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			Chapter One

			Trond struck the thin steel rod with his hammer. Each precise blow sent up a fine spray of sparks. Slowly he flattened and shaped the rod into a narrow leaf: an arrowhead. He pretended not to see Elke, his mother, watching him from across the anvil.

			A piece of charcoal ricocheted off his forehead. Trond lowered his hammer and sighed.

			“Respect your elders, you ungrateful fool!” bellowed Jense. The older smith readied another piece of coal. Trond raised his hands in surrender and gave his attention to his mother.

			“I’m making leaf-points for the Burning. Whatever it is you need, can it wait?”

			Elke shook her head. Her pale blue eyes rarely blinked. “We need bodkins. Can you make me five by midday?” The bodkins, long needles for piercing and sewing leather, could be made from the same narrow rods Trond was already using. This was not lost on Elke; as usual, she had timed her request well.

			“I have twenty more leaves to make before dusk,” Trond grumbled. “Urd will need time to make them into arrows.”

			“Make the bodkins first,” Elke said. “Time enough to finish your work.” She reached across the anvil and pinched his bearded cheek. “The Red Brother guides your hand. And Jense will help you. Right, Jense?” She turned her gaze to the older smith. Jense did not look up from his work, but grunted in assent. Elke strode to the door and left the smithy as if all were settled.

			Trond shook his head. “The day of Bjorn’s Burning, and my mother is worried about bodkins.”

			“Your mother worries for all of us,” Jense said. The older smith always defended Elke in her absence, though in her presence he was standoffish. Trond did not understand their relationship, so he simply accepted it. Easier to let some mysteries go unsolved.

			Elke had gotten it into her mind that each man and woman in Happdal should be equipped with boiled leather armor, a spear, and a dirk. The steel bodkins were needed for sewing the tough cowhides into armor. Elke was convinced Haakon and his raiders would descend upon Happdal any day. Trond had given up arguing with his mother. It was easier to just work day and night at the forge, growing the village armory to immense proportions.

			Trond finished the arrowhead – not his best – and quenched it in a bucket of ice-melt, unleashing a plume of steam. Though the winter snow had mostly thawed, there were still icicles to be gathered in the shadier sections of the riverbank. He listened for the high ping of cracking steel, but heard nothing. This was more of a danger with larger pieces – spearheads and swords – but every silent quench was a good one.

			Haakon was a real threat, and his mother was right to insist they fortify their defenses. But the real problem was a shortage of fighting men. He wished Bjorn was not Afflicted, and could help in the defense of Happdal. His uncle had been a formidable warrior before falling ill.

			A young woman’s voice rang out over the clanging of Jense’s hammer. His sister, Katja. “Brother! I hear you are tasked to make bodkins this fine morning.” He could barely see her through the steam of the quench. Trond ignored his sister’s taunt and grabbed a thin heated rod from the furnace. Katja did not relent. “Maidens will sing of your greatness at the forge, the huge beast of a man who made the sharpest sewing needles in all the Five Valleys!”

			Holding the cold end of the rod, Trond placed the glowing tip on the anvil and prepared to strike it. “And will bards write epic poems about Katja Elkesdóttir, the smith’s little sister, and her laziness?” He struck the rod with his hammer, hoping the racket would silence her. Trond Ariksson had two siblings. Katja was the youngest – not quite a woman. While everyone in the village was expected to contribute to the þrif of the village, Katja worked less than most. She got by with charm and beauty. And she was the jarl’s daughter. Only Elke dared scold her.

			Katja stuck her tongue out at Trond and sidled up to Jense, who lowered his hammer. “Jense, how is my blade coming along? Will it be ready for tonight?” She slipped past his anvil and gave the huge man a tight bear hug. Jense blushed deeply and lowered his eyes.

			“Not for a week.”

			Jense adored Katja, and Trond’s sister was taking advantage. She had convinced the elder smith to forge her a godsteel blade. Usually Trond and Jense worked with mudsteel, raw ore quickly melted in the big charcoal oven. Mudsteel was soft and easy to work; after hours of pounding most of the impurities could be driven out with brute force, each spray of sparks purifying the metal. Mudsteel worked well for plows, hammerheads, hinges, kitchen knives, dirks, arrowheads, spearheads, and most every other item produced by the two smiths. But for longer blades, swords and greatswords, mudsteel was not ideal. Even if the ingot was pounded and folded for hours to drive out the impurities, mudsteel was brittle and stiff.

			“Make haste!” taunted Katja. “Haakon is coming.” His sister did not take their mother seriously.

			“Out!” Trond bellowed. “Leave, or make yourself useful.”

			Katja wrapped one of her long braids around Jense’s face, lending him a blond mustache. The older smith grumbled and gently batted Katja away. She stumbled back, collided with a heavy wooden beam, and exhaled sharply, clutching her midsection. 

			“Sorry…I’m sorry!” Jense rushed to Katja and patted her back gingerly. Trond’s sister coughed until she regained her breath and color, then grabbed Jense’s beard and pulled herself upright.

			“Will you never learn your own strength? You nearly broke my back!”

			“Forgive me.”

			Katja released Jense’s beard and slapped him on the arm. “No apologies. Just finish my blade. And you, brother – finish those bodkins!” She staggered to the door, coughing. Trond bit his lip until she was gone.

			“Forgive me,” he teased, wiggling his fingers in the air. Jense scowled and went back to his hammering. It was obvious that the older smith and his sister were fond of each other, but Jense refused to admit it. Trond shrugged and went back to work.

			In many ways Trond and Jense were a matching pair. Jense was nearly twice his age (Trond was one and twenty), but both men had dark blond hair, thick red beards, and limbs as massive as oak branches. Trond had been strong for as long as he could recall. When he was little, his father Arik had given him full sacks of grain to carry, or buckets of ice water, while his younger and smaller brother, Esper, carried only a stick, or a hatchet, or nothing at all. “You are built for it, Trond,” his father had said. “It’s your destiny to heave and ho, like the Red Brother and his hammer. Might as well get used to it.”

			Trond was used to it, after a seven-year apprenticeship with Jense. Now he was a full smith, his back as broad and powerful as his mentor’s. His beard was shorter, but his shoulders and forearms were thick and dense with muscle. No man was stronger than Trond. Not Jense, not his father, not even bloodthirsty Haakon.

			Using a small hammer, Trond pounded the end of the heated rod until it was as thin as a reed. He clipped it, shaped a sharp point, and used a thin spike to make a tiny hole for the thread on the flat end. Working quickly, he repeated the process four times.

			“Deliver those yourself!” yelled Jense from across the forge. “You sweat like a pig – spare me your stench for a few moments. I’ll send the leaves to Urd for fletching.”

			Trond grinned and picked up the still-warm bodkins. He was a full smith and free to do as he pleased, but Jense would never break the habit of giving him orders. “I’ll leave you to your own sweet smell, old man!” he yelled back, slamming the massive oaken door on his way out.

			The bright light and cold spring air had a bracing effect. Trond stood on the small porch until his eyes adjusted. Nearby, four bellows boys fought with sticks and makeshift shields, while a fifth dutifully manned the bellows handles that fed life into the big furnace inside. A small overhang protected the bellows station from the elements; lately they pumped day and night without pause. When the boy on the bellows tired (Trond was fairly sure the blond tyke’s name was Grundar), another would take over.

			The other four boys played a fighting game: Haakon’s raiders against the brave defenders of Happdal. A pair of dairymaids passed by, yoked side by side, sharing the burden of three brimming milk buckets. One waved to Trond with her free hand. Trond waved back. Her name was Lissa, or was it Kirsten? She blew Trond a kiss and the other maid laughed. He quickly turned away to hide his blush.

			Trond grabbed the shoulder of one of the warring boys, buckling the lad’s knees. “Take these bodkins to Elke, and I’ll let you swing a real sword tonight.” The boy looked up with wide eyes. “Quick!” The bellows boy dropped his stick and ran off, leaving only one defender of Happdal. Trond picked up the branch and brandished it at the remaining children. “I am Haakon,” he bellowed, “and I will flay you alive!” The boys screamed gleefully and sprinted away, spraying flecks of mud back into Trond’s face. The blond boy, Grundar, still pumping the bellows handles, scowled at him.

			“Do not worry, they will come back. Enjoy the work! Grow those twig arms of yours.”

			Trond brushed the mud off his beard and headed up the road. Chickens scattered in his path. Trond remembered winters in his childhood when nearly all the animals – even the working ones – had been eaten in the snow months. His father, Arik, had told him stories of horses – proud animals that could be ridden as mounts – but these beasts had all been made into stew long before Trond’s time. This most recent winter had been as cold as any, but the jarl had made sure every larder was well-stocked before first snow. Happdal had plenty to eat, and they would feast tonight at Bjorn’s Burning.

			Trond knocked on the door of a small stone building. A bent crone opened the door and waved him in. “Is he awake?” Trond asked.

			“Yes. You can go in,” said Ilsa. The old woman, nearly sixty, was the mother of one of Arik’s cousins. Trond’s great-aunt was a healer, and a caretaker for the Afflicted.

			Trond nodded and bent to pass through a narrow, short hallway. The sickhouse was cramped and hot, and already Trond longed to be outside. He knocked on another door.

			“Farbror, may I visit?” He heard a muffled groan, which he took as assent, and entered. The tiny room smelled of herbs and disease.

			Bjorn, pale and thin, smiled at him. “My heart rejoices, son-of-my-brother. My night of glory draws near.”

			“Your Burning will be a great one. This morning I made twenty leaf-points to pierce your flesh, and I will make more before sundown.”

			“You honor me. But do not let them loose the arrows until you smell me cook!”

			Trond laughed. “Rest your mind, Farbror. You are stronger Afflicted than most men in the prime of health. You will not raise a fist until your flesh smells like roasted pig.”

			“Perhaps you should cut out my tongue, to make sure.” Trond’s grin faded. Was his uncle serious? Bjorn’s eyes unfocused, and he was silent for some time. Finally he looked at Trond imploringly. “Why are we Afflicted? I hope you are spared.”

			Roughly one in three men, and one in five women, sickened in early adulthood. Trond’s father, Arik, was a few years older than Bjorn, and still hale; he would likely be spared. Jense was nearly forty and in the prime of health; he would live to be a graybeard as well. The Afflicted weakened, could not hold down food, and gradually wasted away. The men were Burned to return to the sky, the women Buried to return to the earth. 

			“I know not, Farbror.”

			Bjorn’s eyes widened. His pale flesh became paler still. He reached out and weakly gripped Trond’s hand.

			“Nefi, I saw the gast last night.”

			“You dreamed, Farbror.”

			Bjorn shook his head with surprising vigor. “I did not dream it. I saw the gast. He wore the body of Henning, and that body had not aged a day. Except for his hair, which was white as snow.”

			Henning was Elke’s grandfather – her morfar – and Trond’s great-grandfather. According to village lore, Henning had wielded twin godsteel swords, and was fast enough to cut a man in three before his foe could raise a weapon. The legend told that the gast, an evil forest sprite, had razed Henning’s mind and stolen his body. Trond suspected that Henning had merely wandered off with a pretty maiden from one of the Five Valleys, leaving behind a hen-pecking wife and a house full of noisy children.

			“A fever dream. The gast is a tale to frighten children.”

			“The gast is no tale,” said Bjorn fiercely. “He steals the best from Happdal every three generations. He took Henning, he took Per Anders. He might take you, son-of-my-brother. The gast would look fondly on your brutish frame, and want to wear it as a prize.”

			“Why would he, if the flesh of my great-grandfather is still young, as you say?”

			Bjorn shook his head. “The gast has always stolen from us, and he will not stop. Have Esper watch your back with his night eyes, and keep your pommel warm.” Bjorn closed his eyes and released Trond’s hand. “I need drink, then rest. I must gather my strength for tonight.”

			“Do you want spirits? I have a flask.”

			“No. Only water. Fetch Ilsa.”

			Trond found Ilsa and passed on Bjorn’s request. She nodded and squeezed Trond’s arm before shuffling down the hall. 

			Back in the cramped foyer, he found his father waiting. Trond was a head taller than the village jarl and half again his weight, but Arik carried himself with calm authority. Most men deferred to him naturally. The rest were cut down by Arik’s quick tongue.

			“How is he?” Arik asked.

			“Strong and stubborn, as always,” said Trond. “But his mind is half-gone from fever. He spoke of the gast.”

			“The forest sprite? I have not heard such talk for many winters.”

			“He spoke of Elke’s grandfather. And of Per Anders.”

			As boys, Trond and Per Anders had often climbed the High Pass, leaving the valley and exploring the outskirts of the Blood Forest. Sometimes Per Anders had explored alone for days at a time, leaving with a knapsack full of dried meat and returning thin and dirty, full of outlandish tales. But Per Anders had not returned from his last expedition. Seven years had passed – most believed him dead.

			“Bjorn rests now,” Trond said. “I have more leaves to make. I will see you at the Burning.” He gripped forearms with his father and left the sickhouse.

			Outside, the streets were clear, but the village was no quieter. Most took their midday meal on their porches, shouting at each other throughout. It was good that the mood was cheerful on the day of Bjorn’s Burning, but Trond’s own mood was sour. Bjorn’s feverish rants had clouded his mind.

			He walked to the end of the road, passing hand-plowed fields ready for planting oats and rye. Next was the apiary – a patch of rocky ground dotted with spruce boxes. He watched the bees go to and fro, collecting spring pollen from nearby oak, beech, birch, and pussy willows. Spring honey had a more intense flavor than the flowery summer honey. Ilsa preferred the former for her tonics.

			The road opened into a large clearing ringed by stately oaks and tall beeches. A few men put the finishing touches on the scaffold. Children stacked firewood beneath the raised pyre. Long tables and benches were already arranged for the feast.

			He hoped Bjorn would find strength and courage tonight, and not regret keeping his tongue.

			 

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			More than anything, Car-En longed for a hot shower. The bioskin regulated her body temperature – at least according to her m’eye biostats – but she felt chilled, constantly. The sensors also told her she was running a caloric deficit (no wonder she felt cold), but she was sick of the dense, dry nutrient bars. Yesterday, with the hood of her mirror cloak pulled all the way up, she had pilfered a warm loaf of bread from a roadside food cart, and eaten half of it in one sitting. Despite scraping a tooth on a piece of baked-in grit, she’d enjoyed the meal immensely. Adrian wouldn’t approve (if he knew), but she’d turned off her advisor’s patch for that little escapade. Besides, minor thievery didn’t constitute Intervention. It wasn’t right, but neither was it altering the course of Happdal history.

			Despite the chill, it was all worth it. She felt more alive, doing her first fieldwork on Earth, than she ever had studying or working on the ringstation. Life on the Stanford was good, but this was a different world, fascinating and vast and dangerous. The cold and the hunger she could brush off. The only real downside to her field research was the loneliness. She missed Lydia especially. But she had chosen this, to focus on her work, to keep her patches off. It had taken a few days to adjust, hearing her own thoughts so loudly and her friends’ voices not at all. But she was progressing in her work, and even though it was a silly notion, it felt as if she was doing what she was meant to do.

			Car-En crouched behind a thick beech tree and watched the men build the wooden structure. The villagers were preparing for a large gathering or celebration. It would involve fire – obvious from the growing stacks of firewood. There was an archery component as well; earlier a man had shot arrows into a target affixed to the upper part of the structure. So, some kind of fire-arrow ritual, maybe related to the pseudo-Viking identity the people of Happdal seemed to have adopted – despite living more than three hundred kilometers south of where any real Vikings had ever lived.

			Nobody knew much about the New Iron Age. Some of Car-En’s colleagues preferred the term Late Remnant Age, as there was no evidence of any current mining operations. The Remnant Age proper, two hundred years of scavenging culture and technological descent, had fizzled out over a century earlier. Only a few archaic hunter-gatherer groups, hidden deep in the world’s densest jungles, had ridden out the rise and fall of civilization entirely (even now continuing on with their old ways, as if nothing had ever happened).

			With the attrition and eventual disappearance of the Survivalist tribes, ringstation anthropologists had assumed that all technologically adapted human lines had gone extinct. That is, until five years earlier, when Penelope Townes had spotted some anomalous activity in a north-western sector of Eurasia. Townes had documented wooden structures, smoke and steam clouds, small plowed fields, and a dozen more indicators of a ‘neolithic or higher’ level of technology. Further research had turned up three similar communities in the immediate vicinity, as well as tantalizing evidence of two other isolated agricultural settlements in the Mediterranean region.

			For years, the ringstation anthropologists observed from their high vantage point. The idea of field research, once rejected for safety and contamination concerns, gained support over time. The right precautions could be taken, and the wealth of knowledge to be gained from up-close observations was too great to pass up. After eighteen months of meticulous planning and training, Car-En Ganzorig was part of the first wave of field researchers. She was the only researcher assigned to this area. It had been hard to find volunteers within the department, and many had dropped out during the rigorous training program. But she had stuck it out, always envisioning what it would be like to set foot on the planet where her ancestors had evolved for millions of years.

			And now she was here, and the experience was every bit as exhilarating as she had imagined. But she often wondered as to the ultimate purpose of the research. Was it merely academic? Or were there practical considerations as well? Ultimately, she supposed, that was up to the Repop Council.

			A branch cracked behind her. Car-En turned slowly (the mirror cloak worked better with slow movements) and scanned the area. A man – one of the villagers – was peering in her direction. He was about forty meters away. She froze, issuing a subvocal command to her cloak to match the ambient temperature. Some of the villagers carried wildstrains that enhanced their vision in various ways – including infrared thermal vision.

			After a full minute the man looked away and continued walking toward the road. If he stayed on course he would pass no closer than twenty meters. So far, none of the villagers had seen her. The Stanford’s Over Council had agreed to a strict Non-Interventionism policy for at least two years. The decision had faced rancorous dissent from several camps, including a few radicals on the Repop Council who were in favor of immediate contact. But more conservative voices had won out. Her orders were to remain completely invisible to the people of Happdal, to avoid interference of any kind.

			The villager was young, tall, and slender, with long brown hair that fell to his shoulders. He carried a short, recurved bow, and two dead rabbits hung from his belt. He looked familiar; Car-En had observed him before. She requested facial recognition from her m’eye.

			Esper, brother of Trond, son of Arik and Elke. But his genetic analysis was missing; she’d yet to collect a sample.

			She liked the look of his face. He had intelligent eyes. Could you really tell if someone was intelligent from their eyes? It was probably a cognitive illusion. If you liked a person, you were more likely to perceive them as intelligent. But she decided to believe it anyway, for the moment. Esper had high cheekbones, a long but not overly big nose, and pale blue intelligent eyes.

			She would have to collect a biosample.

			Esper reached the road and greeted a tall, broad man. That one she recognized right off. It was Trond, Esper’s brother. She didn’t need to consult her m’eye to remember his stats; Trond was one of the first villagers she had secretly bioanalyzed (using hairs from his beard, collected during a night visit to the smithy). He had a fascinating genome, including myostatin suppression and growth factor wildstrains. The man was built like an ox on steroids. In addition, he had an incredibly robust immune system, and was likely a fast healer. He was also resistant to radiation (as was Car-En, as were all space dwellers; radiation resistance was part of the Standard Edits).

			The radiation resistance was interesting and, for Trond, useful. Background levels were abnormally high in and around Happdal. She had gathered that a large number of the villagers sickened and died in middle age, most likely from radiation-induced leukemia or gastrointestinal cancers. Many of the adults had cataracts, indicative of high radiation exposure. Adrian was still trying to pinpoint the source, but the isotope signatures (mostly U-233) were consistent with nuclear power plants used in the late twenty-first century. Her hounds had turned up nothing; the nearest reactors from that era had all been safely decommissioned.

			The brothers gripped forearms, a greeting ritual Car-En had previously observed. A minuscule directional microphone adhered to her ear oriented itself in the direction she was looking, feeding the stream to her cochlear implant. Her translator module had nearly mastered the local dialect, a devolved mishmash rooted in various European languages of the Corporate Age. After a few seconds of processing and noise cancellation, the conversation came into focus.

			“…eat one of those raw.” Trond pointed at the rabbits hanging from Esper’s belt. “Instead of a midday meal I’ve been running errands for Mother. Soon she’ll have even the infants wearing boiled leather and carrying knives.” 

			“She’d rather be too cautious than reckless. She fears the Rat,” said Esper.

			“Haakon? Maybe you and I should make a trip to his valley and return with his head. He’s not so tough. I remember wrestling him as a boy during Summer Trade. He was a dirty fighter – a biter. And he had a strong grip. But he was small, and easy to outmaneuver.” The bigger man vigorously pantomimed a wrestling match, securing his imaginary foe in a crushing headlock.

			“Every man is small compared to you, brother. And how will you remove his head with Trondfist? A hammer does not cut.”

			“Good point. Perhaps if you hold him down, I can take it off with my tongs.”

			Esper smiled. “Mother would be pleased. But not Arik.”

			Trond nodded. “Father is a man of peace. But if we brought Elke the head of Haakon, there would be joy in our house. When Mother is happy, so is Father.”

			Esper grinned, patting his brother’s huge shoulder. “Go back to work. And get some sustenance in you. Perhaps that dairymaid Lissa will let you take a draught from her bucket – I’ve heard she’s fond of you. Maybe you’ll work up the courage to kiss her tonight, at the Burning.”

			“Lissa? Who told you that?”

			“Our sister. Who else? She loves gossip as much as swordplay.”

			Trond laughed and ambled down the road toward the village. Esper lingered, watching the children stack firewood. When he looked in Car-En’s direction, carefully scanning the trees, she checked the temperature of her cloak in her m’eye. It was still concealing her body heat.

			Quickly, before she could react, Esper drew and nocked an arrow, pulled back the string, and loosed. The arrow thudded deep into a beech trunk a meter to her left. Had he seen her? She startled, but managed to override her body’s desire to flee. Her heart pounded against her ribcage.

			Esper continued to scan the area with predatory intensity. She was too close; somehow he could sense her presence. She made a mental note to maintain a minimum distance of eighty meters. It might be too far for her microphone to pick up conversations, but she didn’t want to be the first academic field casualty in three hundred years. These people were dangerous.

			Esper re-slung his bow and headed back toward the village, leaving the arrow stuck in the tree trunk. She watched him closely, wondering if he would look over his shoulder, but he didn’t.

			Car-En opened a small med-kit strapped to her thigh and removed a biosampler. With some difficulty (her hands were trembling) she swabbed the notch of the arrow where Esper had touched it with his bare hand. It was a long shot; she was just as likely to get rabbit DNA, or even Trond’s. She snapped the sampler closed and it began its analysis automatically. Worth a try.

			Keeping her hood up, Car-En started the hike back to her camp, about two kilometers west of Happdal. She crossed the river on a fallen tree, hoping to obscure her tracks. Even after walking for twenty minutes, her heart was still pounding. Her hands and feet were frigid. She considered a small sedative dose from her pharma implant. No, it was better to just tolerate the effects of the adrenaline. Maybe she should learn to be scared. Mild sedatives were useful to suppress an adrenergic response before public speaking, or on a hot date. But nearly getting impaled by an arrow? That’s what fight or flight was for. The thought made her grin, then laugh. The sound of her own voice startled her. She stopped in her tracks. Slowly, she turned in a complete circle, patching in the stream from her ear-mike. She heard birds, insects, and small fauna rustling in the brush. But nothing big, as far as she could tell. Nothing human.

			She had hidden her camp almost too well. She wandered in the general vicinity for a few minutes, briefly considering pinging her backpack. She resisted the impulse. She’d been living in the rough for weeks; she should be able to find her own camp without cheating. Calming herself, she looked for the landmarks she had noted earlier: a gray snag, a copse of slender silver birch trees. Her camp was right where she had left it, concealed by a dense thicket of young saplings. As she approached, her backpack de-camouflaged. She pinged her dart rifle, hidden nearby in the brush. Still there, as were her numerous clips of sedative, explosive, and screecher darts. She had overpacked in terms of ammunition, at first intending to hunt. So far she had only eaten nutrient bars and a few handfuls of wild berries (after carefully identifying them in the flora database). And the stolen bread, which she felt guilty about. Maybe she should confess the indiscretion to Adrian, clear her conscience.

			Car-En pulled the tent from the backpack and commanded it to unfold, but it stuck halfway, resuming its process only after a sharp tug. Finally the single-occupant tube self-assembled, masking itself to match the green saplings and brown earth. She told her pack to stay camouflaged until instructed otherwise, covering it with some fallen branches for good measure. She crawled into the tent. It didn’t do much for warmth – that was the job of the bioskin and her own metabolic implants – but the fabric kept the bugs out. Most importantly, it felt like she was inside, at least for the moment.

			Something was sticking in her side. She unclasped the sheathed carbonlattice knife from her belt and placed it within reach. It was so light – she’d forgotten about it entirely. Like much of her gear, she hadn’t used it at all. Adrian had advised her to look at all the equipment she planned to bring, then leave one item in three behind. She had ignored him and brought everything. Maybe the blade would come in handy.

			She closed her eyes, setting an alarm for ninety minutes with her m’eye. One REM cycle and she would awaken refreshed. Trond and Esper’s conversation had confirmed her guess that the village celebration was happening tonight. She wanted to observe. Maybe she would even patch in Adrian.

			She lay on the cold ground for twenty minutes, struggling to keep her eyes closed. Even with the ear-mike turned off, the unfamiliar forest noises distracted her. She told the tent to increase its opacity. The compact tube darkened.

			Finally, she slept.

			Her bioskin woke her with an electric tingling on her left side. The proximity sensors. Two days ago, after setting up camp, she’d released two handfuls of what looked very much like black flies. She’d thrown the insect-drones into the air, instructing them to patrol a two-hundred-meter radius. Each one was equipped with a tiny array of sensors, as well as simple evasion algorithms to prevent the local birds from getting indigestion.

			The swarm metaprogram was set to ignore all small and non-threatening fauna. But she’d been awakened with some insistence. Something big, and possibly dangerous, was out there: most likely a boar, or possibly a lynx. Or maybe something not in the database.

			The visual telemetry was coming into focus, feeding to her m’eye.

			Not a boar or a hunting cat, but a man, carrying a sword, creeping toward her. One hundred fifty meters away, closing rapidly.

			She whispered a command to her tent: “Unseal.” She grabbed her cloak, slithered out, and stood. The electric tingling of her bioskin reoriented and increased in intensity. She squinted in the direction of the threat but could only see a hundred meters or so in the dim light. She switched to heat vision. Still nothing. Her ear-mike was picking up only ambience, even at maximum sensitivity: a thundering breeze and roaring insects. She switched off audio and focused on the images coming in from the swarm.

			The low-res stream showed a man with long white hair striding through the trees. In his left hand he held a long, narrow blade. He stopped for a moment, sniffing the air, then redoubled his pace.

			What to do? Her heart was racing again. Could this man actually know she was there, from such a distance? For a moment, her mind went blank. When she forced herself to think, all she could summon was a vivid image of her own decapitation.

			Think, Car-En!

			The rifle?

			Shooting a villager, even just with sedatives, would not advance the cause of her field research. They’d never let her off the Stanford again. She’d have to leave the weapon hidden and hope for the best.

			She put on her cloak, activated the climbing spikes on her boots, and modulated the surface of the bioskin to provide more grip. Slowly and deliberately (she couldn’t afford a bad fall), she scaled a sturdy birch tree. Perching on a high, slender branch, she pulled up her hood, wrapped her cloak around her legs as best she could, and commanded it to conceal her heat signature. Breathing shallowly, she waited.

			Seconds later, she heard his approach. He strode into the camp as if he owned it, immediately zeroing in on her tent. From her perch, she could barely see it in the dusk light, camouflaged as it was.

			He drew back his sword and violently slashed at the tube-tent. The silk-like fabric yielded but did not tear. Despite her panicked feeling (or possibly because of it), Car-En had to stifle a laugh. Synthetic silks were practically indestructible.

			The man sheathed his sword in one of the long scabbards slung across his back. Car-En now saw there were two crossed scabbards: a pair of matching swords. The white-haired man crouched and peered into the open tent. He reached in.

			Dammit. Her blade.

			Sure enough, his hand emerged holding the carbonlattice knife. He hefted it incredulously, sniffed it. He drew the blade from its sheath and gently tested the edge against his finger. The material was a complex matrix of carbon, silicon, zinc, and titanium, optimized to provide hardness, lightness, and a persistent razor-sharp edge. The man sheathed the weapon and tucked it into his own belt. Car-En winced. There goes non-contamination. New Iron Age, welcome to twenty-eighth-century materials science.

			He paced a perimeter around her tent. Her pack and rifle were both hidden, but not carefully. If he found and took those, she’d be out of air. What exactly would she do in that case? She’d have to hike back to the mule station, over one hundred fifty kilometers, a journey that had taken weeks on the way in. Subsisting on what, exactly? Wild berries wouldn’t cut it, and she couldn’t hunt without her rifle. Maybe she could learn to set snares? Or fish?

			She’d be really out of air. She’d have to call in a rescue party. Mortifying.

			The man wasn’t digging around in the brush; that was good. He approached her tree. Not good. She tried to stay calm, but her heart refused to co-operate. She ignored the pounding in her chest and concentrated on not hyperventilating. Fainting would be a poor choice.

			The man sniffed and looked up. He was looking right at her. From his perspective she might look like a gray blob. The mirror cloak worked better in daylight, where it could mimic its background and provide a kind of moving camouflage. In this light, the best it could do was to conceal detail.

			His white hair had a silvery sheen. His skin was smooth, and extremely pale, like some kind of subterranean creature. There was something wrong with his face; just beneath his skin she could see a web-like pattern of black threads. Car-En had seen many kinds of body modification among ringstation citizens, both cosmetic and functional, but the veiny threads resembled none of them.

			He reached up and leapt, trying to grasp the lowest climbable branch: about four meters up. He jumped shockingly high, but failed to reach it. Next he tried to climb the trunk itself, but his hard leather boots found no traction on the smooth white bark. Pausing in his efforts, he stared up at her, silently, hands hanging loosely at his sides. Using all her powers of concentration, she remained completely still, holding her breath.

			Finally, he loped off in the same direction he had come. She watched him on her m’eye, via the dispersed swarm, until he left the security perimeter.

			She exhaled and inhaled deeply. That had been much too close. To her surprise, she began to sob uncontrollably. She clutched the trunk of the birch for support, trying to calm down. Each time she got ahold of herself, another wave of emotion overwhelmed her, and she continued to blubber. She considered using a short-term mood stabilizer from her implant, but once again resisted the urge to medicate. She was experiencing a normal emotional response to an extreme incident. Eventually her sobs decreased in intensity and frequency.

			Once again, she forced her mind to work. One step at a time. What was the next rational action to take? The swarm of sensor drones had given her a false sense of security; in reality, she was completely exposed. She needed new security protocols.

			And she needed to get out of this tree and relocate her camp, right now. The man might return with an axe, or climbing gear, or a bow. He didn’t strike her as the type to be reasoned with. He seemed determined, and malevolent. Perhaps that was an unfair assumption, but she didn’t care. She could die down here. She wasn’t ready to run back to the mule station just yet, but she had to make safety a higher priority.

			Keeping the swarm stream open, she climbed down the tree, told her tent to compact itself, and readied her pack. All her gear was optimized for lightness, but the full pack still weighed twenty kilos (down from thirty, at the start of her adventure, when she had stepped off the Orbital Earth Transport Shuttle and for the very first time set foot on her ancestral planet). She directed the swarm to expand the perimeter to five hundred meters (at a lower altitude, to preserve some coverage density), and to stay centered on her at all times. She uncovered the rifle, loaded it with a clip of sedative darts, and repacked the remaining ammunition. Finally, she scanned the ground and picked up a small piece of silvery nutrient bar wrapper. Contamination had already occurred, but she wasn’t going to add to the problem. Also, it wasn’t nice to litter.

			She hefted the pack onto her shoulders, picked up the rifle, took a deep breath, and began to walk.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			As a sign of respect, Trond and Jense (the two strongest men in the village) carried Bjorn on an open litter supported by thick poles. In truth, Bjorn was so frail and light that two children could have lifted him. But Bjorn seemed happy to be carried by his nephew and his good friend.

			“Slow down, you fools,” said Bjorn cheerfully. “Let me enjoy the night. Are you in such a hurry to see me off? Let me look upon the people of Happdal one last time.”

			The entire population of the village, several hundred people, lined the road to the clearing. They waved their torches and cheered for Bjorn.

			“You are beloved,” yelled Trond, twisting his neck so that his uncle could better hear.

			Arik, walking next to the litter, grasped his brother’s forearm. The jarl’s face was stony. Not a word had passed his lips.

			“Why so glum, Father?” asked Trond. “A Burning is a happy night.” Arik stared ahead as if Trond had not spoken. 

			“Let your father be somber, Trond,” said Bjorn. “He will miss my wise counsel, and he feels the burden of the world on his shoulders.”

			“I will miss you, my brother,” said Arik, breaking his silence. “Why must a Burning be happy? What is so happy about sickness and death?”

			Bjorn laughed, which turned into a coughing fit. He recovered and spoke in a strong voice. “It is good to choose your own death. Today, we steal from Disease and give to Glory.”

			Arik grunted. Esper, who had been walking on the other side of Bjorn, darted off into the crowd.

			“Where is he going?” asked Jense.

			“To have a piss, I think,” said Trond, looking for his brother. “His bladder is the size of an acorn.”

			Through the crowd, Trond caught a glimpse of Esper in the shadows. His brother was kneeling next to a tree, examining the ground. Esper could see just as well at night as during the day. If there was anything to be seen, he would see it. The crowd surged forward and Trond lost sight of his kin.

			“Attention,” commanded Jense. “We will not dignify your uncle if we drop him like a coal-sack.”

			“When was the last time I dropped anything, old man?” shouted Trond over his shoulder. “Check that all your toes are there before accusing me of clumsiness.” Jense had all his toes, but several were crushed and deformed from hammer drops in his youth.

			“Back then our boots were soft leather…before your mother learned to harden the toes. Without boiled leather your own toes would not be so pretty.”

			Trond grinned. He and Jense had had the same conversation many times. But in spite of the jesting and Bjorn’s buoyant mood, he felt uneasy. His uncle would die tonight. Yes, he would die with dignity, he would be spared the humiliation of rotting in a bed, but still he would be gone. 

			Esper, now holding an arrow, fell back in stride with the litter. “Where did that come from?” asked Trond. The arrow had a simple tapered point, the kind Esper preferred for hunting small game. But Esper was not carrying his bow or quiver.

			“I pulled it from a tree. I shot it earlier today.”

			“Target practice?” asked Jense. “I would think you might choose a smaller target. You may practice against the side of the smithy, if you aim has worsened so much.”

			“Thank you, Jense. I am touched by your concern for my eyesight. But my aim is still true. I shot the arrow to startle game.”

			“What game?” asked Arik. Trond had not realized his father had been following the conversation.

			“Hard to say. A spirit, perhaps.”

			“The gast,” said Bjorn, quietly, from his litter. Only Trond heard him.

			“In any case, whatever it was, the arrow was still there. Perhaps it was just a grouse.”

			“You left it as a test?” asked Trond, confused. Esper only smiled in response (a bit smugly, Trond thought).

			They reached the scaffolding. Esper, being the lightest, helped Bjorn ascend the ladder and stand on the platform above the pyre, while Trond stood below and watched. The makeshift structure looked strong enough to support his own considerable weight, but he could not be sure. Atop the platform, Esper helped Bjorn seat himself on a sturdy wooden chair (one of Bjorn’s own, taken from his house). Trond grabbed a passing boy by his collar.

			“Get öl for Bjorn. The largest stein you can carry.” The boy, Jansen’s youngest son, nodded and ran off.

			Trond heard his name called from some distance. His sister, Katja, held a small boy in one arm and waved at him with the other. The child was not hers; Katja had received many proposals but had not yet chosen a husband. Trond could not make out the boy’s face in the flickering torchlight. Likely one of their many cousins. Despite the Affliction, Happdal was growing in size. Trond waved back.

			Esper climbed down and stood next to Trond. Together they looked up at their uncle. Bjorn seemed small and lonely on the large platform. “Should we tie him to the chair?” asked Trond.

			Esper shook his head. “Bjorn is too stubborn. If we try to bind him, he might stab us.”

			“With what? His finger?”

			“With the longknife strapped to his left calf. You did not notice?”

			Trond grunted. No detail was lost on Esper. Jansen’s son returned with the öl. Trond took it and patted his head. The boy grinned and stared at Trond until shooed off.

			“I will take it to him,” said Trond. Esper raised an eyebrow.

			Trond ignored his brother’s doubts and carefully scaled the ladder. It creaked and bent, but held. Atop the platform, he handed the bucket-sized stein to his uncle. “Drink deep – it will be your last.”

			Bjorn took the stein and took a long draught. “Care for your family, nephew. And for Happdal. They look to you.”

			“They look to Arik.”

			“Yes, and to you,” insisted Bjorn. “May you live to see our people become as numerous as all the stars and rings in the sky.” The older man wiped the öl from his beard, and for a moment Trond saw his uncle as he had been: vital and strong.

			Trond bid his uncle goodbye and clambered down the ladder, snapping only a single rung on his way down. Esper glared at him.

			“You worry too much, brother. Perhaps your love for me makes me seem bigger than I am. In truth, I step as lightly as a newborn calf.”

			“A bull, more like.”

			Trond gripped his brother and hugged him hard. They would all miss Bjorn. The Affliction was a terrible curse, but there was nothing to be done about it. It was time to put sadness aside and celebrate Bjorn’s life. Trond’s heart was filled with love: love for his uncle, for his brother and sister, for his parents, for all the people of Happdal, even for the mountains and the sky. The Three Brothers had made the world well. Life was sometimes short and often hard, but that made sense to Trond. Men and women killed to live, and in the end everyone died. What was important was to love your family and village while you stood on two feet.

			“Release me, you stinking bear!” cried Esper, wriggling out of Trond’s grasp.

			The musicians played their hide-drums and fifes. For the next hour the öl flowed as the people of Happdal climbed the ladder and said their goodbyes to Bjorn. Soon the high platform was littered with wildflowers, tankards, and cakes, all illuminated by the bright half-moon.

			Trond wandered to the edge of a sparring circle. Katja was accepting challengers. Older boys wielding wooden swords or sticks slashed at her, sometimes two at a time. She laughed and easily parried their blows, whirling a sharpened stick. When she grew bored with an opponent she poked him hard in the belly or leg with her makeshift spear. One by one, the boys squealed in pain and yielded.

			“Are you ready to fight a man holding metal? Or do you only fight boys holding wood?” It was Lars who spoke, a hefty brute a few years older than Trond. Underneath his fat, Lars was strong. Even half-drunk he was as formidable with sword, spear, or axe. “I challenge you to first blood. Though I will spare your pretty face.” Lars drew his sword and swung it in a wild arc. Everyone near dove for cover, breaking up the circle. Lars staggered toward Katja. Trond’s hand touched the hilt of his own sword, but he restrained himself. Katja could care for herself.

			“You would fight me with metal while I hold a stick?” answered Katja.

			“You may fight me with whatever you wish. Even with the Red Brother’s hammer you could not best me.”

			Katja gazed at Lars thoughtfully, slowly twirling her sharpened stick. Trond knew his sister disliked Lars. She was in good company; most of Happdal knew Lars to be a brute and a bully.

			Lars growled and raised his sword. Fast as a marten, Katja lunged forward and whipped the tip of her spear across his face. Even for a sober man the blow would have been hard to block. Lars grunted, touching his cheek. His eyes widened at the sight of fingers stained red. Trond knew – from many boyhood fights – that Lars had a blunted sense of pain. This resulted in both reckless courage and frequent injury.

			“First blood,” claimed Katja. “Now I wish we had wagered!”

			Lars’s face darkened. Drunk and enraged, he charged, swinging his heavy blade wildly.

			Katja blocked the first blow easily, and the second. With her third parry, Trond heard the wood crack. The fourth blow broke the wooden spear in half and glanced off his sister’s shoulder. A slightly different angle would have cleaved her skull in two.

			Trond pushed through the crowd, pulling his sword from its scabbard. “Stop this!” he yelled. The combatants ignored him. Katja kicked Lars in the belly, then struck him across the face with the broken shaft. She ducked a wild swing, and from a crouching position shot out her leg toward Lars’s knee. Her heel connected with a crunch. He buckled. She finished the fight with a sharp uppercut to his chin. Lars crumpled to the ground.

			Katja glared at Trond. “I do not need your protection,” she snarled, and stomped off.

			Esper patted his shoulder. “You learn slowly, dear brother. Katja loves us, but she will never graciously accept our help. She is too proud.”

			The crowd dispersed, leaving Lars flat on his back on the trampled dirt. Trond watched for a moment, making sure his chest still rose and fell. “The sight of her own blood might do her good,” said Trond, sheathing his blade. “She walks the Earth as if immortal.” Esper nodded. There was nothing else to say; both men had long ago given up trying to control their little sister. They could only try to protect her, and risk her disdain.

			The music changed, for the Lighting, then stopped. The crowd gathered round the pyre. The archers formed a half-circle twenty paces back. With a nod from Arik, a small boy lit the kindling. Quickly the flames rose. All of Happdal fell silent.

			Bjorn stood, holding the back of his chair for support. Orange flames flicked around the edges of the platform. Black smoke seeped up through the cracks. Bjorn pushed the chair aside and rose to his full height. Standing high above them all, obscured by smoke, Trond’s uncle looked more god than man.

			“All sing for Bjorn!” cried Arik, and they sang the Burning song. It started slow and mournful, but became more joyous as the children and women sang the higher notes of the harmony. Trond sang the same low notes as Arik, while Esper sang the middle line in his clear tenor.

			Bjorn did not raise his hand until the platform was largely obscured by thick black smoke. When he did, the archers let loose, and a dozen arrows sank into his frail body. Bjorn fell. Flames engulfed the platform.

			Minutes later, as the flames subsided, the music resumed, as did the flow of öl. The people of Happdal continued their feast. Several roasted goats and a whole pig were pulled from the coals, and the sliced meat was served in sourdough trenchers. Trond ate until his belt was tight, and drank öl and mead until the earth tilted beneath his feet. Many crept off in the darkness to find their beds, but Trond sat near the embers of the pyre, sharing stories of Bjorn with his father and his brother and the other men of Happdal. When there was nothing left to say, they sat in silence, staring at the heap of blackened wood and bone.

			Just before the sun came up, Elke came to Trond. “Where is Katja?” asked his mother.

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			Car-En crouched in the dark behind a giant beech, fully cloaked, watching the villagers prepare for the ceremony. She zoomed in with her m’eye on the tables laden with food: wheels of cheese, thick loaves of bread, pots of mead. Even in infrared black and white, the food looked delicious.

			For additional surveillance, she’d dispatched part of the swarm to observe from the center of the clearing. Splitting the swarm in two – to both observe the ritual and maintain her security perimeter – was less secure, but she didn’t want to miss a thing.

			She tried to open a patch to Adrian. She wanted her advisor to be there, watching through her eyes; this had all the makings of an important event. She’d record it, but she wanted his help now, to advise her and guide her focus. This could be the most significant episode of her field research. She didn’t want to mess it up.

			No sign of the white-haired man. He was probably a scout or a spy from another village. The most recent observations from the Stanford indicated at least three settlements in the general region (a series of valleys in the midst of a large mountain range).

			She tried Adrian again, via her m’eye. Some models were implanted into the optic nerve, but hers was external, an interactive display embedded into her films. By focusing her vision on icons within the display – some of which blossomed into menu trees – she could contact the Stanford, issue commands to her own implants and bioskin, control the swarm, ping her gear, navigate, dispatch hounds, and much more. The processing and communications unit was a thin, flexible strip secured in the bioskin fabric covering her left thigh. In addition to the optic interface, bioskin sensors near her larynx picked up subvocal commands to her gear.

			The patch went through. Adrian’s face, semi-transparent, came into view. “Where’ve you been?” asked Car-En.

			“Apologies,” said Adrian. “Things are heating up with the election. How’s it going down there?”

			“A bit of a scare this afternoon, actually. Someone chased me up a tree.”

			“Were you detected?”

			“I don’t know. Well, yes, probably. I had my cloak on, but he was looking right at me.”

			Adrian scowled. He might have asked, Are you all right? instead of going right to contamination. But that was Adrian: business first.

			“It’s important that you don’t interact with the villagers at this stage. If you do, we’ll have to terminate your project.” Her project? Wasn’t it their project?

			“I’m not going to. I’m staying hidden. I’m hidden right now. The villagers are about to start some sort of ceremony or celebration.”

			“Villagers,” Adrian muttered, sounding distracted. They had debated, within the department, how to refer to the recently discovered denizens of Earth. Earthlings was accurate, but not specific enough. Ringstation citizens were Earthlings too, after all, as were the members of the few surviving hunter-gatherer tribes that persisted deep in the jungles of South America and Southeast Asia. Car-En had argued for natives, an ironic, archaic reference to the era of colonialism, but nobody else thought it was funny. They had settled on villagers, though nobody really liked the term.

			A swarm alert lit up her m’eye. “You should stick around and watch the ceremony,” she said. “I’ll keep the patch open.” She deactivated her vocal output. Adrian, on the Stanford, would still be able to see what she saw and hear what she heard. She suppressed the data interface from her m’eye, which was standard practice. Adrian had his own m’eye, and overlaid fields were confusing. Impulsively, she also suppressed the telemetry from the swarm. If Adrian wasn’t that interested, she wouldn’t share more than was necessary.

			She checked the alert from the swarm sensors. Her heart jumped as an image of the white-haired man came into focus. He was on the other side of the clearing. Like her, he was hiding in the trees. In addition to the two swords crossed on his back, he wore her carbonlattice blade on his belt. She watched him for a few minutes. As far as she could tell, he was watching the ceremony preparations, just as she was. She instructed the swarm to alert her if he moved more than two meters.

			The torch-ringed clearing was quickly filling up with people. To one side, long tables were stacked high with loaves of bread, roasted meats, and kegs of öl. The smell of the food made Car-En’s mouth water, and she wondered briefly if her cloak could conceal another theft. She quickly scolded herself out of the idea. She was a scientist, not a thief. Also, Adrian could be watching. He seemed ready – even eager – to kill the project. Early on, he’d been one of her most enthusiastic supporters. Officially he was a collaborator, as well as her chief advisor. Should she succeed (whatever that meant – she still wasn’t sure), both of their careers would benefit. But his career didn’t need to benefit; he was already the preeminent anthropologist on the Stanford, if not the entire Ringstation Coalition. Lately, his attentions had moved toward politics; he was running for a seat on the Repop Council.

			In any case, she wasn’t going to give him any ammunition by stealing a pork chop, no matter how good they smelled. And she wasn’t going to let him know about the white-haired man, at least not until she figured out who he was. A silent man with two swords chased me up a tree and stole my carbonlattice knife. Embarrassing, to say the least, and maybe enough to end her field research and bring her home.
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