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			Prologue

			10.08.02727, the Stanford

			Penelope Townes watched Ingrid and Per Anders through the observation glass. Ingrid patiently pointed to the objects on the table, naming each one in the Happdal dialect – a tongue they called Norse. The language was similar to Old Norse but also contained elements of Corporate Age Norwegian, as well as the odd German or English word. Per Anders stared blankly as Ingrid identified a ball (knöttur), then a spoon (sponn), then an orange (oransje).

			Per Anders, the Happdal villager, had arrived on the Stanford ringstation, transported from Earth via the ‘mule’ SSTO vehicle. Car-En Ganzorig had suggested that rehabilitating Per Anders from his mushroom spore brain infection could be a huge research opportunity. It was one thing to secretly observe the lives of the Happdal villagers, another to interview one directly. But even though the infection was eradicated, Per Anders was still incapable of speech.

			Ingrid changed her approach. “Munnr,” she said, pointing to her own mouth. The patient’s eyes flickered with awareness, or maybe just hunger. “Munnr, mouth. Are you hungry, Per Anders?” Ingrid picked up the orange and offered it.

			The patient took the fruit and bit into the peel, spilling juice down his chin and shirt. Ingrid winced. Per Anders chewed happily away, oblivious.

			Penelope sighed. This was after two months of neuroregeneration therapy. She’d been more hopeful at first; Per Anders had made real strides in the early weeks, making direct eye contact and demonstrating a greater awareness of his surroundings. But his progress had stalled. Still, Ingrid doggedly worked with him every day, often twice a day.

			Penelope dimmed the glass and brought up the latest report from Adrian Vanderplotz. The ex-Department Head was now Station Director of Advance Field Station One, a small research community on the western side of the Po Valley. Townes had to stop herself from calling it a settlement – even in her own mind. The research station had a boring, utilitarian name for a reason. If anyone on the Repop Council slipped and referred to AFS-1 as a settlement or village, there would be a political price to pay with the other ringstations – especially the Liu Hui.

			She skipped the long list of supply requests. She’d approve what they needed; Svilsson or Polanski could deal with the fulfillment logistics. The interesting part of the report was the Kaldbrek field research. The village, just a few kilometers northeast of Happdal, was culturally in a different universe. Svein Haakonsson, the young jarl of Kaldbrek, was a cruel tyrant. This was in sharp contrast to the steady leadership of Arik Asgersson, Happdal’s older, wiser chieftain. Car-En – the young anthropologist who had first studied Happdal up close – was lucky that she’d fallen in love with someone from Arik’s clan.

			Penelope skimmed the written reports from Rosen and De Laurentiis, the two field researchers assigned to Kaldbrek. The surveillance video was more engrossing. She was ten minutes into a spear-and-shield combat drill when Ingrid interrupted her.

			“Sorry – should I come back later?”

			“No, just reading the field research reports.”

			“How are Alexi and Aaron? Staying safe?”

			“As safe as you can be when you’re hiding in the woods spying on insane Vikings.”

			Ingrid smiled, but there was real concern in her eyes. Penelope shouldn’t be so flippant – so far the researchers had gone undetected, but that could just be good luck.

			Ingrid sat across from Penelope, brushing her bright orange curls away from her face. “I hope they’re observing protocol. I think the security buffer should be increased, at least around Kaldbrek.”

			“I’ll consider it,” Penelope said, feeling prickly. It was none of Ingrid’s business. She should stick to exotic languages and rehab with Per Anders.

			“Any word on Car-En? How’s she integrating?”

			“Well enough. She doesn’t get along with her mother-in-law, but everyone else in the village loves her.”

			“Elke, right? She’s a tough one.”

			“Dangerous,” Penelope said. “We finally obtained a sample for her. Very low empathy rating – borderline psychopathy, at least genetically. She carries some fascinating wildstrains too – enhanced smell and vision, also eidetic memory and enhanced cognition.”

			“Car-En can handle her,” said Ingrid, grinning.

			Penelope didn’t get it. If the Stanford had anything approaching a folk hero, it was Car-En Ganzorig. She’d been the department’s star field researcher for years. Thousands had followed her Happdal field reports. Now that she’d ‘gone native,’ her popularity had only increased. Even level-headed academics like Ingrid were starstruck by Car-En.

			“I hope so,” Penelope said.

			Penelope could admit to herself that she was jealous of Car-En, but at the same time she liked the anthropologist. Car-En’s decision to stay in Happdal, in flagrant violation of Non-Interventionism, was disruptive, impulsive, and impudent. Still, Penelope didn’t blame her. It made sense, in light of what had happened with Adrian, who’d tried to murder Car-En with her own bioskin. Car-En had disobeyed her advisor, triggering what could only be described as a temporary psychotic break. No wonder Car-En had chosen to remain on the planet’s surface.

			Car-En’s choice certainly was convenient. If she had returned to the Stanford and pressed charges against Adrian, the department would have been embroiled in scandal for years. Heads would have rolled. Penelope herself might have survived, but it was better this way. Car-En got to play Viking with her new lover, Adrian had his pet project on Earth, and Penelope was now leading the anthropology department. In addition, she still held her spot on the Repop Council, second only to Kardosh. The last five years of Penelope Townes’s career had exceeded everyone’s expectations, especially her own.

			“I’m exhausted. I think I’ll get some rest,” Ingrid said. 

			Penelope nodded. She believed her, but Ingrid didn’t look tired – she looked young and radiant. Townes herself had her good days and her bad, gray days. She was getting to the age where she sometimes avoided her own reflection. Maybe Adrian Vanderplotz had the right idea – maintaining appearances with rejuvs. “You do that. Good work with Per Anders. Keep at it.”

			“Thanks. I will.”

			Ingrid left the room visibly energized. People thrived on positive feedback. She should remember to give praise more often.

			Penelope lightened the glass and watched Per Anders. A young intern had wiped his face and was preparing to escort him back to his quarters. Per Anders looked at her directly. It was an illusion – there was no way he could see her. He was staring at his own reflection. The look in his eyes, dull and affectless, scared her. She could imagine him killing, casually, without remorse. The intern touched his arm and the patient shuffled to his feet, once again harmless. He wasn’t dangerous, just dimwitted. The mycological spores that had eaten their way through his brain – those were dangerous.

			Penelope walked home via park tube instead of descending to the Sub-1 tram. The lush ferns and the warm, humid air helped her relax. She couldn’t stop thinking about Car-En. Would she survive, without a bioskin, without a kit, without her old friends and family? Car-En’s parents – Shol and Marivic – they were still alive. How did they feel? Were they happy their daughter had fallen in love, or were they just sick with worry and grief? Maybe she should visit them, check in. Reassure them that the denizens of Happdal were good people.

			But they already knew that. Everyone on the Stanford knew about Jarl Arik, his wife Elke, their sons Esper and Trond, their daughter Katja, and a few dozen other characters. Through the department’s public feeds, the ringstation citizens followed the lives of the villagers like a serial drama.

			Car-En had made them famous.

		

	
		
			PART ONE

			The Bellows Boy

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			Tem’s hands hurt, but he was used to the pain, and focused instead on the counting. His right hand, which pumped the bellows handle, hurt more than his left. He reached nine hundred; it was nearly time to switch. One thousand strokes for each arm. Ten thousand strokes total, and his shift would be done. Except today there were only two boys working the bellows, so he would not rest for long.

			“Do you tire, Tem?” It was Hennik, idly wandering by. Hennik worked at the dairy, where they started at dawn but often finished early. Or maybe there were still cows and goats to be milked, and Hennik had slipped away, shirking his tasks. “You look tired,” Hennik went on, “and your face has gone from brown to black from the soot, like a creature from the woods. A sneaky marten, or a runty black wolf cub.” Hennik, blond with pale freckled skin, big and meaty-limbed, was twelve – three years older than Tem. Hennik was strong but slow; Tem could beat him in a foot race. Truthfully Tem did not mind being likened to a wolf. He was fast, and liked to think of himself as dangerous.

			“What’s it like, being the only boy with brown skin?” Hennik asked. “Do you try to scrub your face, to make it lighter?”

			“I’m no different than you,” said Tem, without breaking his count. Nine hundred ten. Nine hundred eleven.

			“You are different,” Hennik insisted. “Your mother came from the sky, and your skin is brown, like shit.”

			Tem held his anger back, as Father had taught him. “My father is from Happdal, and my grandfather is jarl. One day I’ll be smith.”

			“No you won’t,” Hennik said. “You’re too small.”

			“Farbror Trond said that if I keep pumping the bellows, my arms will grow from twigs into branches.” Nine hundred twenty. Nine hundred twenty-one. His right arm burned and his hand ached.

			“Trond isn’t your real uncle,” said Hennik, sneering. “And he won’t make you smith. You’ll never be strong like him, or like Jense. And Nine-Finger Pieter is already apprentice. He’s next in line – not you.”

			“Don’t you have something to do?” Tem asked. He looked away, trying to hide his irritation. Trond was his real uncle. Well, half-uncle at least. Hennik was an idiot.

			“Not really,” Hennik said.

			“Then go away.” Nine hundred forty. Or was it nine hundred thirty? His right hand was cramping.

			“I’ll go when I please,” said Hennik. “I enjoy watching you work. You do look tired though. I’d offer to help, if I liked you. But I don’t. I don’t like you at all.”

			Tem knew as much, and didn’t care. He turned away, pretending that Hennik didn’t exist, whispering the numbers under his breath. Nine hundred forty, for sure this time. Nine hundred forty-one.

			At nine hundred fifty, Tem heard the sound of water. Hennik was pissing against the side of the smithy, only a few feet away from the bellows station. A brown puddle was forming in the dirt, dribbling toward Tem. It was close enough to smell. Hennik shook himself off and retied his trousers, smirking.

			Nine hundred fifty-five. Hennik was walking away. Esper, Tem’s father, told him to always count to ten when he was angry. Count to ten and cool off. Very well – he would take his father’s advice. He reached nine hundred sixty. Only forty more strokes and he could give his right arm a break.

			Trond isn’t your real uncle.

			He ran silently, like a wolf. Tomas, the other bellows boy, saw Tem and shouted to warn Hennik, but by then Tem was mid-leap. The impact landed both boys in the dirt. Somehow Hennik wound up on top. The larger boy held Tem by the throat and hit him in the face with his free hand. Tem lifted his hands to protect his face, but Hennik punched his stomach, then his groin, shifting his attacks to whatever body part Tem left unguarded. Tem struggled to breathe. He couldn’t cry out. He hurt everywhere.

			Suddenly the pain stopped. Hennik was no longer on top of him. Tem could once again breathe freely, and Hennik was running away. A large hand grabbed his arm and he was lifted to his feet. His grandfather, Jense, loomed over him. The old smith was as big as a tree, and smelled like smoke and metal. Comforting smells.

			“Why did you stop pumping the bellows?”

			Tem stared up at his grandfather, mute. Jense Baldrsson was Farbror Trond’s father; his uncle and grandfather worked side by side in the smithy. Farfar Jense looked at him expectantly. It would do no good to explain. It might, if he had a true excuse. His grandfather was stern but not unfair. But the truth was that Tem had started the fight. He had allowed himself to be provoked.

			“Godsteel needs air, boy. We depend on you. Are you all right?”

			Tem wasn’t all right. His nose was bleeding, his stomach hurt, and a deep ache was spreading from his groin. He felt as if he might cry, or vomit, or both. But he nodded. “Then back to work.” Gently, Jense wiped the blood from Tem’s upper lip. “You’ll be fine. Hennik is a little turd. You want me to talk to his father?”

			Tem shook his head. Jense grinned and patted Tem on the back. “Good – you’ll take care of it yourself. But right now we need air.”

			Tem nodded and tenderly jogged back to the bellows station. He managed to hold back his tears until his grandfather was back inside the smithy. Even as he cried, he grabbed the bellows handle with his left hand and began the new count.

			At home, he told Mother about the fight, but left out most of what Hennik had said. She washed his face and put ointment on a long scratch on his cheek that he hadn’t noticed. She pressed softly on each of his ribs, asking where it hurt. She said that nothing seemed broken. When he clutched his groin in pain she made him show her. His penis and ball-sack were bruised blue and green from Hennik’s pummeling. She clenched her jaw when she saw that.

			Dinner was stew: deer meat, potatoes, onions, and herbs. Tem ate three bowlfuls, as did Father, praising the meal in a way that seemed overly enthusiastic. Mother ate little and said even less. Tem asked if he could go play by the river; it was late summer and there was plenty of light left in the day. Mother said no; Tem should rest. Up in the loft he practiced his letters in the notebook Tante Katja had given him. He could hear his parents talking in hushed voices. Father’s voice was calm. Mother’s voice started calm but then changed to a tone that worried Tem. Father no longer sounded quite so calm. They spoke for a long time. Whatever they decided, it seemed as if Mother had won.

			* * * 

			In the morning he checked his injuries. His penis looked bad – greenish-yellow instead of green and blue – but it hurt less. His ribs only hurt when he took a deep breath. He dressed and climbed down to the main room. Mother had made porridge and bacon for breakfast. Father was already gone for the day.

			“How are you feeling?” Mother asked. Her voice sounded normal again. Mother’s skin was light brown. Tem’s was lighter, more tan than brown. His skin tone was not even the darkest of the village children; he was paler than ruddy Tomas, for one. But he looked different, both his features and his small frame.

			“Good,” he said. It was the truth. He didn’t care about Hennik. Not all the children were rotten to him – only a few. Hennik was wrong in thinking that Tem would never become a smith. When Farfar Jense put down the hammer and Nine-Finger Pieter became smith, then Tem would be chosen as apprentice. He wasn’t the strongest bellows boy, but he was the quickest study. He would learn the Five Secrets of Godsteel. He would forge a sword so fine that smiths would speak Tem’s name for generations, and study his work. Just like they did of Stian, first smith of Happdal, and Stian’s apprentice, Jakob the Bold. And after him Kai, and then Baldr. Baldr, fourth smith of Happdal, had taught the Five Secrets to Jense, and Jense had taught them to Trond (though Trond said that Jense had taken a long time to reveal the fifth – for years Trond had thought there were only four secrets). Farbror Trond would teach them to Tem. Or Nine-Finger Pieter would. Or perhaps both of them.

			“Where did your mind go?” Mother asked. “You looked very far away just now.”

			“Did Father ever want to be a smith?” asked Tem.

			“No. I don’t think so. But I didn’t know him when he was a boy. You should ask him yourself.”

			“I will.”

			Mother served him a bowl of steaming porridge with three fat slices of bacon placed across the top of the bowl, like a bridge. He thanked her and ate in silence, using the bacon as a spoon to scoop up the porridge. A delicious spoon.

			“Would you like to meet your grandmother and grandfather one day?”

			Tem looked up. He had two grandfathers and one grandmother, and knew them all well. Farfar Arik, Esper’s father, was jarl of Happdal. And Esper’s mother, Farmor Elke, was Arik’s wife. His other farfar – Jense – was smith. He squinted at his mother.

			“Do you mean my mormor and morfar? Your mother and father?”

			“Yes. On the Stanford.”

			Mother rarely spoke of the ringship in the sky, but she answered Tem’s questions when he asked. On a clear night you could see it, always in the same place. Mother had tried to explain why it didn’t move, like the moon and stars and planets did, but he hadn’t understood.

			“Are they coming to visit?” he asked. “I thought the sky people weren’t allowed to visit us. That’s why you can’t go back, isn’t it? Because you broke that rule?”

			“I did break that rule, and I might be in some trouble for it, but I can go back any time I like. I’m a citizen of the Stanford. As are you, because you’re my son. I was thinking I would take you to see your grandparents. Do you remember their names?”

			Tem thought for a second, then shook his head.

			“My mother’s name is Marivic. My father is Shol.”

			“Does that mean your last name is Sholsson?”

			Mother laughed. “No. My last name is Ganzorig. Last names are different on the ringstations.” She used the English word for the ringships, instead of the Norse Hringr-kjóll.

			“Ganzorig. That’s a strange name. I’m glad my last name is Espersson.”

			“It’s Mongolian. Mongolia was a country very far that way.” Mother pointed east.

			“Who lives there now?”

			“No one. Just animals.”

			“Are you sure? Maybe giants live there. Or mushroom men.”

			“Maybe. You could be right. Nobody has been there in a long time.”

			Tem ate the last of his bacon and scooped up the rest of his porridge with his fingers. Mother offered to get him a spoon. He shook his head. Metal spoons gave food a strange taste; he preferred to eat with his hands.

			“So what do you think? Would you like to fly to the ringstation and visit Mormor Marivic and Morfar Shol? You have every right to, as a citizen.”

			“Do they speak Norse?”

			“No. But you know a little English. And you could learn more.”

			“Maybe,” said Tem. “I’d have to ask Farbror Trond and Farfar Jense. They need me at the bellows.”

			Mother scowled. “There are plenty of boys to pump the bellows. And girls too, if they’d let them.”

			“They’d let them,” Tem said. “None want to.”

			Mother shrugged. “I can’t say I blame them.” She stood and stretched, catlike. “I’ll talk to your grandmother today.”

			“Today?” said Tem. “Are we going to visit soon?”

			“I think we should. You’re not scared of a little adventure, are you?”

			“No. I’m not scared.”

			“Good.”

			He dipped his bowl in the wash-bucket, scrubbed it clean with his fingers, and put it on the rack to dry.

			“How do the ringships stay in the sky?” he asked. “Why don’t they plunge to the ground?”

			It wasn’t the first time he’d asked the question, nor the first time Mother had tried to explain ‘geostationary orbit.’ She switched to English halfway through, and her words became sounds that passed through his head without meaning.

			Tem went directly to the smithy after breakfast, but found the door shut and the furnace cold. He hung about near the bellows station until Nine-Finger Pieter came by and saw him.

			“Trond and Jense are hunting today, with your father. Did Esper not tell you?”

			“He left early,” Tem said, feeling hurt. Why hadn’t Mother told him? And why hadn’t Father invited him? He was old enough to tag along on a hunt; he had his own small bow. He tried to hide his feelings.

			“You look ragged, boy,” Pieter said. “It was Hennik that did that to you? Shall we find him and teach him a lesson?”

			“Really?”

			“Yes, really.”

			They found Hennik at the dairy, where he worked with his uncle, Harald the cheese-maker. They could not touch him while he worked, so they waited until midday break, and followed Hennik at some distance, staying out of sight. The blond boy went to the river, retrieved his pole from a hiding place, and cast for brown trout. The river was wide and gentle this time of year, but still made enough noise so that Pieter and Tem were nearly upon Hennik before he turned and saw them.

			Hennik dropped his rod and ran, but Nine-Finger Pieter grabbed him by the arm and tossed him to the ground. Pieter was not so strong and heavy as Trond and Jense, but years of the hammer had broadened his shoulders and thickened his forearms. Young Hennik had no chance.

			“He attacked me first!” yelled Hennik from the ground.

			Pieter lifted Hennik up and held his arms firmly from the back, so that Hennik faced Tem.

			“Have a few swings, if you like,” Pieter said to Tem. “Now might be a good time to apologize,” he whispered loudly in Hennik’s ear.

			“You’re hurting me!” Hennik protested. Pieter’s hands were clamped hard onto Hennik’s arms.

			Tem stepped forward. He had enjoyed stalking and catching Hennik, but now he had no desire to pummel the helpless boy. Hennik was an idiot, and punching him wouldn’t fix that.

			“You’re wrong, you know,” Tem said. “I will become smith some day. I will forge a great sword, a soulsword, and you’ll still be making cheese.”

			Hennik’s face contorted. He opened his mouth with a retort, but no sound came out.

			“Harald’s cheese is very good,” said Pieter reasonably, not loosening his grip. “There’s no shame in cheese-making. Though I doubt this one will carry on the tradition. Not smart enough. Harald will choose someone else.”

			“Will you apologize, or do I have to hit you?” Tem asked. Pieter squeezed Hennik’s arms with all nine of his iron-strong fingers.

			Hennik looked away. “I’m sorry,” he mouthed, though any sound was drowned out by the gentle splashing of the river against the rocky beach.

			“What was that?” said Pieter, gripping harder into Hennik’s fleshy arms. Hennik yelped.

			“I’m sorry!” Hennik blurted. “I’m sorry for saying Trond isn’t your real uncle, and I’m sorry for saying you won’t be smith.”

			Tem took a step back, nodding. Pieter let go. Hennik stumbled to the side, rubbing his arms.

			“You’re lucky young Tem is so kind and fair,” said Pieter.

			“He struck me first,” Hennik mumbled, picking up his rod and heading back toward the village. At a safe distance, he turned. “You’ll always be small and weak!” he yelled, pointing at Tem. “I take it back – you’ll never be a smith!” He turned and fled.

			“Chase?” Pieter asked. Tem shook his head. Pieter arched one eyebrow. “You were too easy on him.”

			“I did attack him first,” Tem admitted.

			Pieter shrugged. “You had your chance. You’re on your own now. But I don’t think he’ll bother you anymore.”

			Nine-Finger Pieter walked back to Happdal quickly, taking long strides and not looking back to see if Tem was keeping up. Tem matched the apprentice smith’s pace for a while, but eventually stopped in his tracks. Why was he rushing back to the village? The smithy was shuttered; there was no work for him today. He doubled back toward the river. Hennik had a good idea, to cast for trout. Tem had his own rod hidden away; he would find it and steal Hennik’s spot. Trout fried in butter was one of Mother’s favorite meals.

			Tem returned home to find Farmor Elke sitting at the table, scowling.

			“Where’s Mother?” he asked.

			“Out back. What have you got there?”

			“Trout. Look how big this one is!”

			Farmor Elke grunted, unimpressed. His grandmother’s eyes were pale blue, like Father’s. Farmor stood, took the three fish, and laid them carefully on the cutting block. “Car-En had a talk with me. Your mother says she wants to take you to the ringship.”

			“Just for a visit,” Tem said. “To meet Mormor and Morfar.”

			“A visit? Is that what she said?” Farmor Elke sat back down. Despite her age, she moved smoothly and quickly, not like an old person. More than once she had chased Tem down to cuff his ear. Elke often pointed out that she only punished Tem when he deserved it. Her own mother, Mette, had thrown rocks at children for no reason at all. Then one cold autumn morning, long before Tem had been born, Mette was found in the woods, frozen stiff. Nobody had been sad about that – not even Elke. This was hard for Tem to imagine. He loved his own mother dearly, and his father nearly as much. He even loved grumpy Farmor Elke.

			“What’s this?” Mother had come in, and was looking at the trout on the cutting block.

			“Dinner,” said Tem. “Please?”

			“The boy is resourceful,” said Farmor Elke, as if he wasn’t there. “You’re happy here, aren’t you?” she asked, turning to face him.

			“Of course I am,” he said. He kept his eyes on Mother. Something was wrong.

			“That’s not the point, is it?” Mother said to Farmor.

			“I have no idea what the point is,” Farmor said.

			“There’s a larger world out there.”

			“So? What does that matter?” Farmor Elke snapped. His grandmother’s voice always had an edge to it, but she rarely raised her voice. She was truly angry, not just irritated. “He has everything he needs here. His parents, his grandparents, plenty of food.”

			“He needs to learn,” said Mother sternly.

			“I’m right here,” Tem said. “What’s this about?”

			“He is learning,” Farmor retorted. “His uncle will teach him steel; his aunt, letters; his father, archery. You can tell him whatever nonsense you like about the stars and floating ships. What else is there?”

			“I’m right here,” Tem repeated, more loudly. “Stop talking about me like I’m not here.”

			“He’s never met my parents. Or my friends. He knows nothing about life beyond this village.”

			“You left your parents behind,” Farmor said. “And your friends.” Tem thought this was cruel to say, even though it was true. Mother had had good reasons, even though he didn’t understand completely, and suspected that he hadn’t been told the complete truth of the matter. But that was Farmor Elke: her honesty verged on cruelty.

			“It’s not too late for him to meet them,” Mother answered. “And he can make up his own mind about if…about when he returns.”

			“Careful,” Farmor said. “You might slip and say something true.”

			“Stop talking!” yelled Tem, striking the table with his fist. Mother and Farmor started, and stared at him. “I’m right here! What’s this about? Why are you arguing?”

			“We should wait until his father returns,” said Farmor Elke, ignoring him. Mother’s face tightened.

			Tem stomped to the ladder and climbed to the loft. Soon he heard and smelled the trout frying in butter. He heard Farmor Elke leave (without saying goodbye, but that was not unusual), and soon after that Father returned from the hunt. Father had killed a boar, Tem overheard. Farbror Trond would clean it and bury it over hot coals to slowly roast overnight. Despite Happdal’s growing population, the woods were thick with game. Hunting parties rarely returned empty-handed.

			Tem waited in the loft for Mother to call him down for dinner. Waiting became sulking; his parents started eating without him. They spoke quietly to each other. About him, he supposed. He inched close to the edge so he could eavesdrop.

			“Would you be safe there?” Father asked. “The man who tried to kill you – would he try again?”

			“I’m not scared of Adrian,” said Mother. “I never was. I stayed here to be with you.”

			“What about the intervention rule? I thought the sky people weren’t supposed to interfere with the lives of villagers.”

			“Tem is both a villager and a sky person by birth. And there’s no rule against villagers visiting ringstations, as far as I know. Per Anders is already on the Stanford, after all. Surely you could visit because you’re my husband and Tem’s father. And Non-Interventionism was never meant to be a permanent policy. It’s simply a precaution until repopulation officially starts. Which it probably has – it’s been ten years.”

			Tem scooched back from the edge. Visiting the ringship did sound like a good adventure, but in truth he did not care if he went or not. He didn’t know his mormor and morfar, so he could not miss them. Farmor Elke was right – he was happy in the village. He was happy to pump the bellows until his arms burned and his hands ached. He was proud of the thick calluses that covered his palms and fingers.

			What was everyone upset about? 

			When he heard them clearing the plates, he ventured down the ladder.

			“There’s my son!” said Father. “Were you hiding up there in the loft? We saved you a trout. Thank you for catching our dinner.”

			“You knew I was up there.”

			“Yes, I did. And you wanted to stay up there, so we let you.”

			Tem ate his fish in silence. Mother patted his head. He wanted to ask her what she and Farmor Elke had been fighting about, but he couldn’t find the words.

			Tem watched Father clean his bow. His father was tall and strong. Next to burly Farbror Trond, Father looked slender, but that was a trick of the eye. Tem had seen Father lift a dead stag over his shoulder with little effort; he was tremendously powerful. Tem hoped he would grow to be as strong, but so far he more resembled his mother: short and slight.

			“Come with me,” Father said. “There’s still light outside. Let’s see if the moon has risen.”

			They walked to the edge of the village, passing the hive field, and came to a wide clearing ringed with oak and beech trees. It was where the villagers celebrated Jonsok, the midsummer solstice.

			“Have you heard of the Burnings?” Father asked. 

			Tem nodded. Farfar Arik’s brother Bjorn had been the last to undergo the Burning ritual. There were still Afflicted among them, but no longer were the women Buried and the men Burned. Instead, the sick were cared for until they died. Tem wasn’t sure why the tradition had changed, but it had happened around the time Mother had come to Happdal, a year before he had been born. He was glad the tradition had lapsed, though he knew that many in the village (including Farmor Elke) resented his mother for bringing change.

			“Before Car-En arrived,” Father said, “we did not know why some became Afflicted. Her people – the sky people – helped us. We have fewer sicken each year, and by the time you are grown, the Affliction will be part of our past.”

			“Are they smarter than us? The sky people?”

			Esper smiled and shook his head. “No. Well, maybe they’re smarter than your uncle.” 

			Tem punched his father in the leg. He knew that Father and Farbror Trond teased each other mercilessly, but he wanted no part of it. He loved them both too much, and did not like teasing.

			“The point,” said Father, putting his arm around Tem’s shoulder and pulling him close, “is that the sky people have a great deal of knowledge, and they are willing to share it.”

			“Smiths hoard their knowledge,” said Tem. “Farfar Jense did not teach his own son the fifth secret of godsteel until Trond was full smith, and a man. And both Farfar and Farbror guard their secrets from the other smiths – Orvar, of Skrova, and Völund, of Kaldbrek.”

			Father’s body tensed at the mention of Kaldbrek; that village had a sour history with Happdal.

			“The sky people see knowledge as something to be freely shared. I agree with them,” Father said. Tem nodded. He could see the sense in that. “Your mother thinks you should spend some time with them. Meet your mormor and morfar. Learn their language. See what life is like on a ringship.”

			“What do you think?” Tem asked.

			His father sighed. “I will miss you. But I agree with her.”

			Tem stepped away from his father. “How long a visit are you talking about?”

			“At least a year. Maybe longer.” Father gazed at him, unblinking.

			“A year? Who will pump the bellows?”

			“There will always be boys to pump the bellows.”

			Tem shook his head fiercely. His father did not understand. The bellows was his job. It was what he must do to become apprentice, and then smith. It was his path.

			“The bellows will be there when you return,” said Father, more softly. “I know you want to become smith, like Trond. Nothing would make me prouder.”

			“You don’t understand!” shouted Tem. “You never wanted to be smith yourself, so how can you understand?” With that he turned and walked home, taking long strides. Like Nine-Finger Pieter, he did not look back. It was disrespectful toward his father, and he felt bad for that. But unlike Farmor Elke, Father would not chase him down and cuff his ears. Father never struck him.

			The summer light was finally fading and the quarter moon had risen. It was a clear night. The stars would be brilliant. The Stanford would be clearly visible, a bright, unmoving ring in the southern sky.

			He wouldn’t go. He would stay in Happdal. The sky people could have the sky to themselves.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			A week passed, and there was no more talk of the sky people or visiting Mother’s parents. Tem pumped the bellows, and hoped that everyone had forgotten about the whole thing. Farbror Trond and Tante Lissa invited him over for dinner; Farmor Elke joined as well. Everyone was nice – too nice, he thought. Tante Lissa give him a bag of honeyed nuts, and Farmor Elke made cloudberry pie for dessert. Tem was polite, but the kind treatment and treats worried him (it was not his birthday, Jonsok had long passed, and it was some time before the harvest festival). He avoided the adults and played with his young cousin Sigurd. Farbror Trond and Tante Lissa’s son was already a challenge to wrestle. Sigurd liked nothing better than to punch people in the face and laugh uproariously – and his punches hurt – but he could take punishment as well as dish it out. Though Sigurd could not yet speak, he could wield a small hammer skillfully (his father pointed this out frequently, to anyone within earshot). It was easy to imagine young Sigurd as smith; he seemed born for the job. Tem, with his slight build, would have to work much harder to reach his goal.

			Another week went by; no one mentioned the ringship. Maybe Farmor Elke had won out. Tem felt relieved but also disappointed. He was curious to meet his mormor and morfar. What kind of people were they? Were they kind and intelligent, like Mother? Children weren’t always like their parents. None of Farmor Elke’s children (Father, Farbror Trond, and Tante Katja) were anything like their mother. Tem was more like his grandmother – fierce and fiery. On second thought, Tante Katja did have a temper. Mostly, his aunt was quiet and studious. But when she angered, as sometimes happened when Tem’s attention wandered during lessons, she could be sharp. And there were stories of her youth….

			His aunt had never married, and lived in a small one-room house she’d built behind Farbror Trond’s own grand house. His uncle often said he would fill his own home with children, and once that house was full, build a second house to fill with even more children. Tem had overheard that Farbror Trond’s wife was pregnant again, though to Tem’s eyes Tante Lissa looked the same – a little fat. 

			Tante Katja, on the other hand, had no interest in family, and spent her days reading books scavenged from the Builder ruins. She had explained to Tem that the ancestors of the ringstation people had once lived on the ground, and built great cities, before they had fled to the skies. Most of the books were in a language called German, which Katja could read but not speak. A few were in Old English, which was similar to the language Mother spoke. Mother had insisted Tem learn to speak English as well as Norse, but he could only read and write a few words in the former. Katja said Norse was no longer a written language – there had once been Norse books but they were all lost, crushed and buried by the glacial wall that had forced their ancestors south along the Ice Trail.

			In the late afternoons, after the smithy work was done, Tem studied his letters with Tante Katja. At first she had bribed him with promises of berry juice and sword-fighting lessons, but eventually he had come to enjoy the lessons with or without the bribes. Tante Katja was a strict teacher, but when they had finished she told him stories. She insisted that the stories were true, but the tales were so outlandish that Tem assumed she must be making them up, insisting on their verity for dramatic effect.

			Tem sat at a writing desk. The days were still long, and the afternoon light was strong enough to penetrate the yellowish windows and illuminate Tem’s handmade paper. For this sort of practice he used reddish-brown ink made from iron salts mixed with oak gall resin. For special projects Katja let him use blue-black ink made from boiled hawthorne branches, iron salts, and blackberry juice. His quill, a slender iron nib affixed to a long black goose feather, had been fashioned by his uncle.

			“Let’s see you write the pattern,” said Tante Katja. 

			“I already know it,” Tem said.

			“Let’s see you write it again.”

			Tem sighed and dutifully wrote out the pattern: a sequence of letters, numbers, and symbols that made no sense to Tem. Tante Katja knew no better what it meant, but she had memorized it, and insisted that Tem learn how to reproduce it exactly, with no mistakes. She refused to explain why this was so important.

			She examined his work carefully. “Good,” she said finally, patting him on the back.

			“Can we spar now?” he asked.

			“Not yet. Write me a story first.”

			“A story? I don’t know enough words!”

			“You know thousands of words.”

			“I mean I don’t know how to write those words.”

			“It doesn’t matter. Don’t worry about writing them correctly. Just write something. It doesn’t have to be very long, or even true. Make something up.”

			Tem grabbed his own hair. What she was asking was impossible.

			“I’ll be back in a while.” She left him alone in the house.

			Tem sat and stared at the pattern written neatly on the parchment. He put it aside to dry and placed a new sheet on the desk. What could he write about?

			Tante Katja came back after a long time. He had written two lines. She told him to read them aloud.

			“One day I would like to visit my mormor and morfar on the ringship,” he read. “But first I will become smith, and make a fine sword.”

			“Good,” said his aunt. “Most of the words are spelled wrong, but I can make it out well enough.”

			“Do you know why Farmor doesn’t want me to go?”

			Tante Katja sat on a wooden stool. “She’s afraid you won’t come back.”

			“That’s silly!” said Tem.

			“Not really. You might like it there. The sky people have many wondrous things. Elke is right to fear that you might stay.”

			Tem shook his head vigorously. “They don’t have a smithy there,” he said. “Do they?”

			“I don’t think so.”

			“Then why would I stay? Have you met Mother’s parents?”

			Tante shook her head. “Never. I’ve never been to any of the ringships.”

			“Aren’t you curious?”

			Katja shrugged. “A little. But I’m happy here. The ringships are wondrous, but so are the Builders, and I’m learning more about them every day.”

			“Like what?” Tem asked.

			“They had great sporting events. Like the ones we have at Harvest Festival and Summer Trade, but with thousands of people from all corners of the Earth.”

			“Which sports?”

			“Hundreds. Most I don’t recognize, but they had foot races, and wrestling, and a kind of sword-fighting, and many games with balls.”

			“Did they play the drowning game?” Tem asked.

			“No,” Tante said. “Their games were tamer than ours.”

			Tem nodded. That fit with what he knew about the Builders. They were clever, and there were a lot of them, but they hadn’t been a strong people.

			“You’re going, you know,” she said.

			“Where?”

			“To the Stanford. Car-En’s ringship. They’re going to take you.”

			“Who is?”

			“Your parents.”

			“How do you know?”

			“Hadn’t you noticed? Esper has been making food for the walk. He’s prepared enough smoked trout to feed an army.”

			Tem furrowed his brow. There had been a great deal of food preparation in his home lately.

			“Farmor won’t let them take me,” said Tem. “Nor will Farbror Trond. He and Farfar Jense need me at the bellows.”

			“You’re going,” Tante insisted. “Someone else will pump the bellows. You’re right about Elke, but Trond will side with your father – he always sides with Brother over Mother when he has to choose. And Esper has decided some time on the ringship will do you good.”

			“But why?” said Tem, pouting.

			Tante slapped him lightly on the side of his head. “To put some knowledge in there. Your mother wants more for you than village life.”

			She took him to the yard between her house and Farbror Trond’s house, and there they sparred with wooden swords. Tante Katja was strong and fast and loved to fight. She had cut off her long blond hair years ago so that her braids would not whip around, distracting her. Now her hair was close-cropped, raggedly cut by her own knife. She was still pretty, and not that old, but she showed no interest in men. Sometimes she took another woman in her bed, but only for a night or two. Farfar Arik had given up on Tante Katja starting a family, and seemed happy enough with Tem and Sigurd for grandchildren (and there was little doubt that Sigurd would one day have little brothers and sisters). Tante Katja was happy with her books and weapons, and most accepted her that way. Only Farmor Elke disliked Tante Katja’s way of life, and called her lazy and shiftless, resenting her own daughter for reasons Tem did not understand.

			“Swing your sword down to block,” said his aunt, after clipping him in the calf. “Don’t try to lower your hilt to the ground. There are only five blocking positions – it’s not that hard to remember.”

			“Sorry.”

			“Don’t apologize. Just parry.” Tante Katja swung her wooden blade straight down toward his head, holding nothing back. He blocked upwards, holding his sword at an angle to deflect the blow. Their wooden swords were of equal length, but he held his with both hands, while she used only her left, weaker hand.

			“Good.” She swung low again, and this time he parried correctly. He countered quickly with a strong thrust to her midsection, connecting.

			“Ow!” His aunt stepped back and rubbed her lower abdomen. She had an old wound there, he remembered now.

			“Sorry!”

			“It’s okay.” She paced and rubbed the spot where he’d struck her. “You’re getting faster. That’s good.”

			Tem grinned. Though he hadn’t meant to strike her old wound, he could count on one hand the times he’d snuck past her defenses.

			“Don’t get cocky,” she said. Still fighting with her left hand, she tapped him three times in rapid succession: his arm, his shoulder, a thrust to his belly. His sword flailed, failing to block anything. “You’re still slow. Don’t watch my sword. Watch my eyes, and let the edges of your sight track my movement.”

			That night, Mother climbed to the loft to tuck him in. He often resisted tuck-in time, as he knew other boys his age did not receive such coddling. But tonight he allowed it. He wanted to speak alone with his mother.

			“Tante Katja said that I’m going to the ringship, whether I want to or not.”

			“Don’t you want to go?” she asked. “You said you wanted to meet your mormor and morfar.”

			“I don’t know if I want to. I don’t want to lose my spot at the bellows.”

			She tousled his hair. “You won’t lose your spot. Your uncle and grandfather run the smithy. They love you and favor you. How could you lose your spot?”

			“What if I’m on the ringship for a long time? Father said I might stay for a year.”

			“It does make sense for you to stay a long while. You’ll need to improve your Orbital English, and it will take time to get to know your grandparents. And I’m hoping you’ll make new friends.”

			“What if I want to come home?” Tem asked.

			“Don’t worry,” said Mother. “We won’t leave you there alone. I’m going to stay with you until you’re settled.”

			“What if I don’t get settled?”

			“You worry too much. You’re going to love it there.”

			“What if I don’t?”

			Mother stroked his hair. She loved him, but she didn’t understand how much he yearned to become full smith. She wanted him to go to the ringship and learn new things, but he had already chosen his path: he would learn the Five Secrets of godsteel and forge fearsome weapons.

			“Mother?”

			“Yes?”

			“I’m going to be smith. After Nine-Finger Pieter, I’ll be next.”

			She smiled. “Of course you will.”

			She still didn’t understand. But that was all right. 

			He had accepted that he could not fully control his own life. If Mother and Father and Farbror Trond all thought that he should go to the ringship, then he would go. Maybe, while he was there, he would learn how the sky people made their weapons.

			A year was not so long. When he was ten, he would return to Happdal and resume his real work.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			There was a feast in the longhouse to see them off: roasted pig, fresh bread, gravy, baked trout, smoked eel, blackberries with cream. Everyone attended. Those that could not fit in the longhouse sat on the steps, or outside at long wooden tables.

			Tem sat next to his father at the head of the table. Farfar Arik was trekking the Five Valleys, forging alliances and trade agreements with neighboring villages, so Father sat in his chair as acting jarl. For that reason he would not join Tem and Mother on the ringship until Arik returned. Tem suspected Farmor Elke’s influence might also have something to do with Father staying behind. It would be too hard on Farmor to see both her favorite child and her grandchild leave for a year’s journey, especially with her husband still gone. Father would join them on the ringship as soon as he could.

			There was a flying machine that would take them to the ringship, but it was far to the north. The long walk to the flying machine might be treacherous, and Tem had hoped to have Father at their side. Still, they would not be defenseless. Mother had her feather-blade, and Tem would bring his own bow and arrows. The journey would take at least two weeks, but they had packed plenty of provisions: smoked fish, oat cakes, aged cheese, nuts, and dried berries. The first days would be the hardest. They would climb the High Pass, descend to the flatlands, and cut through the Blood Forest. After that they would reach open country. It would be colder up north. Mother said the flying machine (she called it a ‘mule’ for some reason) was on the outskirts of old Builder ruins, a city that had once been called Bremen. It was far enough north to have ice and snow year round.

			Tante Katja pulled him aside during the feast. She had dark circles under her eyes, and a crease between her eyebrows.

			“What’s the matter?” Tem asked.

			“Nothing. I just want to talk.”

			Tem waited for his aunt to say something. She opened her mouth to speak, then closed it.

			“Are you worried about us? We’ll be fine. Mother has made the walk before.”

			“A long time ago,” said Katja. “And she had powerful sky magic then. She doesn’t have that anymore.”

			“But now she knows the land.”

			Katja nodded impatiently. “You’re right. You’ll both be fine. That’s not what I wanted to talk about. I’m worried…about the pattern. Who you’ll show it to, once you get to the ringship.”

			“I won’t show it to anyone,” said Tem. “It’s secret – I know that.”

			Katja shook her head. “No. It’s important that you share it. I’m just not sure with who.”

			“Can’t I just ask Mother?” Mother knew a great deal about Tante Katja’s past adventures, and he was sure Tante trusted her.

			“Yes – you should ask her. But I want you to use your own judgment too. The pattern is powerful. It could be dangerous.”

			“Why?” Tem asked. “It’s just writing.”

			“No, it’s much more than that.”

			“How will I know who to trust?”

			Tante sighed. “I don’t know,” she said. “You’ll have to decide for yourself who is trustworthy. Just be careful, and get to know them first. Some people are skillful liars.”

			Tem nodded. Out of the corner of his eye he saw that Farmor was serving blackberries with cream.

			“Go,” she said, patting him on the head. “Get your dessert. And be with your father. He’ll miss you.” She kissed him on the cheek. “So will I.”

			“Come visit me then.”

			“Maybe,” said Tante, but he could tell by her expression that she would not. There was something about the ringships or the sky people that scared her. She was fascinated by the Builders, but had no interest in meeting their actual descendants.

			After the food had been eaten, most went home. His parents’ friends wished him good luck. Too many people patted him on the head. The village children wished him luck too – even Hennik. Oddly, the older boy seemed to bear him no malice. Maybe he was just happy to see Tem go.

			It was late, yet the remaining elders continued to drink and talk. The more they drank the louder they spoke, as if the mead and öl made them deaf. He found Mother and asked her if he could go to bed. Farbror Trond volunteered to walk him home, even though Tem knew quite well how to get home himself. His uncle said a few goodbyes, then took his hand and led him out of the longhouse and past the feasting tables. The main road was well lit by the gibbous moon. Though Tem had seen his uncle drink immense tankards of mead, Farbror did not act drunk, and walked without swaying, gently holding Tem’s hand in his giant rough palm.

			“I have something for you,” said his uncle, when they reached Tem’s home. Farbror Trond pulled a slender object from his boot and handed it to Tem. A longknife. Tem drew the blade from its fur-lined sheath and examined it, speechless.

			“Godsteel,” said Farbror. “One of my finest.”

			Tem tried to say something, but the sounds that came out of his mouth were not quite words. “Thank you,” he finally managed.

			“I hope you have no cause to use it, except to impress your friends.”

			“If I have any friends.”

			“You will,” Farbror said. “You have that gift, just like your father. People love you, even though they don’t always know why.”

			Tem looked up at his uncle, who was kind, but quite wrong. Tem did not have any gifts. Farbror Trond and Farfar Jense both had great strength. Father could see clearly even on the darkest nights. Farmor Elke could smell as well as any wolf (she did not think anyone knew this, but Tem had figured it out). Tem had no special gift.

			Farbror grasped his forearm in the way that one man greeted another. Tem tried to grasp his uncle’s forearm the same way, but his hand was too small.

			“Say hello to Per Anders, if he still lives,” said Farbror Trond.

			“Come visit me.”

			His uncle shook his head. “My place is in the smithy, and with my family.”

			* * * 

			They set out early the next morning, while most still slept off the previous night’s celebration. They said a final goodbye to Father. He said he would follow them soon. Mother did not say anything in response, and Tem did not know what to think. He wondered what Farmor Elke had threatened in order to make Father stay.

			They hiked along the river in the early morning. Mother set a fast pace. By the time they reached the Three Stones, the sun had risen just enough to give them light, but not enough to warm the ground. 

			“It’s cold for late summer,” he said.

			“It’s not cold,” Mother said. “Can you feel your toes?”

			Tem wiggled his toes inside of his wool socks and leather boots. “Yes.”

			“When it’s cold, you won’t feel them anymore. For the last day or two you’ll feel like you’re walking on two numb stumps. Hopefully we won’t get frostbite. But even if we do, Stanford Medical will fix us up.”

			“What’s that?” asked Tem.

			“Doctors. Good ones.”

			“Better than Ilsa?”

			“Ilsa does the best with what she has. She saved my life once.”

			Tem nodded. He knew the story well. The old crone’s honey tonic had brought Mother back from the brink of death, when a bad man had tried to kill her.

			By midday they reached the guard station, which was little more than a fire pit and a hastily built shade structure. The brothers Askr and Alvis greeted them. 

			“Hello, Car-En!” Askr was the more talkative one. Alvis was taller, but seldom spoke.

			“Hello, Askr. Hello, Alvis. Any sign of Kaldbrek men?” Mother asked.

			“None,” said Askr. “Where are you going?” he asked in a friendly tone. The guards were stationed there to watch for raiders, not to pen in Happdal villagers who wanted to travel. Two guards were insufficient to fight off a raiding party, but Alvis carried a longbow and a quiver of whistlers. Tem didn’t see the point of it – there hadn’t been a raid since Kaldbrek’s foul old jarl had died years ago – but the guard station was manned at all hours. Farmor Elke insisted on it.

			“To the mule station – where there’s a flying ship,” Mother answered. “I’m taking Tem to visit the ringship, to meet my parents.”

			“You can just…go up?” Askr asked. “Can anyone fly up and board a ringship? Would the sky people let me on?”

			“I have no idea. I haven’t been on the Stanford in a long time. They’ve probably developed a policy by now. Want to come along and try?”

			Tem couldn’t tell if Mother was serious, but Askr rubbed his short beard and pursed his lips. “Is Per Anders still there?” he finally asked.

			“I think so,” Mother said. “I don’t know if they’ve cured him.”

			“I’m tempted,” said Askr. “I’m curious about the sky people. Maybe I will follow you when my shift is over.” Askr was tall, and a good tracker, and Tem didn’t doubt that he could catch up with them if he followed. Askr turned to Alvis. “What about you, brother? Would you come along? Any desire to see the sky ship up close?”

			Alvis shook his head. “The sky is for the sky people.”

			Askr grinned. “My older brother has no love for adventure. But I’ll accompany you to the High Pass. My legs need a stretch.”

			Askr joined them, taking long strides, using the shaft of his spear as a walking stick. Mother was more relaxed with Askr in tow, and she told him about life on the ringship. Askr had many questions; Mother answered them all. Some things Tem already knew: tens of thousands of people lived on the Stanford; they grew meat in jars instead of slaughtering animals; in the central hub you could float in the air like a feather. His attention shifted to the climb. Askr’s pace was even faster than Mother’s, and Tem had to move his own legs twice as quickly to keep up.

			From the ridge they looked down on the green valley that was home to Kaldbrek.

			“Are you old enough to remember when Kaldbrek came to Summer Trade?” Mother asked.

			“No, but Alvis is,” Askr said. “Will you follow the Upper Begna north?”

			“Yes.”

			“Be careful. Svein and his men hunt and fish the headwaters.”

			“I will,” Mother promised. Svein Haakonsson, Kaldbrek’s young jarl, was cruel and bloodthirsty. So said Farfar Arik.

			Mother gave Askr a warm embrace. “Thank you for joining us. Maybe we’ll see you in a few days.”

			“May the Red Brother protect you.” Askr smiled and waved to Tem before walking away.

			Mother was quiet as they descended into the valley. The shady trail wound its way through immense spruce. Occasionally they passed through a sunnier open area, dotted with copses of silver birch and old knotted oak. Closer to the Upper Begna, the forest once again thickened. They heard the river before they saw it, though not much before; the snow had melted long ago and there had been no recent storms. The trail ended ten paces from the river bank. A huge fallen spruce spanned the water – a natural bridge. Age had worn away most of the bark, and sections of the great tree were rotted soft. But it was still solid enough to cross, at least for two as light as Mother and himself.

			“Will Askr follow us?” Tem asked. Mother was eyeing the fallen tree.

			“I doubt it. I think he just wanted to impress his brother.”

			“Then why did he ask you all those questions while we were walking? Alvis wasn’t even there.”

			Mother shrugged. “He’s curious. But he’s courting Elika, and so is Grundar. Askr isn’t going anywhere.”

			“She’ll pick Askr,” Tem said. Grundar had been a bellows boy too, long ago, but had never been chosen as apprentice. Maybe that’s why Grundar was always scowling.

			“Only if he’s around. She can’t pick him if he’s gone off to live on a ringship.”

			Mother chose not to cross the water, and instead led them north on an overgrown hunting trail. After an hour or so of walking Tem could no longer hear the river; the path had veered slightly east. “We have to cut back in,” said Mother. “I think this trail leads into the next valley, and then to Skrova.” She sighed, hands on hips. “We probably should have crossed back at the big log.”

			“Don’t worry,” Tem said. “I don’t think we’re that far from the river.”

			Mother patted his shoulder. “I’m not worried. I have you to help guide me.”

			This was meant to reassure Tem, but it didn’t. He had no idea where the flying machine was. And mother had never tried returning to her home in the sky.

			Even off the hunting trail, the going was easy. The tall spruce were the bullies of the forest, hogging all but the tiniest slivers of light, and the undergrowth was paltry. Still, Tem stepped carefully, not wanting to twist an ankle. They had a long walk ahead. To pass the time, he and Mother played a counting game: How many types of animals could they see or otherwise identify? They spotted deer (a doe and two fawns), several squirrels, a jay, a birch tree filled with siskin, and best of all, a wildcat. They caught the bushy-tailed tabby unawares, stalking a woodpecker whose racket had concealed their approach. When the cat finally noticed them, it turned and stared wide-eyed for a long time, only fleeing when Tem took a few steps forward. The wildcat and the woodpecker brought the count to six.

			The river was narrower here – they were nearing the streams and creeks of the headwaters – but still too fast and deep to easily cross. He suggested they head north and look for another fallen log. Mother agreed. The undergrowth was thicker here, and the ground marshy, and the going was slower. Tem tried to ignore the moisture seeping into his boots.

			“Listen,” Tem said. Mother froze; they heard a distant crash from the far side of the river. “A boar?” Tem asked. Mother put her finger to her lips. The crashing got louder, then quieter again; the beast was heading upriver. Now they heard men yelling and dogs barking. Hunters, pursuing their quarry. If it was a boar they were chasing, the men’s lives were at risk. Tem had seen a tusk wound, deep and ragged. Three years ago Old Lars had taken a tusk to the calf. Strangely immune to pain, the old man had ignored the wound, which festered. Finally Ilsa sawed it off, while Lars calmly watched. Now the old man’s lower leg was made of oak. Tem was glad there was a river between them and the hunt.

			“This way!” cried a rough voice, much closer now. Mother ducked behind a brake of goat willow and fern. Tem did the same.

			“It’s wounded,” said another man. The second voice was calm and flat, lacking in emotion.

			“You stuck it,” said the first. “A good shot, Svein. We’ll eat well tonight.”

			Tem’s eyes widened. Mother gave him a hard look. Be silent.

			“We won’t eat unless we finish the job,” said Svein from across the river. He sounded so close. Were they well hidden? The thicket of goat willow was sparse, and the ferns grew close to the ground. “A dead boar does us no good if it rots in the brush.”

			“The dogs will find it,” said the other. “They’re hot on the scent.”

			Tem heard the men moving away. He started to stand, but Mother put her hand on his shoulder. They waited, silent, until the sounds of men and dogs were long gone.

			“We should go south,” said Mother quietly, “until we see a safe crossing. Even if we have to go all the way back to that first log. Then we’ll cross the river, and head west until nightfall.”

			That made sense to Tem. The hunters had gone north, so going south would increase the distance between them. He shadowed Mother, just a few steps behind, watching her heavy backpack and the back of her head. Her straight hair, glossy brown except for a few strands of gray, was cut shoulder length. It had been longer when Tem was little, with no gray at all.

			Something whizzed past Tem’s head. Mother crumpled and fell. Tem rushed to her side. She groaned and twisted around, trying to see the back of her leg. A long arrow had pierced her hamstring.

			“Sorry I had to shoot your mother, little boy, but she is trespassing. I have the right to defend my lands.” Svein took a few squelching steps toward them; his boots and trousers were soaked through. Kaldbrek’s jarl was younger than Tem expected, and uglier. A wispy beard only half covered his weak chin, and a long scar cut across his right cheek. 

			Tem grabbed the hilt of his longknife. Farbror Trond was wrong – the blade would be used for more than boasting.

			Svein laughed. “Give me that, if you want to live. Tell him. Tell your brat to give me the knife.” It took Tem a moment to realize that Svein was addressing Mother.

			Mother grimaced and nodded. She grabbed his hand and squeezed it. Reluctantly, Tem pulled the longknife from his belt and tossed it, still sheathed, in Svein’s direction.

			“Obedience is a good quality in a boy,” Svein said. “I was obedient too, when I was your age. When you become a man you may do as you wish. Unless you end up a slave.” The scar on Svein’s cheek flashed white when he grinned.

			A burly black-bearded man trundled up behind the young jarl. “Cut off the shaft but don’t yank on it,” commanded Svein. “I don’t want her bleeding out. Carry her back to the village. Tie the boy’s hands and make him walk behind.”

			“What about the boar?” asked the black-bearded man.

			“Leave that to me and the dogs.”

			“What should I do with them?”

			Svein stared. Tem wanted to look away from the jarl’s narrow blue eyes, but he willed his gaze steady.

			“Take them to Völund,” Svein said. “He’ll know what to do.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			09.08.02737, Advance Field Station One, Earth

			Lydia finished taping the girl’s ankle and patted her on the knee. “There. You can walk on it, but don’t run for a few days. Okay?”

			“Okay,” Maggie said. She was six, the first and now oldest child to have been born at AFS-1. Lydia refused to call the research station by its common nickname: ‘Vandercamp.’ She tolerated Adrian Vanderplotz, but she wasn’t going to pander to his ego. The man’s personality was big enough without naming the whole place after him. Lydia wasn’t sure who had coined the moniker in the first place (probably Adrian himself), but she’d been annoyed when Xenus had started using it. It was still a point of contention between them. 

			“Can I jump rope?” Maggie asked.

			“No. You can’t jump rope. Just let it heal – be easy on it. Check with me in a few days and let me take a look.”

			“I will.” Maggie was adorable: black hair, brown eyes, a cute little nose. She was a mix of Asian and European ancestries, the first Earth-born child in nearly one hundred years. No – that wasn’t true. There were the villagers, of course, and without the villagers there would be no research station in the first place. But Maggie was still special. Some children had migrated to AFS-1 with their families, and other children had been born since, but Maggie was the first Repop child.

			Maggie gingerly slid off the table and hobbled toward the door. “Thank you, Dr. Lydia.”

			“You’re welcome.”

			Lydia returned the tape and scissors to the supply closet and took a quick inventory. They were low on disinfectant cream (which she could synthesize) and several elemental printing inks (which she couldn’t). Using her m’eye she added the inks to the order queue. Every few weeks the Stanford sent a crate or two via mule. Someone, usually Xenus and Lydia together, had to pick up the supplies at the mule station with the hovershuttle. It was a long trip, several hours there and even longer back with a full load, but the scenery was spectacular. It was frigid that far north, but one of the engineers had designed a cozy modular environmental dome for the shuttles. Still – the winter trips were dicey.

			She checked her schedule. No appointments for the rest of the day. There rarely were; in general the community was in excellent health. Still, drop-ins were common, mostly children with scrapes and bruises. The children seemed reckless and accident-prone compared to her own childhood, but that could be a trick of memory. Or it could be a real cultural change; space culture was cautious because life in space was dangerous (‘P.M.C.’ stood for Paranoid Maintenance Culture). Maybe these children, growing up in an environment to which they were naturally adapted, knew on some level that they could let their guard down. Or maybe the culture of the adults had changed, and the children were picking up on that. A technical mistake on Earth usually meant a do-over; in space it could mean the deaths of thousands of people.

			She closed up the clinic, not locking anything – not even the supply closet had a lock – and pinged Xenus. He was at home, probably reading ringstation news feeds about AFS-1. Lydia didn’t approve – Xenus was obsessed with the opinions of the ringstation denizens. Political bodies on the Liu Hui and the Alhazen, and even some voices from the generally apolitical Hedonark, took issue with the very existence of the field station. It was jumping the gun on Repop, they said. There were carefully negotiated treaties that governed the various research and planning phases that preceeded, or should have preceeded, what everyone assumed would be the careful, deliberate, conservative repopulation of the home planet. It was a once-in-a-species chance at a do-over.

			The other ringstations were right to be concerned. AFS-1 was a research station in name only. It was, in fact, a settlement. Children had been born there. People considered it their home. Not every resident was involved in research, and many worked on projects that were little more than show: a pretense concealing the raw desire to live on Earth. Lydia understood that. She’d been among the first to volunteer.

			The morning light was bright; Lydia adjusted her m’eye lens accordingly, filtering out most of the UV and some of the visible spectrum. Earth’s ozone layer was intact, but she had never grown used to the intensity of direct sunlight. It was nothing like the yellowish-white ‘sky’ on the Stanford, also real sunlight, but redirected by mirrors and filtered through layers of translucent alumina. The vastness and intense colors of Earth’s real sky had at first induced vertigo. These days she could look up and not panic, but she still used her m’eye filters as a crutch.

			She passed between an open vegetable plot (summer squash, lettuce, high-protein corn) and a makeshift geodesic greenhouse fabricated from lengths of bamboo, printed carbonlattice connectors, and permeable bioplastic. The structure probably wouldn’t survive a powerful storm, but they had gone ten years without strong weather. AFS-1 was sheltered in a broad valley, several hundred kilometers across, at the base of the mountain range that had once been known as the Italian Alps. The entire region was covered in a thick layer of volcanic ash from Campi Flegrei, which now partially constituted the easily tilled, moisture-retaining soil of the vegetable plots. The supervolcano had erupted in several places within the Phlegraean Fields cauldron, with the Solfatara crater eruption being the most spectacular. That event, more than anything else, had marked a point of no return for Earth’s briefly hyper-connected global civilization. The date 02387 had been one of the few that stuck in Lydia’s mind from her childhood history lessons. Exactly three hundred fifty years ago.

			As she rounded the path that led to the dome she shared with Xenus, an alert flashed in her m’eye. Emergency meeting in the Shell. She changed course, heading directly to the field station’s largest and most permanent structure. The Shell was an immense spiraling iridescent dome, guide-grown from an organic material that closely resembled the shell of a mollusk. The experimental building process was one of many inventions to be prototyped at the Stanford’s ‘Hair Lab’ and later implemented at AFS-1 (the hovershuttle was another, as was Lydia’s portable medical synthesizer). To build a shell structure, a carbonlattice frame was draped with nutrient fabric, then moistened and exposed to sunlight. The fabric itself was seeded with minerals, polysaccharides, and a microorganism engineered to excrete a conchiolin matrix filled in with layers of calcium carbonate. The resulting material was light, extremely strong, waterproof, permeable to air, temperature regulating, and UV-protective while still being translucent. 

			She entered the Shell through a doorless archway, shivering as she adjusted to the cooler temperature of the interior. Warm reddish-brown light passed through the walls. The inside of the Shell reminded Lydia of cathedrals she’d seen in old films, with their high ceilings and colored glass. The outside, by contrast, looked like a gargantuan snail on its side.

			Xenus, Adrian, and Shane were already there, seated at a large wooden round table toward the rear of the structure. She hadn’t wasted any time getting there; had there been a meeting before the meeting?

			“Hello Lydia,” said Adrian Vanderplotz. “Please have a seat.” The Station Director was in his sixties, but his black hair had only a few streaks of gray, and his face was smooth except for light lines around his mouth and eyes. He’d had at least one rejuv – maybe two.

			“What’s the emergency?” Lydia asked bluntly. She didn’t like being the last to arrive, or the least informed.

			Adrian didn’t flinch. What he lacked in empathy he made up for in unflappability. “We lost a signal. Two signals, in fact. The Harz team.”

			“Which Harz team?” asked Lydia, taking a seat. There were currently three pairs of anthropologists observing villagers in the mountainous region that had once been known as New Saxony, only a few hundred kilometers south of the glacial line. The researchers always worked in pairs – never alone. Not since Car-En.

			“The Kaldbrek observers. Rosen and De Laurentiis,” Xenus said. “They went dark around the same time, approximately eight hours ago.”

			“Why am I just learning this now?” Lydia asked. She knew both researchers personally, and Aaron De Laurentiis was a friend.

			“I just found out myself,” said Xenus defensively.

			“This needs to stay between us,” Shane said. Shane Jaecks, the head of security, was a thick man, solid muscle. He was also intelligent, a fact often overlooked due to his appearance and simple, direct manner of speaking (which Lydia suspected was an affectation; he liked to be underestimated). Shane scratched his bald head. “We don’t want people to panic. It might just be a glitch.”

			“How long are we going to wait?” Lydia asked. “They could be in danger.” Of the three villages under observation, the denizens of Kaldbrek were the least predictable; their chieftain was young and brash. If the observation team had been detected they might now be prisoners. Or worse.

			“That’s not the only explanation,” Adrian said.

			“What do you mean?” Adrian just looked at her. Finally it occurred to her what he meant. They could have defected, like Car-En.

			“You were friends with De Laurentiis,” said Shane.

			“I still am.”

			“Yes. Sorry. How well do you know him?”

			“We were at the Academy together. Class of ’24.”

			“Do you think he’s the type to….”

			“Defect? No.” She was telling the truth. Aaron De Laurentiis loved his work; he’d been elated to receive the field position. But so had Car-En. She had gone over Car-En’s desertion many times in her mind.

			“That’s not why you’re here,” said Xenus. He was protecting her; he didn’t want her to think that Shane was interrogating her. But Shane was just doing his job. She knew why she was here. If there was a rescue mission, they would need a doctor. Xenus was present because he was Research Coordinator; ultimately the safety of Rosen and De Laurentiis were his responsibility.

			“To answer your question, we’re not going to wait,” Adrian said. “We’re leaving within the hour. Can you be ready?”

			“Who else is going?” she asked.

			“Just you and I,” Shane answered. “The hovershuttle can hold five comfortably, but if there are wounded they’ll take up more space. We’ll both have dart rifles and disruptors. Are you trained?”

			“I can point a disruptor. I’ve never fired a rifle.”

			“Fine,” Shane said, “no rifle for you. More room in the shuttle.”

			“How long will it take to get there?”

			Shane shrugged. “At top speed? A couple hours. Might be a rough ride – think you can handle it?”

			“I can handle it.” AFS-1 was roughly equidistant from the three known ‘New Iron Age’ settlements: the villages in the Harz mountains, a community in Israel, and an ancient town on the Mediterranean island of Sardinia. To get to the Harz region they would first need to cut through alpine valleys until they reached the forested flatlands of the central continent. Going southwest first, to the coast, and cutting around the mountains would make for a smoother ride, but they didn’t have time for that.

			“Good. It’s settled,” said Adrian. “Good luck. Return safely and quickly. We’ll expect continuous contact and open m’eye feeds.”

			“Wait a minute. What else do we know? What was the last telemetry from the Kaldbrek team?”

			“Not much,” Shane said. “They were both in the actual village – which they shouldn’t have been – then nothing. No m’eye data, no biostats, no location.”

			“Their kits were destroyed?”

			“Or malfunctioned. Or were deactivated on purpose.”

			“Simultaneous malfunction seems unlikely,” Lydia pointed out.

			“I agree.”

			“Let’s stop going around in circles,” Adrian said. He was already getting up. “We don’t have enough information, so enough guessing and speculating. Go find out what happened.”

			Xenus watched Adrian silently. He should be the one calling the shots in this situation. Xenus realized this, surely, but didn’t want to butt heads with Adrian. It didn’t make her think any less of him; Xenus was right to avoid turning this into a power struggle.

			Xenus touched her arm as they headed toward the archway. “Be careful, okay? Svein is dangerous.” Svein Haakonsson was the young chieftain, jarl of Kaldbrek. More than one team had recorded Svein meting out cruel punishments for minor infractions: floggings, half-drownings, even amputations. Culturally, Kaldbrek was less civilized and more brutal than the other Harz villages. No one knew why, but the subject was energetically debated within the department.

			“I will be,” she promised. She kissed him and ran her hand through his short hair. She considered asking him what she had missed at the pre-meeting but thought better of it. There was no time to waste.

			Lydia donned her bioskin, packed her supplies, and met Shane at the hovershuttle bay, where he was stocking the shuttle with food canisters, g’nerf bars, and water cubes. He wore flexible armor over his bioskin and had a dart rifle slung over his back. His belt was equipped with a neural disruptor, a long carbonlattice blade, and an array of compact grenades in a variety of shapes and colors.

			“Expecting a fight?”

			“Always. There’s a suit of armor in the backseat – try it on and see if it fits.”

			The armor was lighter than she expected, and didn’t restrict her movement.

			“Will this stop a sword?” she asked, half-jokingly.

			Shane stopped and stared, box of g’nerf bars in hand.

			“Sorry,” she said.

			“I’ll do what I can to keep us safe, but I don’t know what we’re getting into. I don’t like it.”

			“We don’t really have much of a choice. Rosen and De Laurentiis might need our help.”

			He nodded without making eye contact, and resumed his packing. She picked up a pack of water cubes and handed it to him.

			“Did you ever hear from her? Any message?” Shane asked.

			“Hear from who?”

			“Car-En.”

			The question caught her off-guard. She had heard from Car-En. Penelope Townes had told her, in secret, that Car-En was alive and well, living in Happdal; she’d fallen in love with one of the villagers. Car-En had destroyed or deactivated her kit, thus cutting off all contact with everyone on the Stanford. For two years everyone except for Lydia and Car-En’s parents (who Townes had also informed) thought that Car-En had died, perhaps in an accident, perhaps murdered by the villagers she had been observing. Lydia, Marivic, and Shol had dutifully kept Car-En’s secret, but each of them had mourned in their own way. It was as if Car-En had died, and it was impossible to not take her friend’s decision personally, as rejection, even if Car-En had fallen in love with a handsome Viking-like villager.

			Two years later, AFS-1 had gotten around to assigning a new observation team to Happdal. Surprise surprise, Car-En was alive and well. Not only alive, but married to a villager named Esper, and very pregnant. Lydia had known that Car-En had wanted to have children one day but had always considered it a far off possibility. The news triggered a storm of emotions: happiness for her friend, jealousy, anger, and a deep sense of unease. Car-En had not wanted to be discovered. For some reason (Townes had been vague about why) Car-En especially wanted to hide her whereabouts, and even the fact that she was alive, from Adrian. Why was that? Why was Car-En hiding? Or what was she hiding?
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