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Author Note

	
	Fimbulvinter’s Fires is a story of humanity, moral relativism, otherness, love and loss, survival, and fatalism. While this story is directly inspired by the tale of Ragnarök and of Fimbulvetr, it is not a retelling in the traditional sense.

	The story depicts an apocalypse, and things people might do in an apocalyptic setting. None of the actions and mindsets are intended to be romanticized, and nothing is intended to represent specific real-world societies or people groups, current or historical.

	Lastly, the contents of this story should not be taken as a how-to guide for survival situations. I did, however, do my best to depict certain actions and methods of survival with some level of accuracy.

	Should you need them, a list of content warnings can be found below.
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  CALIBRATIONS

  
	Searing cold.

	Piercing under my fingernails, into my bones, into my brain. Ass is numb. Hard to breathe. Shivering. Trying to remember, trying to think. Something’s on top of me. Can’t move, not much, but my fingertips press against a chilled hard surface.

	The pod wall. I’m in the escape pod. I’m freezing and in the pod and can’t move. We ran, we locked the pod door, and then…explosion. I’m lying on the pod wall, not on the bench; we didn’t have time to strap in.

	Are we hurtling through space? No. The pod has no gravity generators, and I’m weighed down, and static.

	A frigid rush of air crosses the back of my hand, and my eyelids finally lift. Dry eyes. Burning eyes. It’s dark, almost completely black. No more pod lighting. The strain of staring into the darkness isn’t relieved by shutting my eyes again.

	Another rush of air. Maybe there’s a crack in the pod, or the door is ajar. Maybe we’ve crashed. No more environmental controls.

	When the chilled air stops, my left hand tingles and burns. I want to scratch it, but I can’t move my arms above the wrists. I recognize the dense fabric covering the weight compressing me, constricting my breaths. Something cold is nestled against my face. My elbow is stiff, but with some wriggling, my arm is freed, and an orange glow lights up the pod.

	Shaved head. Ear. No breath warming my jaw.

	It’s the prison guard. Huge, heavy, dead.

	The fiery light emanates from a device on the guard’s wrist, his arm limp—two slender strips of orange, barely more light than a single candle flame, but more than enough.

	I can’t see my companion.

	“Jasin?” His name is a dry rasp in this thin air. There’s no answer, but he’s here, somewhere, in this tight, dark space. He was with us after the pod door closed.

	My breaths are too shallow, too quick. I know it’s the panic, panic plus a compressed diaphragm. I’ve seen panic in others, seen it in Jasin, but I can’t talk myself out of this one. The wave hits and carries me away, and I can’t breathe.

	I’m too weak to move the guard. I’m a tall man, too, but he might be twice my weight. They’re all burly, the guards. Well fed, well trained. Add to that the military-like clothing and whatever layers of gear worn under it.

	I pull on the guard’s arm but he won’t budge, and I can’t find air. A sudden heat wets my groin, a release, pissing myself, can’t breathe, can’t see Jasin, dizzy, dizzy and wet, and stinking. Can’t. Can’t. Sparks light up behind shut eyes as I slip into the void.

	A sudden movement releases the pressure on my torso, and I suck in air.

	The pod. Again the pod jolts as if pushed, jostling me, the guard, and the disarrayed pod contents.

	Rocking now. The pod and us with it are being rocked, and soon I and the med kit and a canteen are on top of the dead prison guard.

	Slam! Something hard or metallic hit the outer pod wall.

	I can’t see outside—the pod’s window is black. Whatever is outside the pod, attacking the pod, there is nothing inside the pod to counter it. Even if there were, I won’t be able to find it in this near-darkness.

	Unless…

	Slam!

	Guards always have something on them. Shields, weapons—batons, usually, ones with electric shock capabilities. This guard…

	Slam!

	I pat the guard’s trouser legs and find it: a sheathed baton, glowing at the handle base—it holds a charge.

	Slam!

	With stiff, numb, shaking fingers, I unlatch the glowing device on the guard’s wrist and place it around my own. The moment the device is latched, it tightens to the curve of my wrist. Its slim screen blinks on, that same fiery orange, and after a heartbeat it reads:

	CALIBRATING…

	A dull thud vibrates across the pod.

	I flex my hands, breathe on them as if it would do any good, half-frozen as I am.

	Guards wear tech under their clothing, supposedly a way to enhance their already enhanced bodies. I flinch at the memory of discovering this—blurred visions of flame-red hair that I’d rather forget.

	I remove this guard’s jacket and shirt, and sure enough, flush against his dark skin is a narrow vest covering only the midline of his torso from neck to waist—the tech that the wrist cuff controls.

	And underneath the guard is Jasin. Quiet. Motionless.

	Thud.

	Jasin.

	Jasin is dead.

	Jasin is dead, and Guardian Dallas is dead, and I’m in the escape pod, no longer in space.

	I need warmth, need to stop shaking, need to—

	THUD.

	I need to know what the fuck is outside, trying so very hard to get in.

	I have no idea how the guard’s vest is placed on a person let alone removed from one, but I strip my prison jumpsuit down to the waist and search for the vest’s latches. I can’t find the latches. I prop up the guard’s body with my knee and feel for any kind of latch, buckle, something. I don’t feel the weight of the guard’s body on my thigh as much as I should; I barely feel anything at all.

	Outside the pod there’s more kicking, and then a long, loud, screal of metal on metal, drawn out, like a knife trying to carve through the pod.

	There! I find a latch at the waist, like a belt, and the vest comes loose, still attached at the throat. Another latch undone, and in seconds I have the vest off the guard and on me, fastened at the throat, then the waist. Like the wrist cuff, the vest tightens against my body.

	The cuff display still reads: CALIBRATING…

	I’m unsure what this vest is actually for. Some say it offers its wearer strength and agility. Others claim it can disguise its wearer or even make them appear invisible. I don’t believe any of it.

	Scratches outside the pod. A muffled clamor.

	There’s a humming against my skin where the cuff and vest sit, then a bone-deep vibration, and then

	white

	hot

	pain

	on me, in me, through me from core to cranium. The shriek I let out—that isn’t me, but rather some inhuman thing that this tech has caused me to become.

	In a flash, the systemic pain recedes, and with a deep gasp I’m breathing easy. Flesh tingling, warming, waking up. Strips along the vest’s front light up that same fiery orange, my joints begin to move with ease, and—

	Icy air blasts into the escape pod as the door is ripped off. The darkness seizes me by the hair, drags me out of the pod, and wind rushes around me until my back and head slam against something hard. I slide down its rough length and land on cold softness—snow. There’s a stabbing pain in my side, and I can’t see. Beyond my body that’s dimly lit by this tech, I can’t see.

	Except one little light. One little light in the near distance glows. Fire, I think. A little fire glows from a lantern or torch, and as my vision adjusts I can just barely make out two voluminous figures pulling two bodies out of the escape pod, one large and limp, the second smaller, stiffer.

	“Jasin,” I whisper between sharp, frozen breaths, with pain like a knife, like a shiv in my right side.

	CALIBRATIONS: 86%.

	I tell my legs to shift, tell my knees to bend, but my side hurts, and the world is dark and spinning, and I think I might vomit.

	The snow stings my ass and legs through the thin fabric of my hand-me-down jumpsuit. Nostrils and mouth and dick and eyes—all the wet parts of me burn as I slowly freeze to death.

	I’m on fire. I’m freezing but on fire, tingling, prickling—little zaps of electricity sparking everywhere across my body. I don’t know what frostbite or hypothermia are meant to feel like. I imagine it’s this.

	Snow-crunch footsteps. The darkness comes for me again, shouting in a strident, unfamiliar tongue, showing me menacing battle axes with blades bigger than my face, gripping me by the hair again, slamming the back of my head against what must be the trunk of a tree.

	My skull aches and I’m heavy, so heavy, and my leaden arms offer no resistance to the fist that lands on my cheek. Another punch cracks my nose, and as hot blood drips to my lips and beard, the device on my wrist lets out a long beeeeeep!

	One of the attackers grabs my left wrist, pulls at my arm, jerks it, tries to remove the cuff, but it doesn’t budge, too tight. A hand claws at my chest, at the vest, trying to gain purchase, failing. This tech is mine now.

	Another beeeeeep! and I’m jolted to attention with a sharp intake of air. The fog clouding my thoughts clears, my discomfort eases, and it’s as though I’ve downed a bottle of Nyxit’s All-Nighter Elixir.

	“Calibrations complete,” the cuff announces in a pleasant, robotic, feminine voice.

	The darkness is angry, and I see this in the details of two almost-human faces glowing orange from the light of this vest. Large and stocky, one pale one dark, dressed in animal hides, both older than myself with greying hair and beards.

	The pale one swings their axe at me, but I block the blow, and the wooden shaft slams against my forearm. An electric blue light crackles, startling all of us. In that blink of opportunity, I wrench the axe from its wielder. The instant I grab hold of it, lines of bright orange light form along the blade’s edges, and the attackers gasp and step back before lunging at me again.

	I tuck and roll, and the sound of scraping bark and grunts follow. Without the thought so much as entering my mind, I’m two-handing this axe, swinging low, aiming to disable and not kill, not yet. One attacker is down, on their side, screaming in pain and clutching their leg at the knee. The other swings their axe at me but they’re slow and, for once, I’m not.

	What feels like muscle memory can’t be. I’m not this person. I don’t wield axes or anything else that can be used as a weapon. I’ve never swung anything before, not so much as a microphone stand. So why am I spin-moving this axe into this attacker’s neck?

	Off flies their head, blood everywhere. I wipe it from my face as the remaining attacker spits then punches the snow. I can’t understand what they’re saying to me through clenched teeth, but I’m sure it’s something along the lines of Fuck you and the spaceship you flew in on.

	I don’t kill the remaining attacker, and they make no move to kill me. They can’t stand up, their injured lower leg askew.

	When I grab a branch, thinking to break it up to start a fire so I can actually see what I’m doing, something stings the back of my left hand. There’s a white blister, and it kills. A burn, maybe. From this gear, that zap. Maybe frostbite. My side also hurts with every movement, but I need fire.

	I pile broken branches in offset layers on top of the pod door that the attackers managed to tear off its hinges. With added twigs, the fire ignites from the glowing embers and burning coals contained in a deep stone bowl that my attackers so generously provided.

	Facing the injured attacker, I sit cross-legged on the snow, barely feeling the cold of it. The attacker grimaces and shifts to their back. Their lower leg doesn’t follow with the rest of it; blood stains the snow beneath their ruined knee. Mouth agape, they inhale deeply then let out a long, defeated breath. Their expression slackens as if they’re embracing whatever fate awaits them. Perhaps they’re bleeding out.

	And the crazy thing? I want to help them. Stop their bleeding, cauterize the stump, something.

	Who am I to them? The invader. The alien. I’m an alien invader, and these people are not human, not quite.

	Though their bodies are human enough, faces human enough, and we’re both bipeds, flesh and hair and clothing, breathing air and bleeding red.

	Where am I that there would be humanoids?

	The attacker is wearing animal hide and furs. They’re carrying a double-bladed battle axe of what looks like steel. Their pale skin has a grey undertone to it and not, I suspect, because they’re dying.

	Two braids keep their long grey-blond hair out of their grimy, broad, thin-nosed but robust and masculine face. A bony ridge elevates the skin vertically in the center of their forehead. They look like someone in those vids about Vikings. An alien humanoid dressed like a Viking. 

	The injured attacker looks at me and speaks, their eyes shimmering an unnatural purple in the firelight.

	Definitely not human.

	The campfire is hardy and warm now, and I inch closer, reaching out to the flames. I can’t feel the heat as strongly as I should.

	The dark display of the device on my wrist bears a tiny orange battery symbol, and beside this it reads 32%. I watch as it lowers to 31%.

	Other readouts include pulse-oximeter, body temperature, and various other unknowable symbols.

	I’m half-naked in a forest at night in winter. This vest—whatever it’s doing and however it’s doing it—seems to add a layer of protection from the elements. But if it’s keeping me warm, it’s using battery power. And I don’t know if I’d be able to get the pod’s electronics working let alone find something to charge this tech.

	The attacker speaks again, jogging a memory. The prisoner transport ship housed people from all over the Sol system, our languages diverse and many. But the guards always understood us, no matter where we came from.

	“Interface,” I speak at the device on my wrist, the same phrase I heard guards speak into their tech every day. At the command, the slim display lights up orange in response. “Are you able to translate languages?”

	In its calm, sisterly voice, it responds, “You will understand any indexed language in real time provided you have the corresponding neural implant. Otherwise, audible translations can be provided.”

	I slouch forward, and wince at the pain in my side. “Can you listen for languages other than the one I’m speaking and translate without prompting?”

	“Got it. Listening for languages other than the one you are speaking and translating without further prompting.”

	The attacker speaks again, their voice smaller than before.

	The A.I. remains silent.

	“Interface.” The display lights up, listening. “You didn’t translate.”

	“The phrase VOL AR D’KUNDYR does not match any indexed Sol language.”

	Odd.

	The injured attacker props themself up on their elbow. “V’ar d’zdim?” they say slowly, angrily.

	I want to interrogate them, learn from them, understand them. I want to know where we are, who they are, and why they’re dressed as if it’s thousands of years ago.

	The attacker manages to stand on their good knee, using their axe as a crutch. There’s something sheathed at their hip, a dagger maybe, and a heavy satchel slung at their side.

	“Hextjern,” they say, their pale eyes piercing.

	“Hext-yearn?” I repeat, and they glower.

	They hate me. Hated me even before they saw me. And now they stare me down, something to be feared and beaten, something to be blamed. The devil that fell from the sky.

	But slowly their anger morphs into sadness. They let out a deep sigh, lower their gaze to their hands, and mutter unknowable words. Then in one smooth, swift movement, the attacker arcs the blade of their axe toward their throat, slicing it open.

	The light in their eyes fades before I even begin to comprehend what’s happened—what can’t be undone.

	Blood spurts, then flows in a gentle cascade down their coat before they fall forward onto the snow. I’m reaching out to them, a futile instinct to stop someone from taking their own life. Too late. Too late.

	In a selfish way, it’s comforting, knowing their final thoughts were not hatred toward me. It was defeat I read in their slackening expression. What was it that caused them such hopelessness? The severing of their lower leg? The death of their companion?

	My thoughts flit to Jasin, and I find him there, across the blood-spattered snow, right where the attackers dragged him and the guard.

	Dragged their bodies.

	Jasin…

	A snowflake crosses my vision, then a few more. I can’t bring myself to stand, to go to him. I don’t want to. I don’t want to.

	This isn’t happening.

	We’re somewhere in the free deserts of Mars, the lawless place, the nationless place, blazing across the iron sands in a radiation-proof rover. We escaped from the prison ship, from the penal colony, and are shacked up together in a terraformed rebel compound. Cozy. Swinging in a hammock. Maybe we have a cat. Space cat.

	I know what I’ll find at the pod, and I don’t want to see it. But he…his body…is right by the pod entrance. I have to. I have to.

	My canvas prison shoes crunch delicately along red and pink snow with every tentative step. I cross the dead prison guard first, his unrigored limbs ragdolled across his torso. A step further is Jasin, his beige jumpsuit pristine, no blood. At least there’s no blood.

	I hate the jumpsuits—same color as my skin, made me look like I was walking around naked. Jasin was so paled by it, pink in contrast, now a pale lavender.

	I kneel beside him and smooth his dark blond hair out of his serene, chiseled, pallid face. His patchy beard had barely grown during his seven months in prison, unlike mine—twice as grizzly with half the time. His rigid neck sits at a sharp angle, a bone poking at the skin where it shouldn’t.

	I remember now. The transport ship exploding, and us being flung while inside that pod at zero gravity. I remember Jasin screaming. I remember Jasin’s scream being cut short.

	He died first. He died fast.

	His forehead is no more than ice as I lean into him, pulling at his hair, holding him to me. It hurts to lean. It hurts to cry.

	I can’t smell him. He’s here, but I can’t smell him, can’t feel him. There’s nothing but the sharpness of winter, blood, and fire.

	What adrenaline I’d mustered must be wearing off, because my side, head, nose, and cheek begin to throb. I curse and sink into myself, my legs shooting out from under me.

	I’m sitting next to Jasin, topless aside from the vest, elbows on my knees, leaning against the escape pod, covered in blood, covered in piss, watching the fire dance, breathing through the nausea and the pain, counting the gently falling snowflakes.

	I need a plan.

	I need a plan, and…clothing.

	The campfire dims, and I add another few twigs and snapped branches before stripping the guard of his dark-green trousers, socks, and boots. The guard messed himself, maybe when he died, but it’s frozen and doesn’t smell, and didn’t seem to go beyond his underwear. I slip off my jumpsuit and slip on the guard’s trousers. They’re too big, but the belt—a belt that lights up as soon as it’s fastened—holds everything in place. His boots are large, so I double up his socks with mine, stuffing excess fabric into the toes. It works.

	The guard’s dark-green jacket and shirt are covered in vomit and blood, but his thick-fingered gloves are clean. I add more wood to the fire and walk over to the dead attackers, examine their clothing. The top layer is a bulky fur coat with a hood, fur lining the inside as well—a parka. Both are bloodied, though one less so. I slip the cleaner parka off them and wrap it around myself, swim in it, and am immediately warm, almost too warm. Their hide clothing underneath the parka fits tight to the body and has thoughtful, patterned stitching. But it’s worn and stained, so I leave that where it is and return to the pod, sit on the edge of the opening.

	“Interface.” The wrist cuff blinks to attention. “Where am I?”

	“Scanning… No Planetary Positioning System signal found.”

	“Huh? No, that’s a mistake. Try again.”

	“No Planetary Positioning System signal found.”

	I pull at my hair. The breeze blows away several plucked dark-brown curls from my palm. “What about GPS? Where are we now?”

	“Scanning… No Galactic Positioning System signal found.”

	“Are your sensors broken?”

	“Location services functional. Awaiting signal.”

	“There’s always a signal. Maybe I’m just… Are we in a valley? Should I get to higher ground?”

	“Topography and elevation unknown.”

	“What about before? Do you keep logs? Where was the last GPS signal?”

	“Based on previous GPS coordinates, you were on or at Sol-03.”

	Okay. Earth. Home. We never left Earth airspace.

	So why are there fur-clad marauders with not-quite-human faces attacking me with primitive weapons?

	The charge on the cuff reads 27%.

	“Interface. How can I charge you? Charge the vest?”

	“The wrist cuff may be charged within a charging case or on a charging pad. Typically, the wrist cuff retains enough charge for basic vital monitoring while worn; indicator lights on the rear of the cuff confirm the wrist cuff is maintaining this minimal charge. Vests can be charged at your nearest charging station or via battery pack. Both may be charged minimally by harnessing a body in motion’s electrostatic discharge, or by extended exposure to solar light.”

	Solar powered.

	Convenient.

	In searching through the escape pod’s strewn contents, I find three canteens, the bright-orange med kit, a ration pack, an emergency strap-cutting knife that doubles as a door dejammer, a basic tool kit, and a loaded flare gun. Nothing to charge this tech. I down a dose of anti-inflammatories but hold off on antibiotics for now.

	On the attackers, I find three daggers with bone or maybe antler handles, one of them etched with linear decorations. The attacker who took their own life is so heavily muscled and my side hurts so much that it’s difficult to lift them off the satchel they’ve keeled over on, but I manage by yanking their arm again and again until their own mass helps me flip them onto their back. The momentum sends me flying to my ass on the bloody snow, and I feel like I’ve been run through. I grab a handful of snow and shove it under my borrowed parka to where my side screams.

	Oh, fuck yes. I lie back, grab another handful for my nose, and let the snow do its thing. The direct contact with my skin doesn’t sting as much as it should. The vest’s doing, I suppose.

	“I’m just gonna…lie right here,” I say through broken breaths to no one. To the fire. To Jasin.

	When the snow melts and I feel a little less like death, I roll to my knees, the only way I can stand that doesn’t hurt.

	The attacker’s satchel is about as wide as my forearm. I need food. I need medicine. A protein bar. A flask of Ebrian moonshine. Anything useful, really. I lift the flap, and—

	Toes. Human toes.

	My stomach lurches and I fling the bag away. The contents spill across the snow and I’m dry heaving next to the fire. There’s nothing in me but stomach acids, and it spills over the dead prison guard’s naked feet.

	I scramble back and grasp Jasin’s shin. Deep breaths. Deep breaths, and clutch his frozen, delicate hand. He’s here, right here at my side, just as he has been since the beginning of my incarceration. I’m there with him. Warm. Imprisoned but warm.

	Cell mate, friend, companion, lover.

	I never thought I’d end up in prison.

	I never thought I’d fall in love in prison.

	And I’m so fucking angry. I am so fucking angry at Jasin. I’m crying through my anger. I want to hit him, hurt him, hurt myself, hit myself. I want us. I want us, or nothing at all.

	“Fuck you,” I mutter, sobbing. “The fuck am I supposed to do now?”

	It’s snowing, and I don’t know what to do.

	A strong wind picks up, whipping the flames of my little campfire, and I don’t know what to do.

	I think my nose and maybe a rib are broken, and I don’t know what to do.

	With each sob, my face throbs harder. I slow my painful, heaving breaths, forcing myself to calm, because crying and breathing hurt less when I’m calm.

	I want to take a sedative. I want to take a lethal dose of sedatives. The med kit has no sedatives.
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