cycle in the fuel system that could potentially tear the rocket apart. This cycle could occur for a number of reasons, such as a surge in engine pressure increasing back pressure against the fuel coming into the engine, reducing engine pressure, causing more fuel to come in and increasing engine pressure again. Pogo oscillation was, ironically, such a well-documented problem that although it presented a challenge, solving it—primarily through the implementation of dampening mechanisms—proved relatively straightforward. 
 
    Another difficult but relatively straightforward problem was making the propellant tanks strong enough to hold gases pressurized to 5,000 psi but not so heavy that they impeded the rocket’s journey to space. The tanks, as well as most of the structural components of the rocket, were made of aluminum, because it was lighter than steel. The tanks were fabricated from finely machined aluminum panels joined with rivets and then welded together. The goal was to build a rocket that had a mass-to-fuel ratio of less than one to ten, meaning that every ten pounds of fuel required less than one pound of structure to carry it. Alma’s engineers achieved this by using an aluminum-magnesium alloy, as well as developing a process for fabricating sheet metal plates with a variation in thickness of less than a hundredth of an inch, to ensure that the optimal amount of metal was used for the tanks. 
 
    No matter how light the rocket was, however, there was no getting around the need for a two-stage launch vehicle. Carrying empty fuel tanks into orbit was unnecessary and would require more fuel than those tanks could carry. This meant solving the problem of stage separation, which combined the problems of timed ignition and propellant pumping, while adding some additional complications. After the first stage separated and before the second stage ignited, the rocket would momentarily be in freefall, meaning that the second stage fuel and oxidizer would be weightless. To settle the propellants at the base of the tank so they could be fed into the combustion chamber, small solid-propellant rocket thrusters on the second stage would be fired. Propellant would then be pumped into the combustion chamber and ignited, pushing the second stage into orbit. Additionally, small thrusters on the third stage would fire to slow it down, separating it from the second stage. The process would be repeated when the second stage fell away and the Gemini vehicle continued into orbit. 
 
    Most of the other problems that remained to be solved related to the lack of miniaturized electronic components. Each of the four IDL-issued cuffs contained a computer that by far surpassed the entire processing power of NASA in the 1960s, but using them on the Iron Dragon meant connecting them to other components. The twenty-third century optical data transfer connection used by the cuffs was well-documented, but constructing a connection that would allow the cuffs to talk to other components was a project several orders of magnitude more complex than building a Titan II rocket. One of Alma’s engineers had experimented with programming the cuffs to produce audio signals of different frequencies which could be amplified and then translated into binary code by a machine that used filaments of varying resonant frequencies to receive the input. The binary code was then transferred to punch cards, which could be read by a person with sufficient training—or, theoretically, by another machine. The process proved so slow and cumbersome, though, that Alma deemed it would be more sensible to build computing machines from scratch rather than crippling the cuffs by tying them to devices with less than a billionth of their capacity. 
 
    Vacuum tubes had quickly become ubiquitous at Camp Aldrin. As the need for thousands of finely machined components arose, machine operators found it impossible to meet demand without the ability to program certain repetitive behaviors into the machines. Even at Camp Armstrong, engineers had begun to equip some machines with basic mechanical logic circuits so that, for example, a bolt-making machine would cut a bolt to exactly three eighths of an inch, drop the bolt in a bucket, and then start on the next bolt without a machine operator having to intervene. As parts became more complex and more numerous, and demand for precision increased, programmable machines employing vacuum tubes were added to the logic circuits. 
 
    Vacuum tubes continued to be used for sound and radio wave amplification as well, but most of the tubes produced at Camp Aldrin were consumed by the production of computers, which were necessary for performing calculations related to acceleration, turbulence, and launch trajectories. These computers, laughably primitive even by the standards of the twenty-first century, were nevertheless vastly more powerful and adaptable than the mechanical adding machines and slide rules the engineers otherwise relied on.  
 
    For extremely complex computation, the engineers used the wrist cuffs. Reyes had donated Slater’s cuff to the engineers in Hell early on, and O’Brien surrendered his upon his return from North America. Gabe gave his to Alma before the evacuation. O’Brien had borrowed Reyes’s cuff while she was in a coma, but when Reyes took control of Pleiades again, she gave hers up as well. Each of the four cuffs was now in one of four assigned locations, strategically placed throughout the facilities at Camp Aldrin. There was a waiting list for each cuff where engineers could sign up for blocks of computing time up to two hours long. Sometimes an engineer would have to wait weeks just to use one of the cuffs for an hour in the middle of the night. 
 
    The exponential increase in demand for computing power, as well as the fragility and expense of vacuum tubes, soon made the fabrication of transistors a priority. Building transistors was always going to be necessary at some point: vacuum tubes were too bulky and fragile to be used in the control circuits of a spacecraft. Vacuum tubes also had two other big downsides: they required a lot of power, and they produced a lot of heat. By the Eidejelans’ seventh year on Antillia, over half the diesel and gasoline Camp Hughes produced was being consumed by generators to make electricity. About ten percent of the electricity was used by incandescent lights, and another thirty percent by the vacuum tubes. The rest was used to power air conditioners that kept the engineers from collapsing from the combined heat produced by their inefficient light bulbs and vacuum tubes.  
 
    The electrical grid at Camp Aldrin was decidedly primitive. Power was produced by a motley assortment of gasoline- and diesel-powered generators. The geothermal generator that provided most of the electricity at Camp Armstrong had been cannibalized for parts. There was almost no excess capacity and nowhere to store surplus energy in any case. A few facilities had backup generators or emergency batteries, but these were sufficient only to provide emergency lighting and allow the safe shutdown of sensitive equipment. If the refinery went offline or a shipment of oil was late, there were outages. 
 
    Converting from vacuum tubes to transistors would solve a lot of these problems. Unfortunately, it would also delay most of the other work going on at Camp Aldrin, since developing a process for fabricating transistors would be a technical challenge at least as daunting as making vacuum tubes. As blackouts became more frequent and the need for still more computing power increased, Reyes was forced to pull engineers and resources away from aerospace in favor of electronics. Knowing how long it had taken to develop reliable vacuum tubes, Reyes feared that they were going down a rabbit hole from which they’d never escape, but she didn’t see any way to get into space without developing transistors. Fortunately by this time Alma had a staff of several hundred engineers, most of whom already had some basic theoretical understanding of electronics. She also had extensive facilities that could be used for research and development—at least as long as the lights stayed on.  
 
    The first transistors were produced at Camp Aldrin in the summer of 924 A.D., fourteen years after their arrival at Antillia. Over the next few years, production of vacuum tubes was slowed while production of transistors ramped up. Vacuum tubes would continue to be produced to service existing machines, but new equipment would use transistors. The total electricity demand at Camp Aldrin continued to increase, but at a slower rate, and with the addition of more generators and increased production at Camp Hughes, outages became less frequent.  
 
    Meanwhile, Reyes had ordered the construction of a 100,000-gallon water tower near the center of Antillia. The purpose of the water tower was threefold: first, it would provide potable water to facility for drinking, washing, and myriad other purposes. Thus far, the settlers had relied on a 10,000 gallon tank connected to a single freshwater well, and as a result, water had to be carefully rationed. The new tank would provide more water than the Eidejelans could possibly use under ordinary circumstances. Reyes was, of course, planning for extraordinary circumstances: during the launch of a Titan II rocket, tens of thousands of gallons would be pumped into a concrete-lined pool underneath the launch pad. This water would absorb most of the heat of the engines and boil off as steam, preventing damage to the launch facility. 
 
    The third purpose for the tank was related to Camp Aldrin’s problems with energy reliability: during periods of low electricity use, water would be pumped into the tower, using some of the same diesel engines that powered the generators. Then, when demand for electricity was higher, a valve would be opened, allowing the water to fall through a pipe past a turbine, powering a generator. In essence, the chemical energy from the diesel fuel would be converted to potential energy by lifting the water above the ground, and then converted to electricity when it was needed. 
 
    All the problems facing Camp Aldrin had been solved in the past (from the spacemen’s perspective) and could be solved again, but only through a painstaking process of trial and error. In the beginning, this process had been frustrating and time-consuming. Now, though, the Eidejelans had the personnel and infrastructure for solving problems. When a new problem was identified, it would be documented, prioritized, and assigned to one of the engineering teams. An entire department existed to keep track of which problems were holding up key project milestones and assign resources to address them. Occasionally a problem would arise that required a technology that the Eidejelans simply didn’t possess. Working with titanium, for instance, turned out to be far more difficult than expected, due to the difficulty of extracting pure titanium from the ore, as well as the metal’s extremely high melting point. Whenever possible, workarounds were found for such problems, but Alma judged that the ability to work titanium was a necessity: aluminum and steel would not suffice for certain parts of the Iron Dragon. A team of engineers spend the better part of three years mastering the processing of forging parts from titanium. 
 
    The Eidejelans continued to build larger and more complex rockets over the next several years, gradually improving their designs and fabrication processes. Their first successful test of a two-stage rocket was in February of 919 A.D., nine years after their arrival at Antillia. In parallel with these efforts, more small planes were built. In the year 920, they built their first jet plane—a tiny personal jet built from specifications from a kit produced in the twenty-first century. Seven years later, they finished a mockup of the Bell X-1, the plane in which Chuck Yeager first broke the sound barrier. O’Brien’s son, Michael, replicated—or anticipated—that feat on April 29, 928.   
 
    They had not yet put an object in orbit, but they’d mastered the process of stage separation and solved the problems with the fuel pumps. The second stage, which was equipped with a radio beacon they could use to track its location, made it eighty-three miles above the surface, beyond the atmosphere. Pleiades was still a long way from getting a crew into orbit, but the Eidejelans had proved they could reach space. 
 
    Given these successes, spirits were generally high at Camp Aldrin and the other satellite facilities, but as the third generation of Eidejelans grew up and Pleiades closed in on its ultimate goal, a new sort of dissatisfaction had taken root. It was natural for parents to want a better life for their children, but the grandchildren and great-grandchildren of the founders of Pleiades faced a devolution to the Dark Ages. At Svartalfheim, secrecy and efforts to avoid leaving evidence of their work had been justified as necessary to evade the Cho-ta’an and the meddling of the powers of Europe. But now they were a long way from Europe, and the Cho-ta’an hadn’t been heard from for over forty years. In keeping with the new openness at Camp Aldrin, the Committee had been more candid about the need to minimize their temporal footprint, but many of the Eidejelans found the philosophical justification of the no-paradox principle unconvincing, and murmurs of LOKI were greeted as superstitious nonsense by most of the younger engineers. A movement grew to continue Pleiades after its initial mission was finished, either to build more spacecraft to get the Eidejelans off Earth or to spread their knowledge to the rest of the world, igniting a scientific and technological revolution. The Committee tried to quash these sentiments, arguing that they were at best a distraction and at worst an invitation to LOKI to wipe Antillia off the map. The closer Pleiades came to its goal, the closer it came to falling apart. 
 
    Reyes continued to be the lynchpin that held the Eidejelans together, but she leaned heavily on Sigurd, whose health had begun to fail. Sigurd, who was now in his eighties, had not had an easy life. His first wife had fallen ill and died young, and his son Yngvi had been killed by men raiding his village. He’d fought in wars and had seen many of his friends and relatives die. The three daughters he’d had with Reyes were now grown and married and had children of their own. Sigurd enjoyed spending time with his grandchildren, but he was not immune to the fear that they would face a difficult life once Pleiades was finished. At times, the melancholy overwhelmed him. In the mornings he was strong and cheerful, but in the evenings he became sad and often confused. Sometimes he would call out for Yngvi. As his condition worsened, the urgency to bring Pleiades to fruition increased. 
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Forty-six                      
 
    The largest building on Antillia was a 40,000 square foot hangar for the assembly of the Titan II rocket. The completed Titan II—technically a modified version of the Titan II GLV (for “Gemini Launch Vehicle”) would be 109 feet tall and ten feet in diameter. The Titan II had itself been adapted from the Atlas intercontinental ballistic missile, originally designed in the 1950s to deliver nuclear warheads to the Soviet Union. Reyes planned to build three of the rockets to allow for adequate testing before the rendezvous mission. The first would take at least five years to build once the designs were finalized; it was hoped that the second and third could be started concurrently with the first and completed somewhat more quickly. 
 
    The Gemini capsule was designed to carry only two astronauts: a pilot and an engineer. Both jobs were critical to the success of Pleiades. Michael, who had taken charge of the aeronautics department, had been training test pilots for several years. As the first Titan rocket neared completion, he selected four of the best pilots for the position of piloting the Gemini capsule. In turn, Alma selected four of her best engineers. They hoped to have at least two crews trained by the time the Iron Dragon was ready for a manned launch.  
 
    Being a test pilot was a dangerous job, though. One of the pilots, a woman named Sarah, who was the daughter of two engineers from Cairo who had been with Pleiades almost from the beginning, died when the engine of her Cessna replica caught fire and she crashed into the Atlantic. This left only three pilots: two women, Jorunn and Lila, and a young man named Thorvald. The engineers were Olan, Lucas, Hella and Freya. Freya, the youngest candidate at only sixteen, was Michael’s own daughter. She had the distinction of being descended from two of the survivors of the Andrea Luhman: her mother, Michael’s wife, was Sigurd and Reyes’s oldest daughter, Astrid. Favoritism didn’t factor in: Freya was a prodigy, having taught herself calculus at the age of eight. 
 
    There were other pilots, including Michael himself, but most were older and no longer in the prime of health. Even Michael, who was now forty-one years old, couldn’t tolerate g-forces as well as he had when he was twenty-five. It was vital that the crew survive not only the launch and rendezvous, but also the long journey that followed. 
 
    Once the Gemini capsule reached its initial orbit, the pilot would maneuver it to rendezvous with the Cho-ta’an ship, and then both astronauts would exit the capsule, traverse the space between the two craft, and enter the Cho-ta’an ship. At this point, the engineer’s job would begin: first, the hull of the Cho-ta’an had to be repaired. They didn’t know the extent of the damage to this ship, but they knew Captain Mallick had blown a hole in it to get inside. When the ship was sealed, the engineer would have to program the Cho-ta’an ship to fly to the planet where crew of Andrea Luhman had met the Cho-ta’an sect called the Fractalists, where they would gather whatever information they could about the planet-killers to deliver it to the IDL. Virtually every step of this process was more complicated than it sounded. 
 
    Reaching orbit was simple in theory: the rocket would launch straight up but soon begin to tilt sideways to increase its lateral velocity, in line with the Earth’s rotation. After the rocket was above the denser layers of the atmosphere, the first stage would drop off and the second stage would fire, continuing to increase the rocket’s altitude and velocity, until it was roughly two hundred miles above the surface and traveling at close to 25,000 miles per hour. The second stage would be ejected, and the capsule’s engines fires would fire, carrying it into a low Earth orbit. Much of this process would be automated, thanks to miniaturized logic circuits made possible by transistors. Course corrections required to maintain an optimal trajectory would be done by technicians on the ground who could track the rocket’s attitude, location and velocity in real-time using radar—another innovation made possible by the production of transistors. The astronauts wouldn’t have access to that information and would be too busy fighting g-forces and being rattled like pebbles in a tin can to fly the ship in any case. 
 
    Once the capsule was in orbit, the astronauts would be faced with a new set of challenges. To get from the Gemini capsule to the Cho-ta’an ship, they would have to match the capsule’s position and orbital velocity to that of the Cho-ta’an ship. Locating the Cho-ta’an ship would be easy enough: for the past eighteen years, it had been broadcasting a message from Andrea Luhman’s captain on an endless loop. They could pinpoint the Cho-ta’an ship’s location and velocity from hundreds of miles away, and once they got within a few miles they could navigate by sight. Getting the capsule to the Cho-ta’an ship was another story. 
 
    The natural inclination would be to point the capsule at the target ship’s location and thrust toward it, but this would result in failure: if the target ship was ahead of the capsule and the capsule increased its speed, its altitude would also increase, moving it away from the target. The higher altitude would then increase the capsule’s orbital period. Thus, simply pointing the capsule at the target and increasing thrust would put the capsule not only above, but also behind the target.  
 
    To execute the rendezvous would require altering the capsule’s orbit to allow the rendezvous target to catch up and then at the correct moment changing to the same orbit as the target with no relative motion between the vehicles. This would be done by first putting the capsule into a lower orbit and then executing a maneuver called a Hohmann transfer, which consisted of accelerating to attain an elliptical orbit that intersected the orbit of the target ship, and then accelerating again to match the target ship’s circular orbit. If this maneuver was not executed with precise accuracy, the capsule could end up matching the target ship’s orbit but not its location, leaving the two vessels hundreds of miles apart with no way to close the gap. Worse, it could result in the capsule being miles above or below the target vehicle, putting it at a different orbit and therefore a different relative velocity. The pilot could attempt a second Hohmann maneuver, but if the second attempt failed, they would probably not have enough propellant for a third. 
 
    It was difficult to train for this maneuver on the ground. Virtual reality simulations (or even a two-dimensional video simulation) remained beyond the Eidejelans’ abilities, but Nestor had built an ingenious spring-powered model similar to the models of the solar system built by astronomers to explain the movements of the planets. It consisted of a wire-frame globe sixteen feet in diameter, around which moved a quarter-inch-long sliver of wood representing the Cho-ta’an ship. By manipulating attitude and thrust controls at the base of the globe, one could maneuver a tiny wooden capsule in an attempt to make the two vessels rendezvous.  
 
    The model was not to scale: given the size of the Earth, a realistic model would have rendered the two ships microscopic. Still, it gave one a sense of the complexity of the problem: A system of gears in the floor under the model caused the capsule to respond to changes in its attitude and velocity more-or-less as an actual spacecraft would. Would-be capsule pilots learned quickly that intuition worked against them: to get the two ships close to each other, one had to forget what one knew about how objects moved in relation to each other and internalize a new system of rules. Knowing the theory of orbital rendezvous was little help: you could calculate an intended course, but minute variations in how the model’s parts moved meant that last-second corrections were almost always needed to get the two ships to rendezvous.  
 
    Nestor had at first been frustrated with his inability to get the ships to move in a way that exactly matched real-world physics, but Michael assured him that the model was more than adequate: in reality, the two ships would be much smaller relative to each other, with the result that tiny variations in thrust could result in huge differences between an intended course and the course the ship ended up taking. A pilot who expected to be able to be able to get the capsule to execute a rendezvous with textbook precision was going to be in for an unpleasant surprise. The quirks of the model were just frustrating enough to keep the pilots from getting cocky. In the model, the capsule was on a slightly higher plane than the Cho-ta’an ship; a rendezvous was not considered successful unless the capsule was directly on top of the target ship and remained there for a full minute. So far, Thorvald, despite being the youngest pilot at seventeen, was the only one who had been able to match the Cho-ta’an ship’s position and velocity, and he’d only done it once. In reality, the ships were so much smaller than their representations in the model that performing the equivalent maneuver with the real thing might still leave the ships several miles apart. Orbital rendezvous was so difficult that even NASA’s first few attempts at it had failed. Michael insisted this was due to NASA’s failure to properly understand the problem and train for it, but the prospect was daunting nonetheless. 
 
    There was no way to dock the Gemini capsule with the Cho-ta’an ship, so they would have to get the two ships close enough together that they could move from one to the other in spacesuits. The suits would be equipped with pressurized gas jets, allowing the astronauts to control their movement after exiting the capsule. They would only have enough propellant for a few minor course corrections; if the two ships were more than a hundred yards apart, their chances of successfully getting from the capsule to the Cho-ta’an ship were poor. 
 
    Nor would their problems be over once they got to the Cho-ta’an’s ship. To travel eighteen light-years, the astronauts would need a pressurized ship, and that meant repairing the damage to the hull. That’s where the engineer came in. 
 
    Cho-ta’an ships, like IDL vessels, were equipped with patches that could repair a hull breach up to several feet in diameter. These were carbon fiber panels that could be applied with adhesive to the interior of the hull to create an airtight seal. It was a simple concept, and the patches were similar to ones used on IDL ships, but none of the spacemen had ever actually used the Cho-ta’an variety. Fortunately, Reyes had had the foresight to download all the information the IDL had on Cho-ta’an ships, including a manual—written in the predominant Cho-ta’an language—retrieved from a derelict vessel that detailed the process for emergency hull repairs.  
 
    Candidates for the engineer position aboard Iron Dragon had to become fluent in the Cho-ta’an language and know that manual backwards and forwards. They also had to memorize everything that was known about the design of Cho-ta’an ships and their onboard systems. The Cho-ta’an ship was thought to be a small, corvette-class warship. As far as they knew, all Cho-ta’an military ships ran on the same operating system, and they knew the system hadn’t been locked when Mallick took control of the ship because he’d been able to use their communication system to transmit his message. Even so, they had to be prepared for the possibility that the operating system had been locked down or wasn’t functioning at all. The engineer would have to know how to bypass the computer and operate all the ship’s subsystems manually. 
 
    Then would come the hard part: once the Cho-ta’an ship was pressurized and functional, the two astronauts embark on the twenty-year voyage to the Fractalist planet, with no guarantee of success when they got there.  
 
    Despite these challenges, there was no shortage of volunteers for the astronaut program. Interpersonal dynamics were as important as technical skill and flying ability in determining who would be selected: A Cho-ta’an corvette’s interior was the size of a small house; even a couple who got along extremely well might end up killing each other under such circumstances. This was a psychological experiment that had never been conducted before, and it wasn’t like they had thousands of resumes to pore over. They were essentially arranging a marriage that needed to hold up under the most unfavorable conditions imaginable, and in the end all they could do was hope for the best. 
 
     In January of 933 A.D., the engineers completed construction of their first Titan rocket. The Gemini capsule, which would carry the astronauts into orbit, was not finished, but the rocket was launched on March four, 933, almost exactly fifty years after the crash of the lander. The payload was a dummy capsule consisting only of a basic propulsion system and various sensors connected to a recording system. Both stages of the rocket were lost in the Atlantic, as expected, but the test was successful. The reentry system had worked as designed and the dummy capsule was recovered at sea. The fully functional Gemini capsule was nearing completion, and construction was underway on another Titan rocket. This would be the first rocket to bear the name Iron Dragon.  
 
    The first manned launch occurred on April twenty-first, 935. Jorunn and David were picked to be the crew. As they had for every major launch prior, everyone on Antillia attended the launch, crowding against the chain link fence that surrounded the launch pad. The rocket launched on time, roaring off the launch pad and rapidly gaining altitude atop a pillar of fire. When it was just a dot in the sky, it began arcing to east to gain lateral velocity. First stage separation happened as planned, four minutes into the launch. After another four minutes, the second stage was jettisoned. The Gemini capsule, piloted by Jorunn, accelerated for another two minutes to achieve orbital velocity. The capsule nearly completed a full orbit and then began to fall back to Earth. This was planned: the goal of this mission was only to get a crew into space; no attempt to rendezvous with the Cho-ta’an ship would be attempted. To this extent, the mission was successful. The capsule was supposed to land in the ocean east of Antillia, where it would be retrieved by one of four floating crane platforms that be towed to the landing site by a karve equipped with a diesel engine. The platforms were spaced a hundred miles apart so that, assuming the capsule could be directed to fall within a five-hundred-mile strip of ocean east of Antillia, a crane would be within a hundred miles of the touchdown site. The platforms also served to extend the range of radio contact with the capsule. Two more ships equipped with transceivers had been sent to a bay on the eastern coast of Mexico and the coast of Mauritania, respectively, giving them Eidejelans radio coverage of nearly 3000 miles. Even so, they would still lose contact with the capsule for over an hour as it rounded the earth. 
 
    Cheers went up at the command center at Camp Aldrin when the ship in the Gulf of Mexico re-established contact with the capsule. As the capsule descended to Earth, though, the heat shield came loose, exposing the capsule’s base to temperatures over 3,000 degrees Fahrenheit for several minutes. Radio contact was lost again when the capsule entered the ionosphere, and it was never reestablished. The crew of the farthest platform reported seeing debris falling to the east, but nothing of the capsule was recovered. Jorunn and David were presumed dead. 
 
    The deaths of the two astronauts cast a pall over what was otherwise an astounding success. Nor was it the only bad news the Eidejelans would receive over the next year. That summer, after ailing for several weeks, Sigurd succumbed to pneumonia. He was eighty-nine years old. 
 
    Sigurd’s death, though not unexpected, was another blow to the unity of the Eidejelans. Sigurd had been the first Norseman the spacemen had befriended, and his marriage to Reyes had come to symbolize the union of the many different peoples who made up Pleiades. His death hit Reyes hard, although she did her best not to show it. Despite this, she and O’Brien, who were both now in their seventies, determined to see the project through. They had come too far to give up. 
 
    More bad news was on its way: it turned out that they had been overly optimistic in assuming that they’d left their enemies behind in Europe. In February of 936, they received a panicked transmission from Dorian at Camp Hughes, reporting that the oil platform was under attack by an army of natives armed with rifles. The transmission cut off abruptly, and Camp Hughes was never heard from again. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Forty-seven       
 
    The rifles were presumed to have been taken from Camp Orville, which meant that the Indians had made a two-thousand-mile journey from Nova Scotia to the Gulf of Mexico. It was unlikely they had done this on their own. Someone had organized them, and all signs pointed to the Cho-ta’an.  
 
    It seemed that least one of the aliens had survived and made it to North America. Maybe the Cho-ta’an had followed the Eidejelans there, or maybe they had voyaged across the sea with the same thought that had occurred to the engineers Reyes and O’Brien had feared would go rogue: in the absence of Popes and kings, one could—with the judicious application of technological knowledge—set oneself up as the lord of a new empire. Assuming that the Cho-ta’an had been behind the destruction of Orville and Wilbur, the aliens had been looking for them—and preparing for their meeting—for twenty-seven years. 
 
    No one at Camp Hughes had known the exact location of Antillia; it was one of the few closely guarded secrets that remained in the Pleiades project. Outside Camp Aldrin, only a few coxswains had been entrusted with the knowledge, and no ships had been scheduled to be docked at the platform at the time the attack occurred. This was not the only way for their enemies to find them, however. 
 
    The source of a shortwave transmission was difficult to pinpoint, but it was theoretically possible to find them through triangulation. The Cho-ta’an would have to have at least two shortwave receivers, over a hundred miles apart, though, which seemed unlikely. After Dorian’s transmission, Reyes, acting out of an abundance of caution, had the shortwave radio at Camp Aldrin moved to a karve, which would remain at least fifty miles east of Antillia when transmitting. Communications to and from the facilities in Bermuda, Jamaica and Trinidad would be kept to a minimum and relayed via handheld radios, which had a much more limited range and were therefore difficult to track from a distance. 
 
    There was a bigger worry, though: if the Cho-ta’an had been within a thousand miles of Antillia during the Titan II’s launch, they might very well have seen it. A rocket plume was a perfect beacon for pinpointing their location. The Eidejelans, assuming their enemies were across the Atlantic, hadn’t bothered with decoy launches. If the Cho-ta’an already knew their location, then the attack at Camp Hughes was a tactical strike, intended to weaken them, rather than an intelligence-seeking mission. Either way, the effect was the same: the attack had cut off their fuel supply, and now the Cho-ta’an’s army had likely acquired the forty rifles that had been shipped to Camp Hughes to defend it from the natives. Reyes and the rest of the Committee were in agreement: they had to assume the Cho-ta’an and their army intended to attack Antillia. 
 
    Presumably the Indians had attacked the oil platform with boats, but Dorian’s brief transmission gave no indication of what kind. If they were traveling by canoe, it would take them months to get from the Florida Panhandle to Antillia, if they could make the voyage at all. If the Cho-ta’an had stolen guns from Camp Orville, though, it was likely it had taken ships from Camp Wilbur as well. They may even have recruited—or captured—some of the Mi’kmaq who’d worked at Camp Orville in order to set up its own ship-making operation. Twenty-seven years was enough time to build a fleet.  
 
    The day after the attack, Michael flew along the coast of the Panhandle in the P-51 looking for ships, but he saw only a few canoes, the closest of which was many miles from Camp Hughes. He went as far west as Galveston Bay before turning back. The attackers appeared to have vanished along with whatever vessels they had used to attack the platform. The platform itself was gone, apparently burned down. Only charred stubs of the three massive supports remained, barely visible above the waves. 
 
    The next day, Michael took the P-51 out again. Still seeing no ships, he began flying back and forth over the river valley in ever-widening half-circles, hoping to spot some evidence of the Indian army. When he began to run low on fuel, he returned to Camp Aldrin. He went back the next day, but still saw no sign of the attacking army. The P-51 wasn’t exactly stealthy, of course; it could be heard from miles away. Even so, hundreds of men couldn’t just vanish. Someone had known the Eidejelans would investigate the attack by air and planned accordingly. 
 
    The only good news was that if the attackers intended to target Camp Aldrin next, they would at some point have to cross the water, and now that the Eidejelans were looking for them, it would be almost impossible for them to remain unseen. With Michael flying daily reconnaissance missions along the Florida coast, if anything larger than a canoe left Florida for the Caribbean, the Eidejelans would know about it days or even weeks before a ship could reach Antillia. 
 
    They had to assume, though, that the Cho-ta’an’s army was formidable, and that it would eventually come for them. It had already destroyed a facility they had thought impregnable, and after twenty-seven years of planning, the Cho-ta’an would not have revealed themselves unless they were confident of their ability to defeat the Eidejelans. The Cho-ta’an couldn’t know that the Eidejelans had left the bulk of their security force in Iceland, and that was worrying: if the Cho-ta’an’s army attacked, it would do so with the expectation that it would be facing several hundred well-armed fighting men.  
 
    In reality, with the exception of a few security officers, Camp Aldrin was virtually undefended. The Committee scheduled regular defense drills in case a Carib raiding party came to the island, but the Eidejelans were unprepared for a large-scale attack. They had no defensive walls or towers and few dedicated fighting men. The agile, fast-moving snekkjas had been disassembled for their lumber, and in any case, most of the men skilled with bows and melee weapons had been left behind at Svartalfheim. An engineer could be trained in a few hours to fire a rifle out a window with reasonable accuracy; attacking from a moving ship required another level of skill entirely. 
 
    The Eidejelans did have some advantages: Camp Aldrin was in about as good a defensive location as one could hope for: it was accessible only by water, and any attackers would have to come ashore and move over open ground for over a hundred yards before finding any substantial cover. Meanwhile, the defenders, armed with rifles, could fire from rooftops and windows, targeting the invaders at will. The Committee met to discuss its options, but it was unclear what they could do to prepare for an attack in however many weeks they had before the Cho-ta’an’s army arrived. Since a defensive wall would be worse than useless without towers to shoot from, O’Brien suggested building towers along the beach in areas where the Indians would be likely to come ashore. Reyes was not keen on the idea. 
 
    “We don’t even know who we’re going to be fighting,” she said, “or what kind of weaponry they have. For all we know, the Cho-ta’an taught them how to forge cannons.” It was convenient for the Eidejelans that Cho-ta’an was both singular and plural, as they had no idea if there was more than one left alive. 
 
    “The fact that we can’t prepare for everything does not necessitate that we engage in no preparations at all,” Alma said. “Defensive towers would seem advisable.” 
 
    “To what end?” Reyes asked. “Suppose we hold them off. Then what? We can’t survive a prolonged siege. We’re dependent on Camp Collins and the Caribs for food.” 
 
    “What’s the alternative, Chief?” O’Brien asked. “Surrender?” 
 
    “Business as usual,” Reyes said. “We go ahead with the next launch.” 
 
    For a moment, the members of the Committee were silent. 
 
    “We don’t know yet what went wrong with the last one,” Eckart said at last. Another test launch had been scheduled for the spring, but it had been postponed until the problems with the heat shield could be addressed. 
 
    “Nothing went wrong with the last launch,” Reyes said. “We had a problem with reentry. The crew doesn’t need to return to Earth if they rendezvous with the Cho-ta’an ship.” 
 
    “We don’t know if we’re capable of performing a rendezvous,” Nestor said. “We’d hoped to have a few more test missions.” 
 
    “Consider this your next test,” Reyes said.  
 
    Helena’s brow furrowed. “If something goes wrong, they’ll have no way to get home.” 
 
    “I understand that,” Reyes said. “But we may not get another chance. Our fuel supply has been cut off. We’ve got enough propellant for one more launch. Even if we survive this attack, it will take months to set up another well, to say nothing of preparing anything damaged during the attack. I can’t….” Her voice broke, and she took a moment to recover. “I’m not confident I can hold this project together for another year. We have to assume this is our last launch.” 
 
    “She’s right that recovery of the capsule is a luxury,” Alma said. “It’s not a requirement of the mission.” 
 
    “It’s a huge risk,” Eckart said.  
 
    “Is it?” Reyes asked. “The way I see it, the biggest risk is reentry. Eliminate that, and our odds of a successful mission go way up.” 
 
    O’Brien shook his head. “You’re talking about sending two people into space in an untested vehicle, with no way to get them back down. If anything goes wrong, they’ll die. They’ll asphyxiate, freeze to death, or burn up.” 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    “We can’t ask them to do that,” Helena said. 
 
    “We can ask,” Reyes said. “I’m not going to force anyone to get in that capsule. This will be a volunteer mission.” 
 
    “Of course they’ll volunteer!” O’Brien snapped. “Because they trust us to know what we’re doing. We’ve sold them on this myth, this idea that we’re humanity’s last hope, and they believe us.” 
 
    “It’s not a myth, O’Brien,” Reyes said. “We were there, remember? We saw what happens. If we don’t do this, the Cho-ta’an win.” 
 
    “Even so,” O’Brien said, “it feels wrong to put this on them. They’re just children, for Christ’s sake.” 
 
    “It’s what people do, O’Brien,” Reyes said. “Every generation hands off responsibility for the survival of the species to their children. They’re young, yes, but no younger than many of the other men and women we’ve pressed into service on this project. Many of them died as well, you may remember, in coal mine collapses or Viking raids or machinery accidents. Maybe I’ve grown hard in my old age, but after everything that’s happened, everything we’ve done, I’m ready to hand off a little of the weight to someone younger and stronger.” 
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Forty-eight       
 
    Thorvald and Freya were asked to crew the capsule. Both said yes, despite being advised of the risks. They had always known they were signing up for a dangerous job, and they wanted to do their part for Pleiades. At the ages of sixteen and seventeen, respectively, there was no way they could fully comprehend what they were signing up for, but in the end the Committee decided that Reyes was right: they had no choice but to hand this terrible burden off to younger people. The launch was scheduled for May 6, 937. 
 
    On April 10, Michael spotted twelve snekkjas sailing along the southwestern coast of Florida, heading south. Knowing that the ships could not have been embarked more than a few hours earlier, he guessed that they must have been hidden somewhere in Charlotte Harbor, just north of the future location of Cape Coral. Flying low over the area, he found the remnants of what appeared to be an abandoned outpost. If this was the same group of Indians who had attacked Camp Hughes, they must have left the ships they’d used in the attack and then traveled overland to the outpost, where they’d rendezvoused with the rest of their force. The level of planning that had gone into this attack was becoming evident: the Cho-ta’an had gone to great lengths to keep from revealing anything to the Eidejelans for as long as possible. 
 
    The P-51 carried no weaponry; Eckart had done some work on replicating the machineguns the Mustangs had been equipped with during World War II, but the project was considered low priority and had never been completed. For the next two days, Michael watched as the ships moved southward. As the fleet moved closer, Michael’s patrols were supplemented by Lila, flying another small prop plane, giving them near-constant surveillance during the daytime. 
 
    When the fleet cleared the Keys, the ships unfurled their sails and headed due east. Michael had kept the Committee informed of the fleet’s progress by radio, and when the ships turned east, Reyes ordered the evacuation of the mines in Trinidad and Jamaica. These sites were even less prepared for an attack than Camp Aldrin, and without a ready supply of petroleum, the Eidejelans now had more steel and aluminum they could use. Camp Collins, in Bermuda, was evacuated as well. The animals were slaughtered and every ship that could be spared was loaded with people or foodstuffs and sent to Camp Aldrin. For better or worse, the Eidejelans would make their stand on Antillia. 
 
    The snekkjas traveled slowly, as the wind was from the northeast and the crew probably didn’t have the sailing proficiency to tack. They kept the sails furled, creeping along by oar. On April 15, the ships reached the western shore of Andros, the largest island of the Bahamas, and the army made camp for the night. As far as Michael could tell, the army was made up of about 500 men, almost all of whom appeared to be Native Americans. He saw no sign of any Cho-ta’an. 
 
    The next day, the fleet embarked again. To Michael’s surprise, the ships did not sail south toward Antillia or one of the other Eidejelan sites, but rather rowed north along the coast of Andros. The ships rounded the northern edge of the big island and then turned east. Michael soon realized why. Extrapolating their course, he flew low over Nassau and soon located a walled settlement on the southwest of the island, near Coral Harbor. The settlement rivaled Svartalfheim in size, with dozens of buildings and perhaps two thousand people, who made no effort to hide from the low-flying airplane. At the harbor was a ship-building operation as large as Camp Wilbur. Resting on the beach or anchored in the harbor were some three hundred snekkjas. 
 
    With favorable winds, Antillia was a week’s voyage from Nassau. The Cho-ta’an had built an army and a means for transporting it to the Eidejelans’ front door, right in their own backyard. With better surveillance, the Eidejelans might have spotted it earlier, but they had only a handful of airplanes, and there were thousands of islands in the Caribbean. The Cho-ta’an must have known their location for several years, at least. Maybe it had gotten some information out of someone at Camp Orville, or maybe it had guessed they would pick a tropical location for their launch. However it knew, its agents had undoubtedly seen a rocket launch. The Cho-ta’an knew exactly where to send its fleet. They were just waiting until they were at full force to embark. 
 
    The twelve-ship expeditionary force reached the Nassau harbor on April 17. Its arrival prompted a flurry of activity at the fort. Ships were brought to the docks to be loaded with men and supplies and then anchored in the harbor to await the others. The Cho-ta’an was mobilizing its forces for an assault. Ships began to leave the harbor on April 21. With a strong wind from the northeast, they made good time, traveling south on a trajectory that would take them directly to Antillia. 
 
    It was clear that the invaders would reach Antillia before the scheduled launch date of May 6. Most of the preparations for the launch had already been completed; the engineers in the auxiliary guard were taking advantage of what free time they had to practice with the rifles. When the size of the force they face became clear, though, Reyes made the difficult decision to put the engineers on double shifts in order to move the launch up to April 29. Defense preparations would suffer, but with some luck they would get the Iron Dragon into space before the Cho-ta’an’s fleet arrived. What happened to Camp Aldrin after that was a less pressing concern. 
 
    Michael grounded the P-51 in the hopes that he and Eckart could get the guns installed before the fleet arrived, and Lila took over surveillance. A single airplane equipped with machineguns would be a formidable force, and with most other defense preparations on hold, it might be decisive in the battle to come. As the fleet drew closer and Michael and Eckart worked round the clock, it became increasingly doubtful that they would get the guns working in time. It was a tricky business, as the firing of the guns had to be timed with the spinning of the propeller: if the timing was off by a hundredth of a second, the P-51 would wreck its own propeller the first time the guns were fired.  
 
    The launch was scheduled for seven a.m. As of the morning of the 27th, it looked like they launch before the fleet arrived. Their weather-tracking radar told them the low-pressure area that was pulling the wind from the northwest would likely dissipate the evening of the 28th. This would not only slow the fleet’s advance; it would result in near-ideal launch conditions. The Iron Dragon would launch on time, and the invaders, exhausted from rowing in the heat, would not arrive until later that afternoon. By nightfall on the day before the launch, though, the low-pressure zone continued to linger, and Michael reported that the lead ships were now within a hundred miles of Antillia. The Eidejelans spent an anxious night trying to sleep and praying for the weather to clear. 
 
    Dawn came and the wind continued, carrying with it gray clouds and pelting rain. Michael reported that the fleet was now within forty miles of Antillia. Thorvald and Freya climbed into the capsule, but the weather showed no sign of clearing. If it came down to it, they would launch despite the wind and the rain, but bad weather was a complication they didn’t need. Rain would hamper visibility of the rocket from the ground and wind would create additional drag. The rocket could correct for some air movement, but it didn’t have enough fuel to fight a significant amount of drag. A sustained windspeed over twenty miles per hour would doom the mission. 
 
    The one source of hope the Eidejelans still had was the inexperience of the men sailing the snekkjas. The Indians had obviously been trained, but they were a far cry from the skilled navigators of the Norsemen. Given a favorable wind, they could sail straight, but that was about the extent of their ability. Any shift in wind or change in course resulted in collisions and ships straying miles from the main body of the fleet. Three ships had already sunk due to collisions, and many more lagged far behind the rest of the fleet. By the time the lead ships approached the northern shores of Antillia, it was less a fleet than a disorganized collection of ships scattered over an area some ten miles long and three miles wide. 
 
    The Committee’s hope was that the ships would land one by one and the attackers would advance sporadically, giving the defenders time to target them with their rifles. As the lead ships neared the island, though, they furled their sails and switched to oars, maintaining positions a hundred yards or so from the beach. The bulk of the force soon caught up, and Antillia was so wide that even the ships that had strayed far to the east or west mostly found their way there. Some overshot the island and had to row back, but this only improved the fleet’s tactical position: by ten a.m., they had the island almost completely surrounded.  
 
    The Eidejelans had taken defensive positions early that morning. There were five places along the shore of the island where a snekkja could land, three on the north and two on the south, including the small harbor where the shipping docks were located. The Eidejelans had four hundred riflemen, of whom thirty-eight were trained security officers and the rest were engineers, teachers or laborers who were part of the auxiliary security force. As most of the dedicated fighting men had been left at Svartalfheim, the riflemen were in fact mostly riflewomen: about sixty percent of the force was female. None of the women and only forty or so of the men had ever seen battle. Most of these were older men who had moved into teaching or engineering positions after working for Eirik raiding Europe for resources in the early years of the project. The man in charge of the defense was a grizzled old Viking named Olaf, who had been with them since Harald’s attack on their fort on the Seine. 
 
    The riflemen took up positions behind whatever cover could be found at the docks and on the beaches. If pressed, they would retreat to the buildings clustered on the eastern end of the island and attempt the attackers from advancing inland. The top priority was, of course, defending the Iron Dragon itself. The launch site, located on a rocky promontory on the far western end of the island, was inaccessible from the sea and difficult to approach except via the strip of asphalt that connect the launch area to the rest of the settlement. A blockade of logs and razor wire had been set up across the road, west of the beaches, to prevent the attackers from reaching the launch site. If it looked like the defenders were going to be unable to hold the attackers at the beaches, the riflemen would retreat behind the blockade and hold them off as long as they could. 
 
    So disciplined were the Cho-ta’an’s forces that by mid-morning, the Eidejelans began to suspect that the Indians did not intend to attack at all. Hope began to kindle among the Eidejelans: if the Cho-ta’an did not realize how close they were to executing another launch, they might opt for a siege, hoping to starve the defenders out. And although no one on Antillia was looking forward to a siege, it would at least give them a chance to complete their mission.  
 
    Shortly before noon, as the drizzle and gusting winds persisted, a signal went up from one of the ships on the north side: a bright red flare, soaring a hundred yards into the sky. In response, more flares went up to the left and the right. Soon the red streaks were visible in the sky all around the island. Before the last one fell, war cries sounded from the crews. Oars hit the water, and the ships began to move in. 
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Forty-nine              
 
    The first snekkja hit sand a few minutes later, the crew leaping onto the beach before it even stopped moving. While men were still vaulting over the gunwales, another snekkja slid onto the sand fifty yards to the north. Three more soon ran aground on the beach farther to the north. Soon dozens of ships had hit the shore, and hundreds of men carrying spears or tomahawks advanced rapidly up the beaches. Lila, circling the island in the small prop plane, provided updates on their progress to Reyes, who would coordinate the Eidejelans’ defense from the observation tower near the launch site. O’Brien and Helena were the only other Committee members in the tower; Eckart was in the hangar working on the P-51 and Alma was in the launch command center, watching the weather and hoping to issue the all-clear for the launch.  
 
    Soon Lila reported that the defenders had opened fire, but most were too distant to aim effectively. Fortunately, the Eidejelans had an effectively unlimited supply of ammunition: cranking up their production of bullets had been one of the few things they could do to prepare for the attack. As attackers advanced, they began to fall, one by one. From the command center, the sound of distant gunfire was nearly constant. Within a minute of the first ship landing, Lila informed Reyes that at least forty of the attackers had been killed.  
 
    As ships continued to land, though, the number of attackers became overwhelming and the defenders’ lack of training became evident. Their aim was poor and their firing uncoordinated. Dozens of Indians, armed with spears or tomahawks, advanced toward the settlement. Meanwhile, hundreds more landed and moved toward the defenders. The Eidejelans closest to the beach were soon driven back, and Indians with rifles took up positions behind the rocks and trees the Eidejelans had been using as cover. Lila reported that the first wave of attackers had crossed the beach and were beginning to circle around behind the defenders. Olaf sounded a general retreat over the radio, but it was too late: several groups of Eidejelans were already cut off and surrounded.  
 
    Olaf tried to get the defenders to regroup at the settlement, as planned, but most of those who were not bogged down fighting Indians near the beaches panicked and ran down the road toward the barrier that had been set up to protect the launch pad. Olaf, realizing the situation was hopeless, ordered the remaining defenders to follow. The Eidejelans manning the roadblock opened a gate to allow the riflemen to flee inside. The Indians, having overrun the remaining defenders at the beach, pursued them. Reyes, along with O’Brien and Helena, watched helplessly from the tower. 
 
    Things might have gone far worse, but just as the first wave of Indians reached the asphalt, the P-51 roared down the runway from the east, causing them to fall back in terror. Whatever technological wonders the Cho-ta’an had shown the Indians, they’d clearly never seen anything like a P-51 Mustang. Whether Michael and Eckart had finished installing the guns or Michael just wanted to get the P-51 in the air one last time no one knew, but the plane’s takeoff was enough of a distraction to allow the fleeing riflemen to get to the gate. The P-51 leapt into the air just as the gate opened. 
 
    Only about a hundred made it through the gate before the Indians, having recovered from their terror, fell upon them. Realizing the roadblock was in danger of being overrun, the Eidejelans forced the gate closed, trapping most of the defenders outside. As the P-51 receded into the gray western sky, Olaf desperately tried to rally the riflemen, but panic had taken over. As the Indians attacked with tomahawks and spears, the defenders pressed against the barrier, which was little more than a chain link fence topped with razor wire and reinforced with the trunks of palm trees. Crowded too tightly to use their rifles, the Eidejelans put up little resistance as the Indians advanced, hacking with their tomahawks and thrusting with their spears. 
 
    The battle was turning into a slaughter when a distant buzz from the western sky became a roar: the P-51 had banked and was coming back toward them. This time, though, the Indians showed no fear, continuing to press their attack on the helpless defenders. It wasn’t until the streams of bullets began to tear through them that the Indians began to realize their initial instincts about the airplane had been correct. Dozens of men fell as if struck down by the hand of a god, and those nearby scattered. The P-51 shot away to the east and then veered sharply and came in from the north. The attackers closest to the barrier had been spared by their proximity to the Eidejelans, but as the P-51 rained another stream of bullets on them, this group was cut off from its comrades. The Eidejelans, now facing only a few dozen attackers, rallied. The defenders closest to the Indians fired desperately, driving back the first wave long enough for Olaf to get the rest of the Eidejelans through the gate. The attackers continued to advance, though, and as the Indians threatened to overwhelm them, the gate had to be closed again. Olaf and the few brave men and women who had held the line were soon cut down by the attackers. 
 
    Michael made several more passes in the P-51, tearing through the attackers continuing to advance toward the barrier. Meanwhile, Lila reported that no defenders remained in position in the beach or the settlement; the attackers were pouring out of their ships and across open ground toward the road. She estimated there were over five thousand of them. Among them were nearly fifty carrying rifles, who were amassing behind the buildings nearest the road. A few had begun taking shots at the two airplanes flying low overhead, and no sooner had she reported this than her radio went out. The little plane made one final pass over the island before crashing into the ocean. 
 
    “I’ve got to get down there,” O’Brien said, watching the panicked mass of riflemen inside the barrier. The plan had been for the Committee and other key personnel to remain in the tower or the launch command center, but with Olaf dead, the plan had gone to pieces. A Frankish engineer named Corben was supposed to be Olaf’s second-in-command, but O’Brien didn’t see him anywhere. He’d either been killed or had panicked and hidden somewhere. In his absence, the riflemen had devolved into anarchy. A few squad leaders had managed to organize their men to take up defensive positions along the barrier, but most of the defenders had fled to one of the buildings where the civilians had taken cover or were wandering around aimlessly, trying to figure out what to do. 
 
    “You can’t,” said Helena, as the P-51 roared overhead. They watched as its guns opened up again, ripping through the men near the barrier. “We need you alive. I need you alive.” 
 
    “That’s my son out there,” O’Brien said, pointing to the P-51 as it soared away. “He’s risking his life to buy us some time, but it’s not going to be worth a damn if those riflemen don’t do their job.” 
 
    It was true: the Indians were pressing the attack, even in the face of machinegun fire. Already several were attempting to scale the fence, and they face only haphazard resistance from the riflemen. The defenders closest to the barrier found their view blocked in places by the wooden reinforcements, and those who had take positions farther back were afraid to fire for fear of hitting their own comrades. Without leadership on the ground, their riflemen would be overrun within minutes. The rainclouds still hanging the sky meant the launch crew needed more time. O’Brien didn’t pretend to be a tactical expert like Gabe or a leader like Reyes, but maybe his status as a spaceman would be enough to rally the defenders. 
 
    “It should be me,” Reyes said, grimly observing the chaos.  
 
    “With respect, Chief,” O’Brien said, “no fucking way. You’ve got to see this launch through. I’ll try to buy you a few minutes.” 
 
    “He’s right,” Helena said. “We’ll buy you some time.” 
 
    “We?” O’Brien asked. 
 
    “Don’t argue,” Helena snapped. “He’s my son, too.” 
 
    Reyes bit her lip and gave a curt nod. “Go.” 
 
    O’Brien ran downstairs, with Helena close behind. Outside, the sound of gunfire was deafening. “I’ll coordinate the defense at the roadblock,” he shouted, as they exited the building. “See if you can rally the runaways.” 
 
    Helena looked like she might argue but then nodded. “Good luck,” she said. 
 
    “You too,” O’Brien said. 
 
    Helena turned and ran toward the Iron Dragon, which towered over them on the launch pad about two hundred yards away. The launch command center, the water tower and several other buildings were clustered at the far west end of the island, on the other side of the launch pad. The Eidejelans who weren’t part of the mission control team or the auxiliary defense force were packed into these buildings, and many of the undisciplined defenders had apparently decided to join them. It was an understandable reaction: the Eidejelans’ defense plan had gone to hell, and it was pretty clear the roadblock wasn’t going to hold the attackers for long. The riflemen had gone to be with their families, either to put up a last-ditch defense or simply to be with them one last time. Helena’s job was to remind them that their sacrifice was for nothing if the Iron Dragon didn’t launch. O’Brien watched her vanish into the cloud of steam—actually hydrogen and oxygen that were boiling away from the propellant tanks—that drifted away from the base of the rocket. Even now, Thorvald and Freya waited in the capsule for Alma to give the command to launch. Dark clouds still hung overhead and the wind continued, but O’Brien knew that it if looked like the Indians were going to overrun the barrier, Alma would order the launch anyway. He intended to buy her as much time as he could. 
 
    He turned ran past the steel storage sheds clustered around the observation tower to the main road. The roadblock was only about a hundred yards away, stretching some fifty yards to the north and the south across the narrow strip of flat ground connecting the launch site with the rest of the island. On either side, the ground fell off quickly to steep rocky terrain that continued to the ocean. Posts with razor wire had been strewn all the way to the water, but it was hardly necessary: the rocks were already as effective a barrier as the fence. As moved quickly up the road, the sound of gunfire grew even louder. 
 
    The defenders manning the roadblock were doing an admirable job, but there were too few of them, and they were too closely clustered together: attackers were climbing over in three different places, where the defense was weaker. So far, the Indian riflemen had hung back, directing their fire at the planes passing overhead; only men armed with spears and tomahawks rushed the barrier. None had made it more than a few yards down the road because the defenders were dropping them almost as fast as they cleared the barrier, but this sort of defense was inefficient and dangerous: the riflemen had to turn to fire at men to the sides and behind them, sometimes firing right over the heads of their comrades. They couldn’t afford to lose men to friendly fire. 
 
    From the observation tower, the solution had seemed simple: the riflemen needed to be more evenly spaced along the barrier, with more men assigned to the gaps. But that meant pulling some men off the barrier momentarily, and on the ground it was harder to tell which men could be spared. They all seemed to be constantly engaged with the enemy. Without a respite, it would be impossible to reorganize them. 
 
    As if in response to his thoughts, the P-51 approached from behind, the hum of its motor barely audible over the near-constant thunder of gunfire. Glancing over his shoulder, he guessed he had about three seconds before Michael opened fire. After that, he would have maybe another five seconds to take advantage of the disruption of the attackers caused by the machinegun fire. He turned back to the roadblock, mentally identifying the weak points in their defense and the riflemen who would fill them. As the P-51 opened fire, tearing into the ranks of the attackers just on the other side of the barrier, O’Brien ran to the first man. He put his hand on the man’s shoulder. “Move twenty yards to your left!” he shouted. The man turned, staring wide-eyed at him for a moment, and then nodded. O’Brien moved to the next rifleman—actually a young female engineer. “Ten yards to your left!” He shouted. “Yes, sir!” she shouted, and moved to where he was pointing. The P-51, having left a line of dozens of corpses in its wake, was banking for another approach. More Indians were about to move in, but for a moment there was a pause in the onslaught. As O’Brien continued to move along the barrier, barking orders, he noted with relief that his plan seemed to be working: the Indians continued to swarm the fence, but the attackers were now stopping them before they could climb over. As he approached the last man who was out of position, the man—just a boy, really—turned and fired, hitting O’Brien in the right shoulder. Stunned, he stumbled and fell to the ground. 
 
    “I’m sorry, sir!” the boy cried. O’Brien recognized him as an engineer who worked in the transistor plant. “I didn’t know it was you!” 
 
    “Ten yards to your right!” O’Brien barked, but the sound of gunfire drowned out his words. 
 
    “What?” the boy shouted. 
 
    O’Brien pointed, but it was already too late: an Indian had already vaulted over the corpse of one of his comrades who had fallen on the razor wire, and two more were close behind. The closest rifleman was already firing as fast as she could, dropping attackers within a few yards of the fence. As the P-51 came in from the south, the Indians surged forward, hoping to get close enough to the defenders to avoid the machineguns’ wrath. Several died trying to get over the barrier, killed by a bullet or sliced to pieces by the razor wire, but each corpse man slumped over the fence provided another entry point. The P-51 opened up again, tearing a gap in the attackers a few yards from the fence, but it no longer made any difference: the attackers closed the gap almost immediately, and the defenders were too few to keep them from overrunning the roadblock. 
 
    Still half in a daze, O’Brien sat on the ground watching Indians vault over the fence. The boy stood a few feet away, firing wildly at the attackers, while the other riflemen held their positions, killing as many of the Indians as they could as they approached. In the distance, O’Brien caught sight of the P-51 banking in the distance, black smoke pouring from its tail. One of the riflemen had tagged the plane with a lucky shot. Between the sounds of desperate gunfire and Indian war cries, O’Brien heard the P-51’s engine sputtering. He became aware of a sharp pain—not in his shoulder, but in his heart. He’d never expected to survive this battle, but he had hoped not to see his own son die.  
 
    As Michael lined up the P-51 for one final approach from the west, three Indians encircled the boy standing over O’Brien. He killed two with the rifle, but the last one thrusted his spear into the boy’s belly just below his ribcage. He jerked the spear out and the boy fell, limp, to the ground. Gunshots rang out all around them, and Indians were now pouring over the fence by the dozen. As the Indian with the spear approached, the P-51 roared overhead, so low that the Indian threw his hands in front of his face and dropped to the ground. The plane crashed into the posts behind them, obliterating the roadblock and plowing into the attacking force on the other side. The plane hit the runway and skidded another hundred yards, its propellers chewing up flesh and asphalt as it went, until it erupted into flames halfway to the hangar. It left a trail of carnage in its wake. 
 
    The Indian who had impaled the boy got to his feet, and O’Brien, still on the ground, backed away, favoring his wounded shoulder. The man closed the distance between them, but as he raised the spear over his shoulder, a gunshot tore into his chest and he fell to the ground. Turning, O’Brien saw Helena, holding a rifle. Not far behind her were at least a hundred other riflemen. As the riflemen took up positions across the road, she helped O’Brien to his feet and they took cover behind a nearby shed. The defenders had driven back the Indians for the moment, but now the Indian riflemen were advancing. They moved to the remnants of the roadblock and took cover, opening fire on the defenders on the road. The defenders were forced to flee behind the few structures in the area that offered some cover. 
 
    “Were you shot?” Helena shouted, as he sank to the ground against the wall of the shed. Gunshots sounded all around them. 
 
    “It’s fine,” O’Brien said. He hadn’t even looked at the wound. He knew it was probably bad, but he barely noticed the pain. “Michael….” 
 
    “I know,” Helena said.  
 
    O’Brien closed his eyes, and tears streamed down his cheeks. The gunshots were sporadic now, as there were only a few available firing positions with any cover. Most of the defenders were pinned down behind one of the buildings like Helena and O’Brien.  
 
    “I guess the good news,” O’Brien said after a moment, “is that none of us are likely to survive this.” There was no denying it: they might hold off the riflemen for a while, but there were another three thousand Indians with spears and tomahawks behind them. If the Cho-ta’an ordered another all-out assault, there was no way they could withstand it. They’d get off a few shots, but the Indians would overwhelm them with sheer numbers. O’Brien shook his head. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “It’s not your fault.” 
 
    “For getting you involved in all of this. This ridiculous project, the sky ship. If I hadn’t shown up at your father’s house in Constantinople thirty years ago…” 
 
    “No, O’Brien,” Helena said sternly. “Don’t you dare apologize for that. Because of you, I got to be part of the most amazing project that humans have ever undertaken. And Michael got to fly. Do you know how rare that is, for a human being to fly? It was the one thing he wanted, he happened to be in the one place where he could do it. Human beings won’t get another chance for nine hundred years. No, don’t you dare apologize for what you put in motion, O’Brien.” 
 
    O’Brien nodded. She was right, of course. Whatever happened now, it had been a wonderful adventure, and they had done it together. 
 
    “Do you hear that?” she asked, after a moment. 
 
    O’Brien listened, but he didn’t hear anything. “It’s quiet,” he said. 
 
    Helena nodded. The only sound was that of wounded men moaning in the distance. As she got to her feet, one of the riflemen came around the corner. “Ma’am,” the young man said, “they’ve stopped shooting.” 
 
    “Out of ammo?” O’Brien asked hopefully. 
 
    Helena was dubious. “Then why aren’t they rushing us? They’ve got the numbers.” 
 
    “Spaceman!” shouted a raspy voice in the distance.  
 
    A shiver went own O’Brien’s spine. He met Helena’s eyes. “Cho-ta’an.” 
 
    “Spaceman!” shouted the voice again. “Come out where I can see you. It’s time to end this.” The Cho-ta’an spoke in Frankish. 
 
    O’Brien struggled to his feet. 
 
    “Oh, no you don’t,” said Helena. “If he wants to surrender, he can surrender to me.” 
 
    O’Brien laughed, and then winced at the pain. “Always the optimist,” he said. “He wants to talk to a spacemen. My crew started this. Let me finish it.” 
 
    Helena looked him in the eyes and then nodded. She kissed him on the cheek. “Don’t let it be for nothing,” she said.  
 
    He wrapped his left arm around her, gave her a squeeze, and then kissed her on the forehead. “Be right back,” he said. He let her go and walked around the edge of the building to face the Cho-ta’an.  
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Fifty   
 
    Half-expecting to be cut down by a hail of bullets, O’Brien closed his eyes as he made his way to the road. When his foot hit asphalt and there had not been any gunshots, he opened them and continued down the road toward the remnants of the roadblock. Hiding behind the sheet metal buildings around him was what was left of the Eidejelan defense force. In the distance, the wreckage of his son’s plane still burned on the runway, and clustered around it were several hundred Indians armed with spears and tomahawks. Beyond them were thousands more. 
 
    As he neared the scattered debris from the roadblock, a tall, lean figure dressed in a gray cloak emerged from behind a group of Indians. So at last he would meet the Cho-ta’an, face to face. 
 
    O’Brien stopped on the road some thirty yards away from the Cho-ta’an, clutching his wounded arm. Warm blood trickled down his fingers, dripping to the bullet-riddled asphalt. All around him were the mutilated bodies of dead and dying Indians. 
 
    The Cho-ta’an came closer, stopping only a few paces in front of O’Brien, and removed his hood to reveal his alien features. He was flanked by a dozen riflemen. 
 
    “Spaceman,” the Cho-ta’an rasped, a note of satisfaction in its voice. “My name is Tharres. It is good to meet you at last.” 
 
    “Dan O’Brien. You’re trespassing.” 
 
    “This island belongs to me now. It’s rather sad, isn’t it? With your knowledge, you could have changed history, and instead you’ve been reduced to hiding on one tiny little island.” 
 
    “I was talking about the planet,” O’Brien said. 
 
    The Cho-ta’an laughed its choking laugh. “We are both strangers to this planet, Dan O’Brien,” it said. “You have no more right to be here than I do. It’s time to end this absurd game, don’t you think? It took me a while to understand what your people were up to. Trying to change the future without changing history. It was always a fool’s errand.” 
 
    “Maybe,” O’Brien said. “But we had to try.” 
 
    “And I had to stop you.” 
 
    “Why? Your race won’t even encounter humans for another thousand years. Why do you care so much about winning a war that hasn’t even started yet?” 
 
    “Do you have children, Dan O’Brien?” 
 
    “I did, yes,” O’Brien said. Two that I will never see again, and one who just died in front of my eyes. 
 
    “Ah, then you know the pain of a father losing a child. I have had seven children. Did you know that Cho-ta’an are hermaphrodites? We cycle between male, female, and asexual. Ordinarily, Cho-ta’an assigned to military roles are given hormones to keep us in the asexual mode. It allows us a certain singularity of focus that humans would not understand. However, my supply of hormones ran out forty-eight Earth years ago. Do you understand what that means?” 
 
    “You’ve been cycling between sexes for forty-eight years. So what?” 
 
    “It means that for forty-eight years, I have been experiencing the pain of losing seven children, first as a mother, and then as a father, over and over, for forty-eight years. Under natural conditions, we spend a year in each state, but a year on Yavesk is approximately seven Earth years long. This gives us time to prepare for the… emotional changes that occur as a result of the hormonal shift. On Earth, however, there is no buffer. When I am about to adapt to one state, I begin to transition to the next. My children were killed by your kind, in a bombing raid on peaceful planet that the IDL considered a strategic target. Two years ago, I was mourning my children’s death as a mother. Last year, I mourned them as a father. As of three months ago, I am the monster that mothers and fathers depend on to avenge their children. You ask why I care about winning a war that has not yet begun, but it doesn’t matter to me whether my children died a thousand years ago or will die a thousand years in the future. I am a being whose one overriding biological drive is to punish those responsible for their deaths.” 
 
    “Then this isn’t a negotiation,” O’Brien said. “You intend to kill us all.” 
 
    “On the contrary,” Tharres said. “My singularity of purpose does not blind me to reality. This is not personal, Dan O’Brien. No one else has to die. The fact is that both the past and the future are on my side. Put an end to this project. Leave this island and I will let you live. Let history take its course.” 
 
    “Does history taking its course involve you setting yourself up as the god-emperor of North America?” 
 
    The Cho-ta’an laughed again. “I have told my army I would lead them to great riches in these islands. Soon they will realize that I have nothing to offer them, and they will turn on me. You were right, you see. I did not understand it at first, why you spent your time sneaking around Europe rather than trying to change history to give your race an advantage in the war. But after fifty years on this planet, I see that what is done cannot be undone.” 
 
    “Why are you trying so hard to interfere with a project you’re convinced is doomed?” 
 
    “I acknowledge there is a small chance someone could have reached space prior to the twentieth century without it having been recorded. I intend to make sure that doesn’t happen.” 
 
    “How do you know we won’t try again?” 
 
    “To launch another rocket?” the Cho-ta’an asked. “Your oil well has been destroyed. My army is setting fire to your factories. And if I’m not mistaken, you’ve lost all your fighting men and about half of your engineers already. You and whatever other spacemen are still alive are reaching the end of your natural lifespan, as am I. My comrades are already dead. Try again if you like, in Iceland or some other remote island. I won’t stop you. All I ask is that you abandon this project, here and now. After that, what happens happens.” 
 
    O’Brien considered the Cho-ta’an’s offer. He knew that Cho-ta’an didn’t live much longer than humans, even under ideal circumstances, and this specimen had already survived for fifty years in a hostile environment. If Tharres really was the last one alive on Earth, then resistance to Pleiades would end with the alien’s death. On the other hand, Tharres was right: Reyes and O’Brien wouldn’t live that much longer either, and they’d lost a sizable fraction of their engineers. Even if they regrouped somewhere, the inertia of the past was against them. This had been their one chance to find a loophole in history, and maybe it had always been a foolish dream. 
 
    “No,” said a voice behind him. O’Brien turned to see Reyes coming down the road toward them. She was unarmed and alone. 
 
    “Another spaceman?” the Cho-ta’an asked. “I am indeed honored.” 
 
    “Carolyn Reyes. I’m the commander of this mission and the head of the Pleiades Project.” 
 
    “Are there more of you?” 
 
    “IDL? No. It’s just me and O’Brien now. How many Cho-ta’an are on Earth?” 
 
    “I believe I am the last. My comrade Gurryek was captured by soldiers in Burgundy. I have not heard from him for more than fifty years.” 
 
    “Then this war has grown very small.” 
 
    “Indeed it has. We can end it here, the three of us.” 
 
    “You’re asking me to surrender.” 
 
    “I’m asking you to let history take its course.” 
 
    Reyes shrugged. “Our historian is dead,” she said. “I’m an engineer. I see a problem and I fix it. It’s what I’ve always done.” 
 
    As she spoke, they heard a roar from behind them. Turning, they saw fire pouring from the thrusters at the base of the rocket. Steam billowed into the air as the scaffolding fell away and the rocket began to rise into the sky. The wind continued to blow, but the clouds had begun to part, revealing cracks of blue sky. O’Brien could hardly believe it: they’d finally gotten their launch window. 
 
    Tharres shouted something, but he couldn’t make himself heard over the roar of the thrusters. He was pointing at the rocket, screaming frantically at the Indian riflemen. All it would take was one well-aimed bullet to tear a hole in one of those propellant tanks and it was all over. But the Indians stood dumbfounded, staring at the Iron Dragon, their rifles dangling at their sides. They squinted against the blinding glare, and many of them dropped their rifles and clamped their hands over their ears. Waves of intense heat washed over them, and O’Brien shielded his face and turned away. 
 
    Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Tharres scrambling to get to one of the dropped rifles. The alien picked it up and took aim at the rocket. O’Brien lunged toward him, hoping to knock the rifle away, but he was too far away. There was no way he could get to the Cho-ta’an before he got a shot off. 
 
    He’d nearly reached Tharres when the alien’s head jerked back as if he’d been struck. A hole had appeared in the Tharres’s forehead. The alien sank to its knees and then fell face-first onto the asphalt. O’Brien turned to see Helena holding a rifle to her shoulder. Seeing that the alien was dead, she turned to watch the rocket stream into the sky. 
 
    The Titan was now over a hundred yards up and gathering speed quickly. Anyone trying to shoot it down now was going to have to be a hell of a shot. As he glanced around, though, he saw there was little danger of that: the Indians remained transfixed by the sight of the rocket. Many of the Eidejelans had come out from behind the buildings as well. For now, at least, a truce seemed to hold. 
 
    The roar of the boosters had waned, and the rocket began to arc, indicating it had begun its lateral acceleration. There were still a million things that could go wrong, but they had done it: against all odds, they’d launched a manned craft on a mission to rendezvous with a spaceship in orbit. Suddenly overcome by dizziness, O’Brien stumbled and fell on top of the dead Cho-ta’an. 
 
    When he regained consciousness, Helena was kneeling over him. “O’Brien!” she yelled. “Get up!” He blinked in the sunlight. Overhead was a fuzzy arc of white smoke that disappeared into a patch of clear blue sky. They’d done it, he thought. They’d really done it. They were done. Why wouldn’t Helena let him rest? 
 
    As she helped him to his feet, he realized why: they were surrounded by several hundred hostile Indians who might at any moment recover from the shock of having seen their first rocket launch. Whether they would continue their assault without Tharres was uncertain, but O’Brien wouldn’t bet on them just throwing down their weapons and going home. He was ready to die, but that wasn’t a luxury he could allow himself quite yet: until the Iron Dragon rendezvoused with the Cho-ta’an ship, it would be dependent on guidance from the ground. The command center was a concrete building with solid steel doors, but sufficiently determined men could get inside within a few hours. They needed to rally whatever riflemen they could to defend the command center as long as they could. As Reyes barked orders to the defenders, he and Helena made their way across the tarmac. 
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Fifty-one                      
 
    The Gemini capsule carrying Thorvald and Freya attained its initial orbit twelve minutes after launch. Once the Titan had cleared the rough weather at the launch site, everything had proceeded nominally: Alma’s team at mission control had directed the rocket onto a near-optimal trajectory, and the first stage separation had gone smoothly. Seven minutes later, when the rocket was 87 miles above the Earth and traveling nearly 20,000 miles per hour, the second stage separated and the capsule’s thrusters fired.  
 
    The next step was to execute the Hohmann transfer, which would put the capsule in the same location and orbit as the Cho-ta’an ship. The transfer had to be executed within a very narrow time window. Fortunately, the Cho-ta’an ship’s orbital period was so short that although the launch had been delayed by several hours, they were still able to synchronize it with the passing of the ship overhead. They now had about five minutes between achieving orbit and beginning their maneuvers for the transfer. If they missed their opportunity, they wouldn’t have another for nearly twenty-four hours—and judging by the last transmission they’d received from mission control, they didn’t have that much time.  
 
    At precisely the right moment, Thorvald fired the Gemini’s thrusters, accelerating it enough to bring it into an elliptical orbit that intersected the orbit of the Cho-ta’an ship. Once this was done, he used the attitude jets to change the direction the capsule was pointing. After again waiting for a precise moment, he fired the thrusters to accelerate to match the circular orbit of the Cho-ta’an ship. It was a maneuver he had practiced a thousand times, and he was better at it than anybody else on Earth. Unfortunately, it wasn’t quite good enough. 
 
    The Gemini capsule nearly matched the Cho-ta’an ship’s orbit, but there was a gap of nearly two miles between them. In astronomical terms, he’d done the equivalent of hitting a bullet in flight with another bullet, but in human terms, there were still two miles of space they somehow had to cross. Worse, the capsule’s orbit was slightly higher than that of the Cho-ta’an ship. He expended all the capsule’s fuel trying to match the Cho-ta’an ship’s orbit, but a gap of nearly a mile remained between the two spacecraft. Because of the remaining difference in their orbits, the gap was increasing by several feet a minute. The longer they waited, the worse their chances were. 
 
    “Fuel is at zero,” Thorvald said. “We’ve got a gap of over a thousand yards and growing.” 
 
    “Copy that,” said Nestor over the radio. “Can you close it with an EVA?” 
 
    “We don’t have a lot of other options, as I see it,” Thorvald said. “How are things on the ground?” 
 
    “We’ve got a couple thousand Indians trying to break in to the command center, but don’t worry about that. We’ll have enough time to guide you through an EVA.” 
 
    “Copy that. Preparing for EVA.” 
 
    Thorvald and Freya pressurized their suits and then opened the hatches over their heads. 
 
    “Exiting the capsule,” Thorvald said. 
 
    “Copy that,” Nestor said. “Godspeed.” 
 
     They climbed outside the capsule and Thorvald snapped the end of an extensible tether into a hook on Freya’s suit. The other end was already attached to his own suit. They wouldn’t bother to attach to the capsule, as they wouldn’t be sticking around for long. 
 
    Freya gasped as she caught sight of the Earth below them. For nearly a minute, they both clung to the capsule, peering down the sides of the capsule at the vast blue and white sphere. 
 
    “We need to get moving,” Freya said at last. 
 
    “A few minutes won’t make a difference,” Thorvald said. “Acclimate yourself.” They’d trained for spacewalks in a neutral buoyancy pool on at Camp Aldrin, and one thing they’d learned was that trying to rush things in space was a recipe for disaster. The key was to keep a cool head and use slow, precise, deliberate movements. Drifting away from the Cho-ta’an ship was a concern, but a bigger danger was panic. One ill-considered movement could send one of them flying into space on a trajectory from which they’d never recover. 
 
    Still holding the edge of the Gemini’s hatch, Thorvald hung in space, watching the Earth slide by beneath him. He concentrated on his breathing, trying to lower his racing heartrate. No one had ever seen this before, he thought. From the spacemen’s perspective, the first spacewalk was ancient history, but in purely chronological terms, he and Freya were the first. There would be no record of their accomplishment, and they might very well die in the process, but they had done it. He smiled as he glanced at Freya staring at awe at the Earth. It was worth it. 
 
    “Enjoying the view?” asked Nestor over the radio. The edge in his voice was unmistakable. Thorvald wondered how much longer it would be until the Indians broke into the command center. 
 
    “Just taking a minute to collect ourselves,” Thorvald said. 
 
    “Take as long as you need,” Nestor said. “We’re about to lose radio contact though. Hopefully we’ll still be here when you come around again. If not—” Nestor’s last words were garbled, and Thorvald didn’t ask him to repeat them. The truth was, Nestor, Alma and the others on the ground had done everything they could do. It was now up to Thorvald and Freya to see the mission through, and he was grateful that mission control would not be in contact if they failed. 
 
    “Ready?” he asked, looking at Freya, who was now peering toward the horizon, where the surface of the hull was just visible above the curve of the Earth. The sun was behind them, showering the capsule and the Cho-ta’an ship with blinding white light. Soon they would be enshrouded in near-total darkness, as they passed to the other side of the Earth. The plan was to use the jets on their suits to accelerate toward the Cho-ta’an ship and then drift in freefall until they could see again, at which point they would assess their location and trajectory and then attempt another thrust. The danger was that if they miscalculated the initial thrust, they would find themselves even farther from the Cho-ta’an ship when they came into the sunlight. 
 
    “We’re going to need every bit of thrust we can muster,” Thorvald said. “Climb onto the nose of the capsule.” 
 
    “There’s nothing to hold onto.” 
 
    “I’ll pull the tether tight when you’re on the other side.” 
 
    “Roger that.” Freya gripped the edge of the hatch and gave herself a slight push, causing her body to drift forward along the capsule. When she reached the capsule’s nose, she put her hands on it and pulled toward herself, vaulting her body over the nose. Thorvald slowly pulled the tether taut, arresting Freya’s forward motion and causing her to spin to the left. Her right hand hit the hull and bounced away, and for a moment it seemed that the tether was going to pull her right over the top. Thorvald let the line go slack and Freya managed to contact the hull with the toe of her left boot, though, dragging it along the surface to arrest her motion. For a moment they hung there in space, panting, neither of them daring to move. Then Freya slowly pulled her boot forward, pushing her body back down the side of the capsule. Soon she was straddling the nose, on the opposite side of the capsule from Thorvald. Unable to apply enough friction to hold herself in place, she began to drift backwards, away from the capsule. 
 
    “I’m in position,” she gasped, out of breath from the exertion. “Pull the tether taut.” 
 
    Thorvald pulled, and soon she was pinned against the hull. 
 
    “Well, that was fun,” she panted. 
 
    “No time to rest,” Thorvald said, realizing he’d cut the maneuver closer than he’d intended. Already the sun was disappearing behind the Earth behind them. In a few seconds, the Cho-ta’an ship would be lost in shadow.  
 
    “I’m ready,” Freya said. “What’s next?” 
 
    “I’m going to pull myself over the nose, but I won’t have anybody to hold me, so I’m going to just keep going. Get in a crouch. When I say go, I need you to jump as hard as you can, straight down. That is, perpendicular with the horizon.” 
 
    “Straight down? But we’ll—” 
 
    “You have to trust me, Freya.” 
 
    There was a momentary pause. “Roger that.” 
 
    “Are you ready?” 
 
    “I’m ready.” 
 
    “Line is going slack in five seconds. Four. Three. Two.” Thorvald took a deep breath and then mimicked the maneuver Freya had just executed, pulling himself along the hull and then vaulting over the nose of the capsule in the direction of the Cho-ta’an ship. He’d unlocked the winch, allowing the tether to extend to its full length of twenty yards. When he’d cleared the nose, he said, “Go!” 
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Fifty-two                      
 
    The Indians quickly regrouped and continued their advance across the island, in search of whatever riches Tharres had promised them. As the defending riflemen were overrun, Reyes led the survivors to the command center. The last man inside slammed the massive steel door shut seconds before the building was swarmed by attackers. Helena helped O’Brien to a chair while Reyes tried to determine just how bad the situation was outside. 
 
    Panicked radio communications from the squad leaders indicated that the main settlement to the east had been completely overrun, and the remaining defenders had taken refuge inside the buildings to the west of the launch pad. Except for the command center, all of these were flimsy wood frame or sheet metal buildings; it wouldn’t take long for the Indians to get inside. Muffled gunshots and shouts sounded outside, and one by one, the squad leaders’ radios went silent. After another ten minutes, the only sound was the pounding on the steel doors of the command center. 
 
    The news from the Gemini crew was not good either: Alma reported that Thorvald’s attempt at a Hohmann transfer had failed, and he and Freya were now attempting to rendezvous using their suit jets. They wouldn’t know whether the rendezvous had worked until radio communication was re-established in about an hour, but the odds didn’t look good. The thirty technicians sitting at consoles in a semicircle in the command center fidgeted or re-checked calculations while they waited. Everything was now up to Thorvald and Freya. 
 
    While Helena cleaned and bandaged O’Brien’s shoulder, Alma pulled Reyes aside. The two retreated into a conference room and Reyes took a seat next to Alma’s wheelchair. 
 
    “There’s nothing more you can do here,” Alma said. 
 
    “I’m not running away,” Reyes said. “We make our stand here, together.” 
 
    Alma shook her head. “That’s a nice sentiment, but it’s also idiotic. There’s no reason for you to stay, and when the command center is overrun, Thorvald and Freya will need you.” 
 
    “The crew in Bermuda—” 
 
    “Chief, I think you know I’m not the sentimental type, but that’s your granddaughter up there. Whatever happens with the rendezvous, she’s going to need you.” 
 
    Reyes didn’t reply. She’d gotten so used to disregarding her own personal feelings in the interest of Pleiades that she’d momentarily forgotten that someone might need her—not as an engineer, manager or leader, but as a human being. Everything now depended on Thorvald and Freya. She doubted she could do anything for them, but she owed it to them to stay alive as long as she could. 
 
    When they first arrived at Antillia, twenty-five years earlier, they had put in place an escape plan that would allow Pleiades to continue in case Camp Aldrin’s survival was threatened by invaders or a hurricane. A knar, called Stjörnubát, was suspended ten feet over the water by a crane that extended over the cliff on the far western end of the island. Stjörnubát’s hold contained their entire technical library, as well as twenty rifles, a hundred pounds of gold, and a three-week supply of fresh water and dried and canned food. It also carried a radio that they could use to communicate with the Gemini crew. A system of tunnels had been dug under the western side of the island, allowing escapees to travel underground from any of several buildings to a hidden hatch in the side of the cliff that opened directly onto Stjörnubát.  
 
    Only the Committee, those involved in the escape route’s construction, and the crews who sailed past the western end of the island knew about it. In an emergency, an alarm would sound, and the Committee, key engineers, and handpicked crew members would head to Stjörnubát through one of the tunnels that ran under the island. As the project advanced and the spacemen aged, the idea of a skeleton crew leaving Antillia and restarting the project elsewhere began to seem untenable, but the escape route was left in place. Until Alma mentioned it, Reyes had not even considered using it. 
 
     “I’d need a crew,” Reyes said. 
 
    “O’Brien can sail,” Alma said. “Take him and Helena, and the rest of the riflemen.” About twenty riflemen had come with them to the command center—just enough to crew Stjörnubát. 
 
    “What about you and your technicians?” 
 
    “I’m not getting on board a ship in this thing,” Alma said, patting the arm of her wheelchair. “And I don’t think you could drag my technicians away. They’ll see this thing through.” 
 
    Reyes nodded. Alma’s team had prepared for this moment for years. There was probably nothing any of them could do for Thorvald or Freya at this point, but they weren’t going to abandon their posts. Every one of them was as dedicated to Pleiades as Reyes was. 
 
    “Thank you, Alma. We couldn’t have gotten this far without you.” 
 
    “No, you couldn’t have,” Alma said with a smile. “Now get out of here while you still can.” 
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Fifty-three       
 
    Now facing backwards toward the capsule, he saw Freya push off against the hull just before the tether went tight. There was a jerk as her mass pulled against him, and then they were in freefall again. Thorvald, spinning head over heels, threw his hands in front of his helmet just in time to cushion his collision with Freya. She bounced away from him, and he activated the power winch to bring in the tether. The tether went taut and the two came together, Thorvald’s helmet against Freya’s boots.  
 
    “Hold still,” he said, as she wriggled against him. She went limp, and Thorvald gripped her legs, twisting his body around until they were face-up, relative to each other. He pulled himself up along her body until their visors were touching. They were still spinning rapidly head over heels, and Thorvald was momentarily blinded by the glare of the setting sun as it streaked past behind Freya’s head. He clamped his eyes shut and tapped a button just above his waist to fire one of the attitude jets on the rear of the suit. Opening his eyes, he found that they’d nearly stopped spinning. A couple more short bursts, and they were suspended with their heads toward Earth and their feet toward the capsule. Thorvald couldn’t see the Cho-ta’an ship, but the capsule was more-or-less where he’d hoped it would be at the end of this maneuver.  
 
    “Can you see Defiance?” he asked. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Good. I need you to orient us so that your rear-facing jet will move us along a line that’s thirty degrees off from straight down, in the direction of Defiance. Got it?” 
 
    “Thirty degrees from plumb, toward of Defiance. Roger that.” Freya activated her jets in a series of tiny bursts that gradually moved them into place. 
 
    “Are we good?” Thorvald asked, when she’d stopped. 
 
    “As far as I can tell. Defiance is—” 
 
    A chill swept over them as the sun vanished behind the Earth and they were enveloped in darkness. Freya didn’t need to finish her sentence: she could no longer see to navigate. They were just going to have to hope they were in the correct position. 
 
    “All right,” Thorvald said. “Ten seconds of full thrust, on my mark. Ready?” 
 
    “Ready.” 
 
    “Go.” 
 
    Freya engaged the rear thrusters, and Thorvald felt his suit push against hers. After ten seconds, she cut the thrust. There was no sense of movement. Earth was completely black beneath them; all they could see were stars, brighter and clearer than any stars they had ever seen. For the next hour, they waited, inches away from each other but unable to touch, their primitive space suits doing little to ward off the cold. Although they had enough oxygen to last several hours, these suits were never meant to keep them alive for more than a few minutes in space. Whether their fingers would still work when they came around into the sunlight again remained to be seen. 
 
    They also would not know until the sun came out again whether the maneuver had been successful. The idea had been to put them into a slightly more elliptical orbit, essentially executing another Hohmann transfer to get their orbit to intersect that of Defiance. The suit jets possessed a tiny fraction of the propulsive power of the Gemini capsule, but the mass of the two astronauts was also far less, making it much easier to alter their orbit. With some luck, the maneuver would have altered their trajectory enough to get them close enough that one more burst of thrust would allow them to rendezvous. 
 
    When the sun rose again, however, they found that they were still over two hundred yards from Defiance, and their current orbit did not look like it would take them much closer before they started drifting away again. They would need at least one more burn to get them close enough for the final rendezvous maneuver. Thorvald radioed their status to the command center, but there was no response. They were on their own. 
 
    Thorvald maneuvered them into position for another burn and then used all the propellant in his jets in an attempt to get their orbit to intersect that of Defiance. By the time the sun disappeared again, they were on a promising trajectory. They faced another hour in the freezing cold, but so far they were free of frostbite. This would hopefully be their last night in space: besides being almost out of propellant, they were now running low on oxygen. If they weren’t close enough to rendezvous when the sun came up again, they would die together of asphyxiation. 
 
    The sunlight revealed that they had overshot their goal: they were now only about a hundred yards away from the Cho-ta’an ship, but the distance was growing by the minute. They could just make out the hole in the hull where Mallick had gotten in. 
 
    “We’ve got to try to rendezvous,” Thorvald said. 
 
    “We’ll never make it.” They’d planned for the rendezvous to occur at a distance of up to two hundred yards, but that was with full propellant tanks. 
 
    “No choice,” Thorvald said. “Orient us a few degrees above Defiant and give it a short burst. Hopefully we have enough propellant to correct and do one more short burn.” 
 
    Frey did as instructed, halting their movement away from Defiant. They were now on a course that would take them within twenty yards of the Cho-ta’an ship. While she was orienting them for the final burn, though, the propellant gave out. 
 
    “Shit!” she yelled. They were both out, and in a few seconds, they would drift right past Defiant and into outer space.  
 
    “You have to do it,” Thorvald said. 
 
    “Do what? I have no propellant.” 
 
    “The rendezvous. Push off against me.” 
 
    “What? No! Thorvald—” 
 
    “No time to argue. We’ve got about ten seconds. You’re the engineer. You’ve got the training.” 
 
    “Don’t talk crazy. We’ll use the tether.” 
 
    “Not long enough. It’ll pull you back. You have to do this alone.” 
 
    “Thorvald, I can’t!” 
 
    “You can. You have to. I’m sorry, Freya. I did my best. I didn’t mean to leave you alone.” 
 
    “No! You’ll die!” 
 
    “If you don’t do it, we’ll both die. Pull your legs in.” 
 
    “Thorvald!” 
 
    “Pull your legs in!” 
 
    She pulled her knees as close to her chest as she could in the restricting suit. Thorvald gripped her ankles pulling his chest up against the soles of her boots. 
 
    “I’ll come back for you.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Freya. Now’s your chance. Push.” 
 
    “I’ll get Defiant working and pick you up.” 
 
    “Push, God damn it!” 
 
    Freya straightened her legs with a jolt, shoving Thorvald away from Defiant. He frantically disengaged the tether and Freya kept moving toward Defiant. Her kick had been a couple seconds late, and at first it seemed like she might miss the ship after all. The slid alongside its hull until her left arm hit an antenna, slowing her movement and causing her to swing around until her right boot caught the edge of a panel.  Thorvald smiled as the Cho-ta’an ship receded into the distance. She had done it. All she had to do now was crawl along the hull until she got to the breach and climb inside. He had no doubt she’d be able to get the hull repaired and get the ship working. She’d trained for this task for months, using an underwater mockup of Defiant.  
 
    “I’ll come get you,” Freya panted, as she made her way along the hull. “I just need to get the nav system online.”  
 
    “Get that patch in place,” Thorvald said. “You’re running out of air.” 
 
    “So are you.” 
 
    “Yes, but my job is done. I’m sorry, Freya. It’s all on you now.” 
 
    In training, it had always taken at least forty minutes to get the ship pressurized, and it could take several hours after that to get the rest of the ship’s systems online. He had less than an hour of oxygen left. If only he’d been a little more precise with the Hohmann transfer, or if the tether had been a few yards longer, or… but it was too late for any of that. He’d done the best that he could, and he’d gotten Freya to Defiant. She would have to handle the rest. 
 
    “I’ll get you,” Freya said. “If the primary systems are still running, it won’t take long to program an intercept course. If you conserve your oxygen—” 
 
    “There’s no time, Freya. You need to focus on getting that patch in place. Relax. If you rush, you’re going to make mistakes.” 
 
    “If I don’t rush, you’re going to die.” 
 
    “You need to forget about me. Focus on the mission.” 
 
    “This wasn’t the mission. We were supposed to do this together. I can’t… Thorvald, twenty years in that ship, alone.” 
 
    “I know. I’m sorry. I screwed up. But you’re wasting oxygen. Focus.” 
 
    For some time, all Thorvald heard was Freya’s breathing. She was now just a tiny white bump on the side of the Cho-ta’an ship. He watched as the bump moved slowly to the hole in the hull and then disappeared inside. “I didn’t want to share a spaceship with you for twenty years anyway,” she said. 
 
    “I don’t blame you,” Thorvald replied. “My brother says I snore.” 
 
    “Sounds like I dodged a bullet.” 
 
    “Yeah. You need to stop talking or you’re going to run out of oxygen before you get the patch on.” 
 
    “If stop talking, I’m going to panic.” 
 
    “I’ll talk. Focus on my voice.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “So, um, I don’t really know what to say.” 
 
    “That’s a first. Do you know any songs?” 
 
    “I know part of a poem.” 
 
    “Recite it for me.” 
 
    “All right. It’s a very old poem. My grandfather used to recite it for me, but the version I memorized is from a book in the library. It’s called Beowulf. The part I know goes: 
 
      
 
    “‘Forth he fared at the fated moment, 
 
    sturdy Scyld to the shelter of God. 
 
    Then they bore him over to ocean’s billow, 
 
    loving clansmen, as late he charged them, 
 
    while wielded words the winsome Scyld, 
 
    the leader beloved who long had ruled. 
 
    In the roadstead rocked a ring-dight vessel, 
 
    ice-flecked, outbound, atheling’s barge: 
 
    there laid they down their darling lord 
 
    on the breast of the boat, the breaker-of-rings, 
 
    by the mast the mighty one. Many a treasure 
 
    fetched from far was freighted with him. 
 
    No ship have I known so nobly dight 
 
    with weapons of war and weeds of battle, 
 
    with breastplate and blade: on his bosom lay 
 
    a heaped hoard that hence should go 
 
    far o’er the flood with him floating away. 
 
    No less these loaded the lordly gifts, 
 
    thanes’ huge treasure, than those had done 
 
    who in former time forth had sent him 
 
    sole on the seas, a suckling child. 
 
    High o’er his head they hoist the standard, 
 
    a gold-wove banner; let billows take him, 
 
    gave him to ocean. Grave were their spirits, 
 
    mournful their mood. No man is able 
 
    to say in sooth, no son of the halls, 
 
    no hero ‘neath heaven,—who harbored that freight!’” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Fifty-four              
 
    Reyes, O’Brien, Helena and the others made their way through the tunnel and boarded Stjörnubát. When they were all aboard, Reyes triggered the release mechanism, lowering the knar to the water. Sitting in the stern, O’Brien ordered the crew to take up their oars. Several minutes of chaos ensued, during which the inexperienced oarsmen nearly ran them into the rocks, but eventually Stjörnubát began to creep away from the island toward the southwest.  
 
    As it did so, it attracted the attention of many of the Indians on the shore, who were loading their snekkjas with goods taken from the settlement. Soon, several of the snekkjas pushed off from the shore and began pursuit. Stjörnubát had a lead of several hundred yards, and with a strong wind once again blowing from the north, O’Brien ordered the sails unfurled. A few of the crew had some experience sailing a knar, and they made quick work of the task. By the time the snekkjas got their sails unfurled, Stjörnubát was half a mile away. The snekkjas pursued for some time, but eventually began to furl their sails, one by one. Unable to tack, the Indians would have to either row back to Antillia or wait for the wind to change. When it looked like the danger had passed, they changed course to the east. Ultimately they would have to tack north to rendezvous with crew at Camp Collins in Bermuda, but for now they would ride the wind as fast as they could away from Antillia.  
 
    Once they were on their way, Reyes ordered one of the men to get the radio from the ship’s hold. The crew unpacked it, and Reyes tuned it to the frequency they’d been using to communicate with the Gemini capsule. Getting no response, she tried a frequency in the band that the Cho-ta’an ship had been transmitting on. Instead of the screeching they’d heard in this band since the destruction of Andrea Luhman, they heard the voice of a teenage girl. 
 
     “—Freya Odsdottir of the spaceship Defiant,” the voice said over the radio. If anyone can hear me, please answer.” 
 
    “Freya!” Reyes answered. “Do you copy?” 
 
    “Chief, is that you?” 
 
    “This is Reyes. Sorry for the radio silence. Mission control has been relocated.” 
 
    “Thank God,” Freya said. “Camp Collins isn’t answering. I thought I was all alone.” 
 
    “You’re aboard Defiant? What about Thorvald?”  
 
    “He didn’t make it, Chief,” Freya said, her voice cracking. “Our trajectory was off, and he… Oh God, chief. I’m alone up here.” 
 
    “You’re not alone,” Reyes said. “I’m here. O’Brien and Helena are with me.” 
 
    “What about Nestor? And Alma?” 
 
    “We lost Camp Aldrin. But I’m here, and I’m safe. I won’t leave you.” 
 
    “Copy that,” Freya said. 
 
    “Can you give me a status report? What condition is Defiant in?” 
 
    “Hull is repaired, and the cabin is nearly up to pressure. Life support is still on the default settings, so the O2 is a bit high, but I’ll get that sorted once everything else is nominal. Operating system is online, and as you can tell, I’ve got comms working. Some of the sensors have been damaged by meteor strikes, but nothing mission-critical. Should have nav and propulsion working shortly.” 
 
    “Then we did it,” Reyes said, hardly believing the words coming out of her own mouth. “In a few hours, you’ll be on your way.” 
 
    “I’ll be on my way. Alone.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Freya. You know that’s not how we planned this. I’d suggest bringing Defiant down for a landing, but—” 
 
    “I know, ships like this aren’t designed to take off from Earth gravity. We’d never get it into space again. It’s all right. I knew what I was signing up for. I just didn’t think I was going to be doing it alone.” 
 
    “You won’t be completely alone. We should be able to maintain radio contact for a while.” 
 
    “A year, max.” 
 
    “Well, it will give you some time to acclimate, at least.” 
 
    “Yeah. I should get to work on propulsion. I’ll give you an update when I can.” 
 
    “Copy that, Freya. And thank you.” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Over the next several hours, Freya sent occasional updates as she got the various systems aboard Defiant working. After she reprogrammed the life support system to produce a more human-friendly atmosphere, she reported that she was going to get some sleep. It was now night in the Caribbean, and the ship continued to sail east throughout the night. One of the men with some sailing experience relieved O’Brien, who was in dire need of rest. Helena had given him some painkillers and a stimulant, but by sunset he was fading fast. 
 
    O’Brien slept until nearly noon the next day. In mid-afternoon, after several failed attempts, they managed to get Stjörnubát to tack north toward Bermuda. By this time, communications had been reestablished with Camp Collins; a transformer failure had temporarily taken down their radio. Three days later, Stjörnubát arrived in Bermuda. Her crew and the three technicians still on duty at Camp Collins were, as far as they knew, the only Eidejelans left alive on Earth. 
 
    Freya spent six days familiarizing herself with Defiant and making sure its systems were working nominally before plotting a course for the Fractalist planet. It was more time than they’d planned for, but it wasn’t like they were in a hurry: the war they needed to end wouldn’t start for another eleven hundred years. Besides, some allowances had to be made for Freya, who would now be undertaking the twenty-year journey alone. 
 
    Thanks to the time dilation effect of near-light-speed travel, the journey would actually only take about four years, from Freya’s point of view. She would spend the first year accelerating to 99.5% of light speed, which was the maximum speed of any known propulsion system. Faster than that, certain undesirable physical effects tended to occur that would hamper the proper operation of the ship’s systems as well as any organic entities aboard it. At 99.5% of light speed, time would pass a tenth as fast on board the ship relative to stationary objects outside it, which meant that during the seventeen years that she spent traveling a little less than seventeen light-years, she would experience the passage of only one point seven years. At the end of this period, the ship would turn around and decelerate for another year, so that it would be near-stationary by the time it reached the Fractalist planet. 
 
    Defiant broke orbit on xx, reaching one gee acceleration three days later. Cho-ta’an ships were capable of much greater acceleration, but the savings in travel time was not worth the added stress on the ship and its human occupant. At one gee acceleration, she would reach 99.5% of light speed in a little less than a year. 
 
    While Defiant rocketed toward the outer planets of the solar system, the refugees from Antillia settle in at Camp Collins. At its peak, Camp Collins had been home to over three hundred people, so there was no shortage of room. The local native tribes were friendly, and there was little danger that they would be pursued across the ocean by the Indians who had attacked Antillia. Lacking leadership, the Indians would likely settle on Antillia, making use of the Eidejelans’ buildings and tools and eating their stores of food. At some point, though, the food would run out, and they would have to migrate elsewhere. Maybe some of them would go to South America. Gabe had told them that the xx culture in xx had possessed sailboats similar to those employed by the Norsemen. It was possible some of those boat builders had been migrants from Antillia. 
 
    After three weeks of one gee acceleration, Defiant left the solar system. By this time, real-time communications were no longer possible; it took several hours for transmissions to get from Defiant to Earth or vice versa. Over the next few weeks, communications became even more difficult. Transmissions had to be timed with Earth’s rotation, and between the effects of time dilation and the ever-increasing delay due to distance, as well as interference from other sources of radiation that threatened to swamp the signal, messages had to be repeated several times to ensure that they got through. Confirming receipt of a transmission faced the same problem, of course, which resulted in the Eidejelans on Earth and Freya talking past each other. There was little to communicate in any case: it would be years, from the Earthers’ perspective, before Defiant neared another star, and even then it would not pass closer than ten light-years. Interstellar was—if all went well—extremely uneventful. The point of the communications, for the purposes of the mission, was simply to let those on Earth know that Defiant was still on course.  
 
    The transmitter at Camp Collins was far less powerful than the one on Defiant, and the Eidejelans suspected that Freya stopped receiving their communications after about eight weeks. Still, Reyes, O’Brien, Helena and several of the others at Camp Collins kept transmitting at all hours of the day, in case Freya was listening. By twelve weeks, transmissions from Defiant were too faint to be received, and the Eidejelans on the ground stopped transmitting. Freya was now on her own. She had one of the cuffs with her, so she had a virtually limitless supply of books, movies and music with her, but she would have no one to talk to for over three years—and possibly much longer than that, depending on what she found at the end of her voyage. 
 
    The months wore on, and life continued at Camp Collins. Without a goal or the threat of invasion hanging over their heads, the Eidejelans had to learn to live an ordinary life. A few of the older people talked about returning to Iceland, but this was a hard sell for those who grew up in the tropics. They had only one ship and barely enough people to crew it. In the end, most of the Eidejelans joined the local tribe, leaving Reyes, O’Brien, Helena and a few others at the camp. They no longer had the manpower to maintain any of their machinery, and they made no effort to preserve their technological knowledge. When the last two cuffs finally gave out, any record of Pleiades, the IDL and future history would vanish. 
 
    They never expected to hear from Freya again. Whatever she found at the end of her voyage, there would be no reason for her to return to Earth. They had to be content with the knowledge that they had done what they could to save humanity from the Cho-ta’an. 
 
    Reyes’s health began to decline rapidly after their arrival at Camp Collins. Without Pleiades to occupy her, she felt the absence of Sigurd much more sharply. The guilt of having left so many to die on Antillia, and of sending Freya across space alone, weighed heavily on her as well. She spent her days staring out to sea, waiting for news that would never come. Five years after their arrival, she fell ill. She gradually worsened over the next several weeks, eventually succumbing to pneumonia. By this time, all the other Eidejelans except for O’Brien and Helena had tired of the isolation of the abandoned camp and joined the neighboring tribe. 
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Fifty-five              
 
    Commander Tertius Dornen was in his quarters when a yeoman on the bridge informed him that a vessel of unknown provenance, traveling at nearly ten percent of light speed, had been spotted 344 septhars from their position. By the time Dornen got to the bridge, the distance had closed to 340 septhars. The ship was decelerating at just over one standard gravity at near-right angles to Varinga’s course, and would pass within forty septhars in just over half a standard day. The navigator had calculated that with two days of acceleration at three standard gravities, they could get within intercept range. Dornen gave the order. 
 
    The crew of Varinga hadn’t seen another ship for seven standard years. Seven years earlier, Varinga had been on its way to Toronus to pick up a battalion of marines when the planet was attacked by an Izarian battlecruiser group. The Concordat base on Toronus was destroyed and the troops stationed there were killed. Varinga, virtually unarmed and not built for ship-to-ship combat, changed course and fled. She had been running ever since. 
 
    Varinga’s arrival at Toronus was supposed to have signaled a turning point in the war with the Izarians: having systematically demolished the Izarians’ planetary defenses, the Concordat had intended to send Varinga to Izar with a battalion of mechsuit-equipped marines to secure the Izarian capital and force their surrender. Varinga, having been equipped with 800 top-of-the-line mechsuits on Solimar, was supposed to have picked up the marines on Toronus and delivered them to Izar. But the Concordat had fallen for a ruse: the Izarians had held back a battlecruiser group, waiting for the right moment to strike. They’d been tipped off to Varinga’s itinerary and had timed their hyperspace jump to coincide with her arrival at Toronus, intending to destroy Varinga along with the base and the awaiting battalion. Only a three-hour delay in Varinga’s departure from Solimar prevented the Izarians from achieving total success. Varinga got away, but with only its crew on board. The 800 mechsuits remained on the ship’s lower level, with no one to operate them. 
 
    The attack on Toronus was a devastating blow to the Concordat. Half of the Concordat’s fleet had been on Toronus, awaiting Varinga’s arrival so the ships could escort her to Izar. Those ships had been destroyed. In retrospect, it had been foolish to keep so many ships in one place, but Toronus had been thought untouchable: the Izarians’ hyperspace technology lagged behind the Concordat’s, preventing them from terminating a jump inside the gravity well of a star system. The Concordant would know about an intended attack on Toronus days before it happened. After all, the Izarians had only developed self-contained hyperspace drives five years earlier; before that, they had been dependent on strategically placed hyperspace gates to move its ships between stars. Now it seemed that they had taken another leap in hyperspace technology: their battlecruisers had emerged from hyperspace within forty septhars of Toronus. There had been no time to get the Concordat’s ships out of drydock before the Izarians’ antimatter torpedoes were launched. 
 
    The Izarians did not stop with Toronus. While the Concordat’s ships were still burning, the Izarians jumped to Quereval, devastating the mining operations in that system. For the next several years, the remnants of the Concordat fleet engaged in a desperate attempt to defend their other systems against the Izarian assault, but they had too few ships and too much area to cover. Their entire defensive strategy had been designed around the Izarians’ inability to jump inside systems. With a few battlecruisers, the Izarians had changed the balance of the conflict in their favor. 
 
    Varinga traveled from system to system, hoping to rendezvous with a contingent of marines to man the mechsuits. Varinga, the most advanced Orbital Deployment Cruiser the Concordat possessed, was capable of even more precise jumps that the Izarian battlecruisers, and the Izarians didn’t have enough ships to defend Izar while maintaining their offensive. That meant Varinga could conceivably get close enough to Izar to deploy the marines before the Izarian ships could intercept it. The marines would be dropped from orbit, rendezvous on the ground, and take the Izarian capital.  
 
    This plan was a longshot without any battleships to escort Varinga, and without a battalion of men trained to use the mechsuits, it was impossible. The Concordat had plenty of marines, but they were scattered across a dozen worlds, and the unceasing assault of the Izarians made a rendezvous impossible. On several occasions, Varinga attempted a rendezvous only to barely escape an Izarian onslaught. The Izarians, knowing the Varinga was the Concordat’s only hope, threw everything at her every time she emerged from hyperspace near a populated word.  
 
    Despite the Izarians’ successes in the wake of the attack on Toronus, the war was now essentially at a stalemate. Unable to defend all their worlds, the Concordat had pulled its forces back to the seven Core  Worlds, ceding the rest of their space to the Izarians. The Concordat’s forces were tied up defending the Core Worlds, and the Izarians lacked the firepower to break through their defense. Neither side could go on the offensive without opening itself up to a devastating counterattack. 
 
    A new development threatened to break the stalemate, though: intelligence reports indicated that the Izarians were working on an incredibly powerful new weapon: a device that temporarily weakened the covalent bonds of molecules of any sort of matter. If activated in the atmosphere of a planet, the device would start a chain reaction that would effectively liquefy the entire planet, destroying any structures and killing any organic beings on the planet. The Concordat was calling it a “planet-killer.” Their intelligence indicated the Izarians would have a working planet-killer in less than five years. 
 
    For the last three years, Varinga had stayed several hundred light-years from Concordat space. The Concordat’s only hope at this point was that the Izarians would become overconfident. There was little hope any longer of Varinga rendezvousing with any of the remaining marines, but there was another possibility: if Varinga could arrive at one of the fringe worlds without being spotted by the Izarians, it might be possible to raise a force of soldiers from the local population. There were a dozen worlds where civilian populations eked out a life as farmers or miners, and it wouldn’t take much to convince a few hundred of the young men on one of these worlds to sign up for the Concordat Defense Force. The people of the fringe worlds had no great love for the Concordat, but there was little opportunity on such planets, and Varinga could at least promise regular meals, a bunk, and a chance to kill some Izarians. It would take a couple years to train them, but Varinga had the staff and the facilities: the Solimarian corporation that produced the mechsuits had provided training personnel and a simulation module to get the marines up to speed on the new mechsuit models while in transit to Izar. All they lacked were warm bodies to fill the suits. 
 
    Unfortunately, the Izarians seemed to be watching the fringe worlds almost as closely as the Concordat-affiliated planets, and recruiting an army would take time. If Varinga spent a year in orbit around one of the fringe worlds, the Izarians would notice. This left Commander Dornen with few options for saving the Concordat.  
 
    One possibility was to locate one of the settlements that was rumored to exist even farther out than the fringe worlds. During the Collapse, hundreds of colonization ships had fled the known worlds to escape the chaos and violence. Some of these ships settled what became known as the fringe worlds, but dozens were never heard from again. It was theorized that some of these ships may settled worlds that were so distant that the colonies had never reestablished contact with the known worlds. If they could find a human-inhabited world that was cut off from the Concordat, they could raise an army without the Izarians ever knowing. 
 
    There was another possibility that lingered in the back of Commander Dornen’s mind, but he never spoke it aloud. It was well-known that another world populated by humans existed somewhere in the galaxy: the semi-legendary cradle of humanity known as Terra. The location of Terra had been unknown even before the Collapse, and so much disinformation had been promulgated during and after the Collapse that it was impossible to tell how much was fabricated. Some theorized that Terra was itself a myth dreamed up by the Concordat. According to one version of this theory, humans were the result of an Izarian genetic experiment that had gotten out of hand. Originally designed to do work the Izarians considered distasteful, this theory said, humans had rebelled and broke away, settling several worlds and founded a great civilization. Then the Collapse happened, and records of humanity’s genesis were lost. The Izarians rediscovered humanity in the wake of the Collapse, and the Concordat was formed to resist them. A human homeworld, called Terra, was invented to evoke feelings of racial pride in the face of the Izarian threat. 
 
    The strongest argument against this theory was the fact that the Izarians themselves apparently didn’t believe it. As far as the Concordat’s intelligence operatives could determine, the Ivarians had no record of humanity prior to the Collapse. These reports were, of course, treated as additional evidence of the coverup by adherents of the conspiracy theory. 
 
    Most human anthropologists continued to believe in the existence of Terra, although its whereabouts were widely disputed. Its location was postulated to be anywhere from near the dead center of the galaxy to far out on the western edge of the spiral. With billions of stars in the galaxy, it was impossible to investigate them all, even with the advent of self-contained hyperspace drives. Someday humanity might rediscover Terra, but the odds of coming across it by accident were infinitesimal. 
 
    Thoughts of such matters plagued Commander Dornen’s mind as Varinga closed on the tiny vessel, which had come from an area of space thought to be uninhabited. How long had it been traveling? Judging from the craft’s radiation signature, its propulsion system resembled the old Darvian drives that interstellar ships had used pre-Collapse. A ship like that could approach light speed, but it couldn’t jump to hyperspace on its own. Unless it had access to a system of hyperspace gates, it would take the ship years to travel between stars. It was only with the invention of stasis chambers that interstellar travel became practical. Of course, now that self-contained hyperspace drives existed, both stasis and the Darvian drives were considered obsolete. Wherever this ship had come from, it was very far away and very primitive. 
 
    When it was within twenty septhars, Varinga hailed the unidentified ship with a standard greeting. After several hours, the ship responded in a language Varinga’s computer didn’t recognize. The unidentified ship made no attempt to change course or take evasive action. Dornen transmitted his attention to intercept the ship. Again, the ship’s response was unintelligible. 
 
    By the time the two ships were within a septhar of each other, Varinga had nearly matched the unidentified ship’s deceleration and trajectory. Apparently understanding what Dornen intended, the little ship cut its thrusters, terminating its deceleration. Dornen breathed a sigh of relief: Varinga had the capability of shutting down the ship’s engines remotely with an electromagnetic pulse, but the results could be messy. Intercepting a ship in freefall would be much easier. He ordered Varinga to stop decelerating as well and directed the gravity beam operator to bring the ship aboard. The beam locked onto the ship and slowly pulled her into one of the containment berms.  
 
    “What the hell is it?” asked Varinga’s navigator, Delio Starn. 
 
    “No idea,” Dornen answered. None of them had ever seen a ship like it. Its design resembled that of the old Darvian drive ships, but its lines were strange and its faded markings were in no language they knew. Dornen noted that a hole in its hull had been messily repaired with a patch. A scan indicated a single occupant, the size of a human—or an Izarian. 
 
    While the ship was still being scanned for potential threats, a hatch opened and a young human woman with stark blond hair exited.  
 
    “Well, I’ll be damned,” said Varinga’s protocol officer, Clea Marinus, echoing the thoughts of everyone on the bridge. 
 
    “I’m going down there,” said Commander Dornen. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    “You’re telling me,” Dornen said to the young woman, who had identified herself as Freya, “that you came from Terra?” 
 
    The translator on the table between them repeated the question in her language—or one of her languages, as she apparently spoke several.  
 
    “Earth. Terra. Yes,” said Freya. She had a slightly hunted demeanor about her, as if she wasn’t sure whether to be relieved that she’d been rescued or terrified that she’d been captured. She’d been through a rather invasive decontamination process, but this was more than that: she seemed shell-shocked, like a marine who’d gone into battle and never fully come back. 
 
    They’d been talking for nearly an hour now, but it was only the past few minutes that they’d really been able to understand each other. It had taken longer for the translator to learn her language than would have been expected if she hailed from a lost colony, but Dornen realized after half an hour that part of the problem was Freya’s facility with multiple languages. She seemed most comfortable with something called Frankish, but she was also fluent in at least two other languages. Recognizing cognates in Dornen’s language, Truscan, she had confused the translator by occasionally switching from Frankish to a language called Latin. When he realized what she was doing, Dornen managed to communicate that the translator would learn faster if she stuck to a single language. Frankish was evidently far less similar to Truscan than Latin, but the translator had picked it up quickly. They could now communicate with reasonably good accuracy in almost real time. 
 
    “How long have you been traveling?” he asked. 
 
    She gave an answer that the translator translated as “Three years.” Units of measurement were tricky, though. She probably meant three Terran years, and there was no way of knowing how closely those correlated to Concordat Standard Years. Time dilation was another complication: if she’d spend a significant amount of her trip at near light speed, she would have experienced far less time than what had elapsed at her origin or destination. However long it had been, he got the impression she’d been aboard the ship a long time. 
 
    “Are you Ivarians?” she asked. The translator repeated the word exactly as she said it, no translation needed. 
 
    “Why do you ask that?” he asked. 
 
    “I am looking for the Ivarians.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “My people are at war with an alien race called the Cho-ta’an. The Ivarians have a weapon we need.” 
 
    “What sort of weapon?” 
 
    She said a word, but the translator just made the beep that it gave when it didn’t have enough information to translate. Dornen always had to suppress a laugh when it did this, because it sounded like the old pirated Thelanian holovids, where they censored profanity by covering the words with beeps. 
 
    “It’s not really a [beep],” she said. “It’s a device that weakens the [beep] bonds that hold matter together.” 
 
    Dornen stared at her, thinking that the translator must have glitched. She couldn’t possibly be asking what she seemed to be asking. “Excuse me a moment, please,” he said. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    “There are maybe a hundred people in the CDF who even know about the planet-killer project,” said Delio Starn. “You and I are two of them. Last I heard, we don’t even have any solid evidence it exists. It’s just a rumor somebody overheard.” 
 
    “Well, I think we can consider this confirmation.” 
 
    “Or an elaborate disinformation operation.” 
 
    “You think the Izarians captured a human civilian, brainwashed her, put her on a ship with a hundred-year-old propulsion system, and sent her to the edge of the galaxy on the off-chance a CDF ship would pick her up?” 
 
    “I suppose not. But what’s the alternative?” 
 
    “She’s who she says she is. A Terran on a mission to retrieve a weapon to give them an advantage in a war with an alien race.” 
 
    “Well, I can certainly sympathize with her position.” 
 
    “No kidding. I wonder if these Cho-ta’an are related to the Izarians.” 
 
    “Ask her to draw you a picture,” Starn said. “She certainly seems to be willing to share information.” 
 
    “It is a little suspicious, isn’t it?” 
 
    Starn shrugged. “Maybe not, if you buy her story. I mean, if she thinks we’re Izarians, then she obviously doesn’t know anything about what’s going on in this corner of the galaxy. Bluffing isn’t going to help her. Her only hope is to lay her cards on the table and hope we’re the good guys.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Dornen said, rubbing his chin. “That may be our best move too, come to think of it.” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    “It seems we find ourselves in a similar position,” Dornen said. He had just given Freya a broad outline of the CDF’s war with the Izarians. 
 
    “I admit to being a little confused,” Freya said. “I didn’t realize there were humans in this part of the galaxy.” She had told Dornen a little about the Terrans’ war with the Cho-ta’an, but hadn’t explained the time travel part yet. 
 
    Dornen nodded. “There’s some confusion about that among our people as well. It’s generally believed we originated on a planet called Terra, but our records of Terra’s location, as well as how we first came to this part of the galaxy, have been lost. One theory is that our ancestors were abducted from Terra by another race, centuries ago.” 
 
    “It wouldn’t be the strangest thing to happen on Terra,” Freya replied.  
 
    “However we came to be separated,” Dorned said, “we are of the same race.” 
 
    “But your enemies are not our enemies.” 
 
    “No. We may yet be able to help each other, though. Is the ship you traveled here in representative of the technology on Terra?” 
 
    “It’s a Cho-ta’an ship.” 
 
    “Oh. Is your technology not as advanced as the Cho-ta’an’s?” 
 
    Freya laughed. It was the first time she had done so since she’d come aboard Varinga. “That is a difficult question to answer. The short answer is no.” 
 
    “But you have fighting men?” 
 
    “Oh yes, we’ve got those.” 
 
    “We’ve extrapolated your trajectory backwards to a yellow dwarf star with at least seven planets.” 
 
    “Nine, actually. Yes, that’s the one. Terra is the third planet from the sun.” 
 
    “It’s over eighty magthars from here.” 
 
    “Is that a long way?” 
 
    “Not with a hyperspace drive.” 
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Fifty-six                      
 
    Dan O’Brien watched in awe as the landing craft descended toward the plain north of Camp Collins. He hadn’t seen anything like it in over fifty years. 
 
    The craft made almost no sound; he wouldn’t even have seen it if he hadn’t been working on the garden outside. “Helena!” he shouted. “You have to see this!” 
 
    “I know you’re excited about your tomatoes, O’Brien,” Helena said as she exited the rear of the little house they’d been living in for the past eighteen years, “but there’s a point at which the thrill….” She trailed off, her mouth falling open as she caught sight of the spaceship landing only about a hundred yards off. 
 
    “Come on!” O’Brien said, taking her hand. Neither of them could move very fast these days, but they hobbled as quickly as they could toward the craft.  
 
    As it settled to the ground, O’Brien had to correct his earlier assessment: he’d never seen a ship like this. Its design was sleeker than anything in the IDL fleet, and its propulsion system was of a sort he had never seen. The ship’s markings were strange, although a serial number across the rear seemed to be stenciled in something approximating Arabic numerals. 
 
    O’Brien and Helena now stood less than twenty paces from the ship, staring up at it in wonder. It was no larger than the lander they had crashed in Norway fifty years earlier. Whether it had been built by humans, Cho-ta’an, or some other race entirely, they could not know. The only explanation for its presence was that Freya had somehow directed it here. But why? 
 
    As they stood there, wondering about this, a hatch opened, and a ramp slid down. Two men wearing armor and carrying blaster rifles ran down the ramp, crouching at the bottom. Having apparently determined there was no immediate threat, one of them gave a shout. A moment later, a young blond woman exited the craft and began to walk down the ramp toward them. It was Freya, looking hardly any older than when she had left, eighteen years earlier. She ran to embrace them. 
 
    “My God,” O’Brien said, when he’d recovered from his shock. “You came back! But why?” 
 
    As he spoke, he saw a swarthy, dark-haired man in a blue military uniform coming down the ramp. He approached them with his right hand outstretched. 
 
    “O’Brien, Helena, this is Commander Tertius Dornen of the Concordat Defense Force,” Freya said. “He has a proposal for us.” 
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Fifty-seven       
 
    United States Air Force Colonel Emily Rollins sat in a worn plush chair in a small office overcrowded with books and knickknacks. The office, which belonged to Major Alan Hume of the Royal Air Force, had a small window far up on one wall through which one could theoretically see the Thames, but Emily was too tired to climb onto Hume’s desk to test the theory. Besides, that sort of behavior was probably frowned on, even here in this backwater office of the RAF. 
 
    Her visit to Iceland had been disappointing; she and Hume had found nothing of interest at the Vatnajokull to supplement the find of the single artifact found by an American hiker. That artifact, which was for all appearances a thousand-year-old space helmet, was currently being examined in a laboratory somewhere beneath this very building. Eventually it would probably be sent to the secret warehouse at Andrews Air Force Base in Maryland, where it would collect dust with all the other artifacts they’d found.  
 
    Emily wanted to believe that somebody was putting together a unified theory to explain the artifacts, but she knew that the Brits didn’t have the resources and the Americans didn’t have the interest. Hume did his best, but it was difficult to argue for funding when you couldn’t explain what exactly you were doing. Project Firefly, as they called it, was viewed as a holdover from World War II, when the Allies were trying to keep holy relics from falling into the hands of the Nazis. Even during the war, nobody seemed to be able to explain what Hitler would be able to do with the Holy Grail or the bones of some saint or other. Hume’s theory was that the Nazis weren’t looking for relics at all; he believed they were looking for artifacts of a highly advanced ancient civilization that had once existed in Europe. Needless to say, this theory didn’t get much traction in either London or Washington. 
 
    Despite its unloved status, it was undeniable that Project Firefly possessed dozens of artifacts whose existence could not be explained, and the release of these artifacts after so many years of secrecy would only fan the flames of the conspiracy theories. There was some truth to the theories, of course: a conspiracy did exist, although it was borne more of inertia and indecision than malevolence. The existence of something like a thousand-year-old space helmet was an uncomfortable fact, and the easiest thing to do with an uncomfortable fact was to bury it and hope nobody found out. So rather than shut down the operation and release the artifacts to the academic community, the American and British governments sustained Firefly with a level of funding that allowed it to continue to collect whatever artifacts it found but do little else with them. 
 
    Heading the American branch of Firefly hadn’t been Emily’s choice; she’d taken the job on the condition of receiving a promotion to colonel, which had thus far eluded her, thinking that she would transfer to another position in a few years. She should have known then that Firefly was a dead end. Like the artifacts she collected, once Firefly got a hold of you, it wouldn’t let you go. 
 
    “Sorry for the delay,” Hume said, walking into the office. “Bit of confusion with the Virgin Islands office. They thought the hiker was arriving on Thursday.” 
 
    “The hiker?” 
 
    “What’s-his-name, Howell. No, Holloway. The American who found the space helmet.” 
 
    “You’re really going to put this guy up in the Caribbean for the rest of his life? Just because he saw something he shouldn’t have? How do you have the budget for that?” 
 
    “Oh, we’ve several properties in the Virgin Islands we’re not using. Every time something shows up there, we buy the property. Give it a good combing-over, make sure there are no more artifacts, and then put it on the market. The transactions are all handled by a Jamaican brokerage firm that’s a front for MI6. We have a standing agreement with them. We never see any money, and nobody notices if we hold onto a house for a few years. It’s come in handy in cases like this, as you can imagine.” 
 
    “Do you find a lot of artifacts in the Virgin Islands?” 
 
    “Oh, yes. All over the Caribbean, but mostly the British Virgin Islands. Nothing too exciting, mind you. The occasional titanium gear or half a vacuum tube, but enough that we’ve kept a permanent presence there for over a hundred years.” 
 
    “Over a hundred years? Firefly wasn’t started until World War II.” 
 
    “No, but Britain’s been around for a bit longer than that. You didn’t think this all started with Firefly, did you?” 
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